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Individual and Community

Creating Common Purpose

Individual residents naturally want personal freedom,
and local governments want control over what hap-
pens in their jurisdiction. But regional trends such as
economic change, traffic congestion, and land use
patterns are constraining individual freedom and
undermining local control. An adversarial environ-
ment among jurisdictions and special interests has cre-
ated gridlock on important issues. Most people agree
that the value of freedom for individual residents and
jurisdictions is important, but so is the value of work-
ing together to take responsibility as a community for
solving regional problems that affect everyone. The
practical question is how to reconcile the competing
values of individual and community to meet the chal-
lenges of today.

t the core of the American Experiment is the balancing act
between two powerful concepts: the individual and the com-
munity. The Founders believed that both are critical ingredients to
a successful society. Individual freedom and liberty are the well-
springs of creativity and initiative. Community duty and responsi-
bility are the glue that allows individuals to live together peacefully
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and productively. Or as Gardner (1995) put it simply, “Humans are
social beings, and to discuss individuality without talking about the

social system that makes it possible is to talk nonsense” (p. 86).

The American Experience: Resolving the Tension
Between the Individual and the Community

Our nation’s founders sought to create a framework that would pre-
vent the individual and the community from overwhelming each
other—resulting in neither freedom without responsibility nor duty
without liberty. The resulting framework addressed two fundamental
questions:

e How to balance competing interests (or factions) in a

diverse society

¢ How to manage the growing complexity of interests of
a geographically dispersed and economically diverse

nation

They succeeded well enough to ensure the survival of the new
nation and set the standard for subsequent generations. Every gen-
eration since has inherited this balancing act—some in times of war,
depression, civic unrest, and social upheaval that have severely
tested their ability to preserve both individual freedom and com-
munity responsibility.

Where individual freedom is guaranteed and flourishes, differ-
ences of opinion and clashes of freedoms are inevitable. The
Founders understood and appreciated the realities of human nature
and knew that any enduring American system had to find a way
simultaneously to encourage the diversity of ideas while tempering
the conflict among interests. They sought to preserve the benefits
of pluralism while guarding against the danger of factions.

James Madison in The Federalist Papers offered perhaps the best
articulation of the Founders’ concern about the practical challenge

.
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in balancing “the multiplicity of interests” in a diverse society. In
Federalist No. 10, Madison introduced the challenge of faction,
defining it as “a number of citizens, whether amounting to a major-
ity or minority of the whole, who are united and actuated by some
common impulse of passion, or of interest, adverse to the rights of
other citizens, or to the permanent and aggregate interests of the
community” (Quinn, 1993, p. 71). He identified two distinct dan-
gers: the threat that some individual interests would overwhelm the
rights of some citizens and the threat that factions could undermine
the broader community interest.

At the same time, Madison recognized the reality that “the
latent causes of faction are thus sown in the nature of man” and
“have, in turn, divided mankind into parties, inflamed them with
mutual animosity, and rendered them much more disposed to vex
and oppress each other than to co-operate for their common good.”
In fact, “liberty is to faction what air is to fire.” However, this real-
ity did not lead Madison to argue for removing the causes of fac-
tion: “It could not be a less folly to abolish liberty, which is essential
to political life, because it nourishes faction than it would be to wish
the annihilation of air, which is essential to animal life, because it
imparts to fire its destructive agency” (Quinn, 1993, pp. 70-73).

The challenge then, as Madison defined it, is that “the causes of
faction cannot be removed and that relief is only to be sought as a
means for controlling its effects.” What effects? In Federalist No. 62,
he observed that “liberty may be endangered by the abuses of liberty
as well as by the abuses of power.” Alexander Hamilton described
another effect in Federalist No. 6 when he noted the tendency for
neighboring states to be natural enemies unless bound together vol-
untarily in the common cause of a republic, “extinguishing that
secret jealousy which disposes all states to aggrandize themselves at
the expense of their neighbors” (Quinn, 1993, pp. 55, 73, 137).

The Founders answered the challenge of competing interests by cre-
ating a constitutional framework that preserved liberty generally
but also constrained liberty in specific instances in which the liber-
ties of some would overwhelm those of others, or when the effects

.
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of factions would compromise the broader community interest.
Defining exactly where those lines are drawn is a continuous process
of refinement.

Just as the competition of interests in a pluralistic society is
inevitable, so is the complexity of a problem-solving environment
in a dynamic world. However, an important distinction exists
between the competition of interests and the complexity of the prob-
lem-solving environment. The former deals with individual differ-
ences and often conflicts, and it requires a better understanding of
underlying values among participants in order to develop creative
solutions or even compromises that allow for some degree of progress.

With the latter, the challenge is less about resolving major dif-
ferences and conflict and more about finding new ways to mobilize
a multitude of sometimes similar, often complementary interests
into solving a shared, but complex, problem. It is about transform-
ing a multitude of independent agents into a whole that is greater
than the sum of its parts.

For the Founders, meeting the practical challenge of complexity
meant creating a nation out of thirteen independent states. The first
attempt, in the Articles of Confederation, failed to reconcile com-
peting interests but—just as important—collapsed under its inabil-
ity to manage the growing complexity of a geographically dispersed
and economically diverse nation.

This growing complexity of interests was magnified by the grow-
ing complexity of state lawmaking. State constitutions varied greatly
and were regularly altered, creating a sense of confusion and chaos
within and between states. As one observer from Vermont wrote in
1786, laws were “altered—realtered—made better—made worse;
and kept in such a fluctuating position, that persons in civil com-
mission scarcely know what the law is” (Wood, 2002, p. 142). Alto-
gether, the complexity of the problem-solving environment exposed
the inherent weakness of the Articles of Confederation and drove
the Founders to develop a national constitution that would be able

to manage complexity.
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In Federalist No. 37, Madison recognized the complexity of the
problem-solving environment when he grappled with how to par-
tition powers between national and state governments. He identi-
fied three specific challenges: “indistinctness of the object,
imperfection of the organ of conception, and inadequateness of the
vehicle of ideas.” In other words, he described a problem-solving
environment in which the problem will be hard to define, the
problem solvers will be imperfect in their abilities to solve the
problem, and “vehicles” to describe and advance solutions will be
inadequate. Despite theses obstacles, Madison argued for moving
ahead, to manage complexity as well as possible, acknowledging
the obstacles, but “with a deep conviction of the necessity of
sacrificing private opinions and partial interests to the public good”
(Quinn, 1993, p. 104).

Thus the Founders created the Constitution not only to man-
age differences among factions but also to manage complexity in a
diverse and dynamic nation. In fact, according to Michael Meyer-
son, author of Political Numeracy (2002), the Constitution is a doc-
ument that sets up a complex adaptive system driven by feedback.
Complex adaptive systems are based on simple rules that recognize
the need for constant change and improvement and provide a
framework for an open society.

For more than two centuries, the Constitution has managed to
adapt repeatedly to an extraordinary array of small alterations and
grand upheavals, both external and internal, while at the same time
maintaining coherence under change. The Constitution in general
and the Bill of Rights in particular are relatively short and simple
principles or rules. However, their application over time is parallel
to the concept of iteration or feedback. As we see with chaotic sys-
tems, the smallest changes can lead ultimately to quite significant
developments through a process of dynamic adaptation. The Con-
stitution provides simple rules that act as the framework for com-
plex, nonlinear systems. Elections, legislation, and judicial decisions

all act as self-correcting mechanisms.
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