
Tolerable Anarchy: Exploring the Ideas of
Jedediah Purdy
In the realm of political thought, the notion of anarchy has often been
associated with chaos and disorder. However, the work of contemporary
political theorist Jedediah Purdy challenges this conventional
understanding, offering a nuanced concept of "tolerable anarchy." Purdy
argues that anarchy, when properly understood, can foster a vibrant and
just society that respects individual liberty and community self-governance.

The Paradox of Tolerable Anarchy

At first glance, the idea of "tolerable anarchy" may seem paradoxical. After
all, anarchy is often defined as the absence of government or law. Without
a central authority to enforce rules and resolve conflicts, how can a society
maintain order and stability? Purdy's response to this critique is that
anarchy does not necessitate complete chaos, but rather a different form of
social organization based on voluntary cooperation and self-restraint.
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Purdy draws inspiration from historical examples of decentralized societies
that functioned effectively without formal government structures. He points
to the Iroquois Confederacy in North America, which operated for centuries
through a consensus-based decision-making process. Similarly, the
medieval Icelandic Althing was an assembly of free men who governed
themselves through a complex system of laws and customs.

The Importance of Sparse Governance
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Purdy argues that one of the key elements of tolerable anarchy is "sparse
governance." This refers to a system of governance that is decentralized,
limited in scope, and respectful of individual autonomy. Sparse governance
recognizes that not all aspects of human interaction require centralized
regulation or enforcement. Instead, it empowers individuals and
communities to govern themselves through mutual agreement and self-
organization.

For example, in a tolerable anarchy, neighborhood watch groups might play
a role in maintaining community safety without the need for a centralized
police force. Local businesses could establish cooperative agreements for
regulating fair trade practices, eliminating the need for government
oversight. In this way, sparse governance allows for a balance between
individual freedom and social order.

The Role of Community

In Purdy's vision of tolerable anarchy, community plays a vital role in
maintaining social cohesion and fostering cooperation. Strong community
ties provide a sense of belonging and responsibility, encouraging
individuals to act in ways that benefit the collective. Purdy argues that the
decline of community in modern society has contributed to the rise of
individualism, atomization, and social alienation.

To revitalize community, Purdy advocates for policies and practices that
promote social interaction, cooperation, and shared responsibility. This
could include supporting community centers, encouraging civic
engagement, and promoting initiatives that connect people to their
neighborhoods and to one another.



Balancing Autonomy and Interdependence

One of the key challenges in creating a tolerable anarchy is balancing
individual autonomy with the need for social cooperation. Purdy recognizes
that people have different needs and desires, and that it is impossible to
eliminate all forms of conflict or inequality. However, he argues that a
tolerable anarchy should strive to create a society where all individuals
have the freedom to pursue their goals and live with dignity and respect.

Purdy suggests a number of mechanisms for achieving this balance. One is
the principle of subsidiarity, which holds that decisions should be made at
the lowest possible level of governance. This principle empowers local
communities to set their own rules and priorities, while limiting the scope of
government intervention.

Another mechanism is the concept of horizontal accountability. In this
model, individuals and groups are held accountable to one another through
informal social networks, peer review, and collective decision-making
processes. Horizontal accountability fosters a sense of shared
responsibility and encourages individuals to act in ways that benefit the
community as a whole.

The Relevance of Tolerable Anarchy Today

Purdy's ideas about tolerable anarchy are particularly relevant in the
context of the 21st century, which is marked by both unprecedented
technological progress and deepening social and political challenges. The
rise of global interconnectedness, the decline of traditional institutions, and
the increasing complexity of modern life have all contributed to a sense of
uncertainty and fragmentation.



In this context, Purdy's vision of a society that is both anarchic and
tolerable offers a potential path forward. By embracing decentralized
governance, fostering strong communities, and balancing autonomy with
interdependence, we can create a society that is both just and resilient,
capable of meeting the challenges of the future.

Jedediah Purdy's concept of tolerable anarchy is a provocative and
insightful contribution to political thought. It challenges the conventional
understanding of anarchy as synonymous with chaos, and offers a vision of
a society that is both free and just. By embracing sparse governance,
fostering strong communities, and balancing autonomy with
interdependence, we can create a tolerable anarchy that is capable of
meeting the challenges of our time.
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