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Abstract The article suggests that planning’s current sources of
moral philosophy are no longer an entirely satisfactory guide on issues
of ethical judgement in a context of deepening social difference and
an increasingly hegemonic market rationality. A focus on process in
planning and a relative neglect of product, together with the assump-
tion that such processes can be guided by a universal set of deonto-
logical values shaped by the liberal tradition, are rendered particularly
problematic in a world which is characterized by deepening social and
economic differences and inequalities and by the aggressive
promotion of neoliberal values by particular dominant nation-states.
The notion of introducing values into deliberative processes is
explored.
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Introduction

As planners, we are increasingly called on to operate in situations charac-
terized by material and cultural difference, and to deal with the challenges
and conflicts to which these differences give rise. Dealing with situations in
which personal and group values conflict has long been a concern for
planners in those parts of the world with historically multicultural popu-
lations, but increasingly it is being identified by a ‘First World’ scholarship
as an issue affecting planners everywhere. As Bollens (2004: 212) has
argued: ‘. . . differing value systems are a defining characteristic of ethni-
cally polarized cities and also appear to be an increasing attribute of
planning and resource allocation debates in North America and western
European cities’.

Where there may be less agreement, however, is around the nature or
degree of this difference. Very often, and more often than we care to recog-
nize, these differences are fundamental ones and do not easily lend them-
selves to resolution or generalized solutions. In some situations we find
ourselves dealing with seemingly irreconcilable gaps, between differing
‘communities’ or groups, or between expert planners and those planned for,
where there is no obvious hope of constructing dialogue or reaching
consensus, where world-views and the very meaning of development or
progress differ, and where people regard each other from within completely
different rationalities (Watson, 2003).

I suggest that this is indicating a growing incongruence between the
everyday realities which confront planning and the philosophical roots
which have traditionally informed planning thought. Rawls and Habermas,
in particular, have their foundations in liberalism with its often universaliz-
ing and homogenizing assumptions about societies, which may not hold true
in much of the work which we do. The aim of this article is to suggest that
we seek alternative sources for thinking about questions of value and
rationality, and reconsider the faith in consensus-seeking processes as a sole
informant of decision-making.

I first explore the kinds and sources of difference which are beginning to
confront planners in their work. Not only are there multiple sources of
difference but it is also necessary to understand difference as dynamic, often
opportunistic and inevitably interpenetrated by power. I then move to a
discussion of the philosophical sources on which planners have drawn to
inform thinking about values, and suggest that moral philosophies which
recognize the situated nature of knowledge and values may be more appro-
priate than those which are based on universalist ideals. One implication of
deepening difference is that it renders highly problematic a faith in the role
of consensus-seeking processes as a central decision-making tool in
planning, both to achieve a common view and to arrive at justifiable
outcomes. The last section of the article explores this issue, as well as the
argument that deliberation should be guided by values.
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Deep difference1

The notion of a ‘fractured public interest’, captured in the title of Bollens’s
(2004) chapter, describes a reality which has confronted planning for some
time. However, the essence of Bollens’s argument is that these fractures are
widening in those parts of the world previously less conscious of them, and
that planners therefore need to look to cities where there is a longer experi-
ence of grappling with such issues. The reasons for these widening fractures
have been well covered in various literatures: Thornley and Rydin (2002),
for example, point to the increased impetus for movement across the globe,
giving rise to new migration streams to areas of economic opportunity, and
the nationalist and racist tendencies which this can unleash; the globaliz-
ation of the economy and the uneven impact which this has within cities,
regionally and globally, such that economic growth and development are
increasingly twinned with underdevelopment and social exclusion; the
cultural impact of globalization, partly linked to the greater penetration of
mass media and communications technology and carrying with it new
values and beliefs often in conflict with pre-existing value systems; and
global political forces which have seen the emergence of new supranational
political bodies and a questioning of the role of the nation-state. In very
recent years some of the most serious fractures can be traced to realign-
ments in global political power which have seen an assertion of the United
States’ political and military hegemony and a backlash of resistance to this,
particularly in the Muslim world, but echoed as well in just about every city
with migrant and multicultural populations. Hopes for ‘colourful’ and
harmonious multiculturalism in cities of the West, and elsewhere, appear to
be fading as divides deepen and become increasingly acrimonious.

The fractures which are of concern to Bollens and which have been
widening and deepening as a result of contemporary social and economic
forces, are complex, multidimensional and interrelated. However, it is
possible to identify two main, interrelated, axes of difference which are of
importance to planning. The first are ‘inter-group’ differences, brought
about by material, ethnic, racial or other differences; the second may be
described as ‘state–citizen’ differences, referring to the relationship between
the hegemonic technical, managerial and political systems through which
public authorities manage their relationships with their consumers/citizens,
and the everyday needs and priorities of people. Each of these requires
elaboration.

Inter-group difference

The issues of identity and difference have received growing attention in
contemporary social theory and these ideas have found their way as well
into conceptualizations of the urban realm (Jacobs and Fincher, 1998;
Sandercock, 1998, 2003; Pile et al., 1999; Amin and Thrift, 2002). This has
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given rise to a new attention to difference, but also to how identity is consti-
tuted and negotiated and the ways in which ‘empowerment, oppression, and
exclusion work through regimes of difference’ (Jacobs and Fincher, 1998:
2). Theoretically this position brings together cultural, political and
economic positions on difference, which together with a perspective on
place and location produces a ‘located politics of difference’.

This perspective on difference widens the range of sources from which
difference can emerge: class or material circumstances, ethnicity, gender,
age, race, religion, sexuality, world-view, etc. Some sources may encompass
others. For example Alasdair MacIntyre (1988) conceives of different
world-views which arise from different philosophical traditions. These
traditions (of which liberalism is one) are fundamentally shaped by the time
and place in which they emerged, by contingent circumstances, by particu-
lar societal concerns and disagreements of the time, articulated in terms of
the particular language and culture of that order. Each of these traditions
has distinctive conceptualizations of practical rationality and justice which
are not necessarily compatible with each other. But clearly, within such a
tradition, people may hold common world-views which are nuanced accord-
ing to gender, age or other aspects.

Thus, while it could be argued that some aspects of difference are poten-
tially more formative than others, categories of difference cannot always be
essentialized. Jacobs and Fincher (1998) describe the major shift in thinking
about difference away from something that is pre-given and fixed to some-
thing that is socially produced and multiply located. What this points to,
they argue, is the multiplicity of differences that may cohere around any one
person:

social distinctions are constituted in specific contexts through multiple and
interpenetrating axes of difference . . . and at any one time we may be fixed into
or strategically mobilize different aspects of the array of differences through
which our embodied selves are known. (p. 9)

Which aspect dominates is not haphazard – often the attribute to be empha-
sized is that which contributes most significantly to a subject’s marginaliza-
tion or empowerment. Concepts of difference are thus inextricably linked
to the issue of power. Jacobs and Fincher’s argument should not be taken
to mean that nothing is real, that all aspects of identity are entirely contin-
gent and can be put on or taken off like a set of clothing. Individual and
group values, or world-views (which are always present to some degree),
ultimately circumscribe the range of possible aspects of difference which
any individual may be prepared to mobilize.

Following MacIntyre (1988), philosophical traditions, or world-views, are
also capable of mutating and hybridizing. Traditions change and evolve as
a result of new situations which are encountered or through contact with
other communities and traditions (through migration or warfare and
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invasion, and as well through the Internet and TV) which mean that
‘internal’ texts, beliefs, or authorities are challenged (experience epistemo-
logical crises) and have to be reformulated. If more appropriate or attrac-
tive theoretical resources are found in another tradition, MacIntyre argues,
they will be adopted and will come to be shared by traditions. An example
of this might be the embracing of the notion of women’s rights, borrowed
from liberalism, by women living under cultural or religious traditions
where women have been repressed or exploited. Moreover, as groups or
individuals from particular traditions come into contact with each other and
begin to explore, or be exposed to, other rationalities, opportunity opens up
to use these other identities, or even their own older identities in strategic
or opportunistic ways. The revival by the San (Bushmen) people in South
Africa of some of their older traditional practices in order to reinforce their
claims under the land restitution process is an example of this (Robins,
2003). Jacobs and Fincher’s position is highly relevant here: the acceptance
or use of new forms of practical rationality or justice is often contested and
shaped in various ways by power. Further, it is probably reasonable to
conclude that such hybridizing and mutating of traditions is more the rule
than the exception: given processes of globalization and information flow
there must be now relatively few parts of the world where world-views have
not in some way rubbed up against each other.

Whether or not inter-group differences are deeper and more complex
now than at other periods in time is difficult to answer. But there is now a
plentiful literature in the planning and urban studies fields which argues
that globalization contributes to growing urban inequalities, social
exclusion and dislocated communities and hence deeper social divides (for
example, Castells, 1998; Amin and Thrift, 2002; Beall, 2002). Moreover these
forces manifest themselves in new spatial forms and spatial divisions which
themselves can reinforce social difference. Leonie Sandercock’s book
Mongrel Cities aims ‘. . . to provide a better understanding of the emergence
of cities of difference in the context of globalization and other, related,
social forces’. She describes these mongrel cities as places in which ‘. . .
difference, otherness, fragmentation, splintering, multiplicity, heterogeneity,
diversity, plurality, prevail’ (Sandercock, 2003: 1). In the UK, the 2001 street
riots in Oldham, Burnley and Bradford focused national attention on ethnic
deprivation and segregation, and growing Islamophobia which peaked after
11 September 2001 (Amin, 2002). Amin’s investigation reveals not only the
new and complex nature of the divides which gave rise to these conflicts (he
argues that the three factors of socio-economic deprivation, segregation and
new youth politics cut across ethnic divides) but also that they tend to play
themselves out at an urban neighbourhood level, adding an important local
and territorial dimension to social difference. A similar point could be made
in relation to recent uprisings in certain suburbs of French cities by popu-
lations described as largely of Muslim origin, but also as ‘youth’ and ‘econ-
omically marginalised’.
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In the cities and regions outside of the USA and Europe, Mike Davis
links globalization with massive increases in migration and urbanization
and the emergence of what he calls the ‘new urban poverty’, where urban
slums of unprecedented size are home to a chaotic, heterogeneous and
conflictual population concerned primarily with day-to-day survival. Here
the new social cleavages are being fashioned by ‘. . . populist Islam and
Pentecostal Christianity (which) occupy a social space analogous to that of
early twentieth-century socialism and anarchism’ (Davis, 2004: 30). In the
region of Israel/Palestine, where conflict is fuelled both from the local and
the global, Yiftachel and Yacobi (2003) describe ‘ethnocratic cities’ as terri-
tories where an exclusionary Israeli–Jewish identity has worked to essen-
tialize and segregate Arabs and Jews. In some of the poorest countries in
the world, in Africa, social and economic collapse and turmoil leave many
people with little sense of belonging or little idea of who represents them.
One way of avoiding this is to use identity in a highly opportunistic way, and
identity in Africa is often a product of hybridization, fusion and cultural
innovation. It is frequently self-generated and self-constructed, sometimes
with a renewed stress on ethnic identity or ‘retribalization’, sometimes
intertwined with global identities (De Boeck, 1996; Simone, 2004).

Citizen/state difference

A further potential source of difference, also of significant relevance to
planning, arises out of relationships between states and citizens (or resi-
dents). With regard to the changing nature of the state, the last few decades
have seen significant changes in the westernized world, and broadly the
replacement of the Welfare State with what has become known as neo-
liberalism (Jessop, 2002).2 This shift has of course been highly uneven and
locally particular (Peck and Tickell, 2002) within the countries of the West,
and has articulated in a great variety of ways, usually through global lending
agencies, with countries outside of the West. What is important about this
shift is that it appears to introduce a new, or perhaps newly framed, set of
values to the conduct of political, social and economic life and to actively
seek to hegemonize them. At one level these values direct institutional
change: minimizing the role of the state; encouraging non-state mechanisms
of regulation; privatizing public services; creating policy rather than
delivering services; introducing forms of performance management, etc.
(Rhodes, 1997). But at another level they seek to penetrate further. Brown
(2003) argues for the recognition of a new neoliberal political rationality
which is a mode of governance not limited to the state but also produces
subjects, forms of citizenship and behaviour, and a new organization of the
social. The essence of these values is the submission of all spheres of life
(including the political and the personal) to an economic or market ration-
ality, such that all actions become rational entrepreneurial action, seen in
terms of the logic of supply and demand. These are the only values that
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count: morality is seen simply as ‘a matter of rational deliberation about
costs, benefits and consequences’ (Brown, 2003: 15). Thus:

The model neoliberal citizen is one who strategizes for her/himself among
various social, political and economic options, not one who strives with others to
alter or organize these options. A fully realized neoliberal citizenry would be
the opposite of public-minded, indeed it would barely exist as a public body.
The body politic ceases to be a body but is, rather, a group of individual
entrepreneurs and consumers. (Brown, 2003: 15)

Significant here is the difference between this position and pre-existing
forms of liberalism. Neoliberalism represents a shift, Brown argues, from
relatively autonomous moral, economic and political rationalities, and
from a liberal democratic political system separate from a capitalist politi-
cal economy, to the integration of these under a market rationality. What
is lost in the process are the liberal democratic values of representative
democracy, individual liberties and freedom of expression, modest power-
sharing and political participation. This shift thus adds to the range and
sources of difference: between a citizenry which still adheres to values
compatible with liberal democracy, including a degree of collaborative
power sharing and economic equity, and a concern for the natural environ-
ment, and a neoliberal rationality which holds to market values in all insti-
tutional and social action. Even more deeply is this difference felt by those
whose world-view is shaped by traditions outside of liberalism: by the
largely religious traditions of the East, or by African philosophical
traditions based on communalism and ‘ubuntu’ (a concept which describes
group solidarity and the notion that people only exist through the support
of others).

What this means as well is a schism between the rationality of neoliber-
alism and at least some of the values traditionally held by planners: notions
of regional balance, amenity, equity, physical access, environmental sustain-
ability, social inclusion and participatory processes. In the earlier (1980s)
period of deregulative neoliberalism planning was castigated as being a
hindrance to market efficiency in profit-driven urban development. In the
more recent ‘roll-out’ phase of neoliberalism (Peck and Tickell, 2002)
urban-related policies have been harnessed to the market logic of the
neoliberal project. This implies, on the one hand, policies to suppress and
contain the fall-out from profit-driven development: surveillance of public
spaces, policing and crime prevention efforts, immigration control, and
‘community regeneration’. On the other hand it implies the promotion of
‘competitive cities’ poised to attract global investment, tourists and a resi-
dential elite through up-market property developments, waterfronts,
convention centres and the commodification of culture and heritage (Kipfer
and Keil, 2002). New spatial policies are thus reinforcing social divides.
There are of course planners who have aligned their work and their ethics
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to the cause of this particular project, making any debate on values in
planning an unavoidably contentious one.

A second source of state-citizen difference, felt particularly outside of
the liberal/neoliberal heartland of the USA and Europe,3 has to do with the
imposition of political and economic forms on previously colonized terri-
tories and cultures (Escobar, 1995). Many of these forms were introduced
under colonialism, but continue in the post-colonial era via international aid
and development agencies such as the World Bank and the IMF (Slater,
2004). Structural Adjustment policies are the best known of these, but the
influence of such agencies continues to be felt through the introduction of
new neoliberal forms of governance and economy, and the recasting of
citizens as consumers. Post-development scholarship (see for example,
Pieterse, 2000; Schuurman, 2000; Escobar, 2004), as well as the writings of
J.C. Scott (1998), critically assesses these attempts at ‘modernization’ and
‘development’ and interprets them as a new form of global capitalism. It is
probably in contexts such as these where the conflict of rationalities
between the ‘modernizing’ efforts of government and the value systems of
subjects/citizens can be most acutely felt (see Watson, 2003). In the cities of
the third worlds4 there are continual possibilities of a direct clash of world-
views between what governments have come to regard as ‘proper’ urban
environments (free of informal settlements and street-traders, and with a
citizenry attuned to the marketization of public services) and the materially
and culturally determined survival strategies of a rapidly growing urban
poor.

Ethics and difference

The purpose of the section above has been to reinforce Bollens’s (2004)
point that differing value systems increasingly define the reality within
which planners work. If it is indeed the case that as planners we are, more
and more, confronted with conflicting rationalities in various forms, what
does this imply for the way we think about a foundational aspect of
planning – that of ethical judgement? I am taking the position here that, at
least at the level of theory, planning has moved beyond a rational scientific
approach to decision-making, which assumes that decisions can be informed
via the processing of empirical data and value-neutral cost–benefit analysis
– although in practice this kind of thinking is making a come-back via the
market-driven philosophy of neoliberalism. Current thinking in planning
generally accepts that planning decisions of all kinds are inevitably value-
laden, even if this is not explicitly acknowledged. The making of judge-
ments, about better or worse processes and possibilities, is an inevitable part
of any planning decision.

Conceptions of value which inform ethical judgements in planning have
experienced significant shifts over time, from those informed by notions of
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a universal ‘public good’ to a recognition, more recently, that the ‘public’
and what it might regard as ‘good’ is much more differentiated. Reviews of
ethical shifts in planning have been comprehensively covered elsewhere
(see Campbell and Marshall, 1999, 2002). They track the ethical framing of
Rational Technocratic planning to classical utilitarianism which justified
planning ends according to the simple idea of maximum individual benefit.
This position was challenged as a result of the influence of Rawls’s theory
of social justice on planning thought. Rawls held with a single, universal
conception of the good – in this case social justice, but shifted emphasis
from ends to means: utilitarianism is teleological, while justice as fairness is
deontological, or the ‘right’ has ‘priority’ over the good. These ideas came
to be reflected in the 1960–70s advocacy planning movement, as well as,
Campbell and Marshall (1999) argue, in the work of Forester and his
concern with how planners can intervene to counteract imbalances of
power and ensure a fairer process. Postmodernism’s challenge to the
universalist conceptions which underlie these two positions further encour-
aged a focus (in planning thought) on the planning process because, it is
sometimes argued, outcomes will be necessarily diverse and contingent.
Planners turned to Habermas’s communicative theories for inspiration, but
the ‘discourse ethics’ which guide his form of communicative rationality
have their own potential universality as well.5

Despite some recent shifts in planning theory,6 the mainstream position
in much of planning practice assumes – explicitly or implicitly – that there
can be a set of universal values which informs ethical judgements. Western
traditions of liberal democracy, and increasingly neoliberalism, shape this
thinking. Liberalism takes the individual as the basic unit of society, able to
be conceptualized and defined independently of society, and in a normative
sense holding a distance from society as an autonomous and self-
determining being (Parekh, 1993). Morality then, or the notion of the good,
is not a socially or collectively imposed construct, but rather an aggregation
of individual choices or preferences. Related to this thinking is a strongly
anthropocentric view of the world compared, for example, to eastern
philosophies which hold a more organic view and an attitude of sanctity and
reverence towards other forms of life and nature.

These generalized assumptions regarding good planning make them-
selves felt not only in the planning ‘solutions’ and models (new urbanism,
gated villages, ‘competitive city’ strategies, public service privatization)
which are so often applied in a wide range of highly differing local contexts,
but also in assumptions about the nature of societies in which planners
intervene. These are assumptions relating to kinds of social and economic
needs and how they are best met, assumptions about what constitutes just
and equitable judgement in situations of conflict, and assumptions about the
kinds of processes (consensus-seeking or otherwise) through which
planning issues can be resolved. These ideas have shaped a dominant
rationality (which is increasingly a market-driven rationality) which in turn
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sets standards of ‘normality’ regarding proper living environments, the
proper conduct of citizens, acceptable ways of reaching consensus, notions
of the public good, and so on.

When values or moral positions are referred to as universal, it is usually
taken to mean that they hold true in all parts of the world, for all peoples
and all situations. A central critique of liberalism (and neoliberalism) is that
proponents of the views which liberalism embodies assume these views are
superior and either are true or should be true, everywhere. Other views,
arising from other philosophical traditions, are judged as problematic or
irrational if they do not conform to those of liberalism. A particularly
convincing argument for the differentiated nature of values has been put
forward by Alasdair MacIntyre (1988, 1998) who, I would suggest, offers a
useful source of moral philosophy to those concerned with understanding
difference.

In a line of argument which has parallels in Kuhn’s concept of epistemo-
logical paradigms, MacIntyre (1988) traces the origins and emergence (the
genealogies) of the great western traditions of enquiry (the Aristotelian,
Augustinian, Humean, and liberal traditions) and the implications these
have for practical rationality and justice, in order to show how they were
fundamentally shaped by the time and place in which they emerged, by
contingent circumstances, by particular societal concerns and disagree-
ments of the time, and articulated in terms of the particular language and
culture of that order. Each of these traditions has distinctive conceptualiza-
tions of practical rationality and justice which are not necessarily com-
patible with each other. For example, the shift from a Humean culture to
the liberal tradition involved a shift from:

understanding the arenas of public choice, not as a place of debate, either in
terms of one dominant conception of the human good or between rival and
conflicting conceptions of that good, but as places where bargaining between
individuals, each with their own preferences, is conducted. (MacIntyre, 1988:
338)

MacIntyre’s point is that if we follow this mode of analysis with regard to
these or any other (non-western, non-liberal) traditions of enquiry we will
reach the same conclusion – such traditions are contextually informed and
situated with their own ways of thinking about practical rationality and
justice. One implication of this position is that no one tradition can assert
its principles of practical rationality and justice as universal, or as being of
a higher or better order than that contained in any other tradition. It is this
position that those within the liberal tradition find particularly hard to
grasp, given that the central characteristic of liberalism has been an assump-
tion of its own universality.

The implication of MacIntyre’s position on traditions of enquiry is that
there is no ‘neutral space’ outside of traditions from which one can judge
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different and competing claims. We reflect on practices and beliefs using the
conceptual resources, frameworks, assumptions and language of the
tradition within which we are situated, and there is no ‘neutral’ set of these
waiting outside of traditions of enquiry which can be used to reflect back
on what others do or believe. Further, to attempt to construct such universal
positions, MacIntyre (1988) argues, for example in the case of a search for
a universal theory of justice, we would have to find features of a moral
stance which would attach to humans which are independent of any social
or cultural tradition. Nonetheless liberalism, a tradition of enquiry in its
own right with its own distinctive approaches to practical rationality and
justice, has attempted to present itself as a ‘neutral tradition-independent
ground from which a verdict may be passed upon the rival claims of conflict-
ing traditions . . .’ (MacIntyre, 1988: 346). While the origins of liberalism lay
in attempting to provide a form of enquiry which allowed an escape from
tradition and authoritarianism, and hence a freedom of expression, it has
not escaped the particularities of its time and place, embodied particularly
in the liberal concept of the individual. The tensions now lie between the
pretensions of liberalism to provide the neutral ground from which other
traditions can be judged, and the contingent and situated nature of liberal-
ism itself.

MacIntyre’s work negates the possibility that planners or anyone else,
operating from a ‘neutral’ epistemological position, can construct abstract
principles of practical rationality and justice which contextually situated
people or groups will accept. The most significant challenge to such posi-
tions has always been that of relativism: if the only available standards of
rationality come from within traditions, then it is impossible to judge
between competing standards. Rational judgements can be made relative
to the standards of a particular tradition, but they cannot be rational as
such. One set of rationalities is as good as any other and we cannot pass
judgement on those of a differing tradition (MacIntyre, 1988). This is the
position usually attributed to communitarians, but MacIntyre has strongly
dissociated himself from the communitarian position, and in fact sees
communitarianism and liberalism as quite compatible, as the concept of
individual self-determination can be unproblematically extended to self-
determination by groups. MacIntyre argues that we cannot answer the
problem of relativism through recourse to any theory of rationality. Rather,
the answer is to be found in understanding the ways in which traditions
change over time and the possibility that shared values can emerge (from
the inside out, rather than from a ‘neutral’ outside in) where problems,
issues or new situations confront people and there are no resources internal
to their tradition of enquiry which can satisfactorily provide answers – see
above. Hence ‘finding the common ground is not subsequent to under-
standing, but a condition of it . . .’ (Donald Davidson, quoted in MacIntyre,
1988: 3).

Watson Deep difference 41

03_watson_061020 (jk-t)  10/2/06  3:10 pm  Page 41



Planning in a context of difference

An acceptance of deep difference obviously raises particular difficulties for
planning professionals. If differences are so deep then any consensus (on
planning issues) is impossible. Any action will represent an imposition of
one group on another as groups (including the state) operate within differ-
ent and often conflicting rationalities. Further, if process cannot be relied
on to produce a justifiable outcome, neither can planning judgement on its
own as there are no universally acceptable values or models. The planner is
left with no guidance and no justifiable course of action.

It is precisely the dilemma of dealing with difference that has given rise
in recent times to a faith in consensus-seeking processes as a way of arriving
at acceptable outcomes. Postmodernism’s suspicion of totalizing positions
and theories in a context of diversity, and the deontological shift in the work
of Rawls and Habermas, have both given support to the strong focus in
planning on process rather than product. Both reinforce the liberal belief
that outcomes must be subject to individual choices or preferences, and all
that is required are laws that ensure a neutral ground on which individuals
can bargain with each other. Both also reinforce an (earlier) instrumental
rationality which seeks to combine facts with values and means with ends,
thus obscuring contestation of these ends (MacIntyre, in Knight, 1998).
They similarly reinforce the view that collaborative processes can arrive at
decisions which will be mutually, and more generally, satisfactory. As
Campbell (2004) indicates, these views assume a neutral state capable of
ensuring the rights of free and equal citizens to make such choices. But an
analysis of the state in the context of neoliberalism points to an active
promotion of a market rationality rather than value-neutrality. The assump-
tion of free and equal citizens (or groups) able to reach just and fair
conclusions is also placed in question by the body of literature (Flyvbjerg,
1998a, 1998b; Huxley, 2000) which argues for the inevitable functioning of
power (which can be constructive, but just as possibly, destructive) in any
deliberative process. Promoting democratic and inclusive processes, and
countering the homogenizing assumptions of modernism and liberalism, are
very important, but in contexts of deepening difference (and, it could be
added, global environmental deterioration) the neglect of outcomes is of
great concern. In particular, it can leave unchallenged the new morality of
neoliberalism, which asserts market rationality as a ‘taken-for-granted’
norm, and which in turn promotes a particular attitude to natural and non-
human resources.

The issue of dealing with difference is not a new dilemma for planning
theorists. David Harvey (1992: 591) raised just this issue in the context of
conflicting claims to Tompkins Square Park in New York City, where ‘. . . far
too many of the interests are mutually exclusive to allow their mutual
accommodation’. He in turn traces debates back to the 1960s and 1970s
when challenges from feminist writers and from ethnic and religious
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minorities made the case that there could be no universally acceptable
notion of social rationality but rather many different rationalities depend-
ing on social and material circumstances. Harvey’s response was to suggest
that the notion of social justice (which in turn could be understood in many
different ways) was nonetheless a valid concern for everyone. He takes Iris
Marion Young’s (1990) ‘five faces’ of oppression7 and uses these as a basis
for a set of propositions regarding social justice, as well as adding a sixth
proposition regarding the need to recognize the ecological consequences of
all social projects. Harvey rejects the possibility of a non-consensual
conception of justice, and while he does not claim that his six propositions
will find universal support he does suggest that they may be a starting point
for ‘a genuinely liberatory and transformative politics’ (Harvey, 1992: 601).

Echoing Harvey’s concern with outcomes, Nancy Fraser (2000) argues
that an overriding faith in deliberative processes and the demands for
recognition within these, are eclipsing demands for redistribution (in a
context of growing economic disparity), and that the reification of cultural
difference is encouraging separatism and intolerance. The results, she
argues, are growing inequalities and a sanctioning of the violation of human
rights. Identity politics displaces struggles for redistribution in two ways.
Some positions cast the roots of injustice at the level of discourse (e.g.
demeaning representations), rather than at the level of institutional signifi-
cations and norms. This strips misrecognition of its social-structural under-
pinnings. Other positions, associated with cultural theory, assume that
maldistribution is a secondary effect of misrecognition and that misrecog-
nition should be considered prior to distributional issues. Fraser (2000)
argues that not only do these positions obscure the real roots of misrecog-
nition, which lie in institutionalized value patterns, but that reification of
identity creates a moral pressure for group conformity, obscuring intra-
group struggles, such as that around gender.

The central argument of this article is that deepening difference is
increasingly putting into question the possibility that planning processes
will produce decisions which are first, fully supported by all participating
parties in open debate free of domination or manipulation, and second, that
will (directly or indirectly) address and challenge bigger questions of
growing social and material inequalities and environmental sustainability.
In stating this I do not suggest that consensus-based planning processes are
either undesirable or always impossible. There is no question that the
concept of seeking and building consensus around planning-related
decisions represents a major advance over entirely top-down, expert-driven
approaches of past times. There is also no doubt that in many circumstances
consensus-based planning processes have been, and can be, carried out and
regarded as ‘successful’ by some or even all of the parties involved. Where
societies are relatively homogeneous and stable, where stakeholders or
groups see it as being in their own interests to collaborate and perhaps
submerge differences, and where dialogue occurs in terms of the ‘right

Watson Deep difference 43

03_watson_061020 (jk-t)  10/2/06  3:10 pm  Page 43



conditions’ (Innes, 2004) then consensus-based planning processes may well
meet the expectations of proponents and participants.8 But, I suggest, these
may increasingly be the exception rather than the rule.

My intention here is to support and build on the argument of Connelly
and Richardson (2004) that we need to introduce questions of value into
decision-making processes. Connelly and Richardson (2004) have criticized
a similar lack of concern for outcomes in the production of SEAs (Strate-
gic Environmental Assessments), as well as the faith that deliberative
processes will lead to a consensus on outcomes that could be considered
sustainable. Instead, they argue, given the large-scale and potentially
conflictual issues addressed by SEA, consensus is unlikely and cannot be
taken for granted. What is missing, they suggest, is an explicit consideration
of value and that the concept of ‘environmental justice’9 can serve the
function of guiding decisions. While they do not suggest abandoning public
deliberation on environmental issues (and in fact argue that the inclusion
of all interests and disadvantaged groups is essential to a thorough under-
standing of issues), what they are proposing is that progress towards
environmental justice is viewed as a criterion for decision-making. This
implies a new relationship between expert judgement and public debate,
and preparedness to take a critical view of the conclusions of public debate
if necessary.

But does this imply a retreat to an expert-led approach and an attempt
to claim universality for a particular normative position? I would like to
both extend the argument of Connelly and Richardson from the environ-
mental to the social and built environment sphere, and to argue that intro-
ducing questions of value into deliberative processes is not necessarily
contrary to a recognition of multiple and conflicting rationalities.

Iris Marion Young’s (2000a, 2000b) exploration of the relationship
between inclusive process and ‘wiser and more just’ outcomes draws on the
feminist epistemology of writers such as Donna Haraway (1991) and her
conception of ‘situated knowledges’. Young interprets this as ‘a conception
of objectivity as constructed from the partial and situated perspectives of
differently positioned social actors’ (Young, 2000a: 2). Young’s position
differs from that of Rawls and other modern thinkers who see the task of
deliberative democracy as being to formulate principles of justice that all
can agree on and that will guide action. Young instead follows Nedelsky in
suggesting that the goal should be to arrive at judgements rather than prin-
ciples or technical solutions. The concept of judgement adopted here is not
one which assumes that it is possible to bring particular (situated) positions
under a universal, or aims to construct a general standpoint outside and
above particular views, but rather one which involves an ‘enlargement of
thought’ that comes from considering the perspectives of many differently
situated people. The aim of deliberative democracy in this formulation is to
arrive at new kinds of knowledge(s) or wisdom drawn from a range of
situated perspectives. It does not, Young argues, imply that different people
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have to agree on a common concept of justice. Deliberation may do no
more than reveal structural conflicts of interest that require to be addressed
at a larger institutional or economic level. Taking as an example the concept
of human rights, these rights should not be thought of as a set of finite
universal principles through which to evaluate local contexts, but rather as
a set of ideals whose different meanings should be discussed. There is
compatibility between this view and that of MacIntyre: both allow for the
potential emergence of shared values which are developed from shared
concerns in particular contexts, or as Campbell (2004: 17) puts it: ‘an
appreciation of multiple truths’ which will inform ‘situated ethical judge-
ment’.

My interpretation of Young (2000a) is that she suggests, like Connelly
and Richardson, that deliberative democracy should be guided by criteria
relating to good outcomes: in her case the requirement that deliberation
should address, or accept a concern for, the promotion of human rights. Like
Connelly and Richardson as well, Young appears to see the function of
deliberation as arriving at new forms of knowledge and wisdom which are
just one input into a decision-making process, but not as the only mechan-
ism for decision-making.

Introducing questions of value into process and casting process as
deliberation which is essential to good judgement, raise the question of
what these values should be for planning. The criterion of environmental
justice, as outlined by Connelly and Richardson (2004), is obviously of
central importance. The notion of environmental justice also embodies
ideas of social justice, but for an unpacking of social justice in relation to
cities, the guidelines put forward by Harvey (1992) provide a useful starting
point for debate. These are:

• that just planning and policy practices must confront directly the
problem of creating forms of social and political organization and
systems of production and consumption which minimize the
exploitation of labour power both in the workplace and the living place;

• that just planning and policy practices must confront the phenomenon
of marginalization in a non-paternalistic mode and find ways to
organize and militate within the politics of marginalization in such a
way as to liberate captive groups from this distinctive form of
oppression;

• just planning and policy practices must empower rather than deprive
the oppressed of access to political power and the ability to engage in
self-expression;

• just planning and policy practices must be particularly sensitive to issues
of cultural imperialism and seek, by a variety of means, to eliminate the
imperialist attitude both in the design of urban projects and modes of
popular consultation;
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• just planning and policy practices must seek out non-exclusionary and
non-militarized forms of social control to contain the increasing levels
of both personal and institutionalized violence without destroying
capacities for empowerment and self-expression; and,

• just planning and policy practices will clearly recognize that the
necessary ecological consequences of all social projects have impacts on
future generations as well as upon distant peoples and take steps to
ensure a reasonable mitigation of negative impacts.

Conclusion

The purpose of this article has been to question the appropriateness of
much of the thinking in planning that relates to values and judgement. I
argue that two main aspects of this thinking are problematic: a focus on
process and a neglect of outcomes, together with the assumption that such
processes can be guided by a universal set of deontological values, shaped
by the liberal tradition. These aspects become particularly problematic in a
world which is characterized by deepening social and economic differences
and inequalities and by the aggressive promotion of neoliberal values by
particular dominant nation-states. So while it could be argued that in a
context of greater diversity it makes sense to focus on the achievement of
more inclusive and democratic deliberative processes, and not to prejudge
outcomes, all this does is to divert attention from the particular set of values
and outcomes which is finding expression under the banner of neoliberal-
ism. At the same time a situation of deepening difference makes the
achievement of democratic deliberative processes more difficult, in part
because of the need to achieve collaboration with an increasingly divided
and conflictual public and in part because growing inequalities, and identity
differences and hybridities, open the way for the destructive operation of
power. Given the unprecedented global threats of environmental destruc-
tion, rapid concentrations of poverty and disease in the third worlds, and
potentially explosive social conflicts in most parts of the world, I suggest
that as planners we need to look for new moral philosophical sources to
inform our thinking on issues of value and judgement.
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Notes

1. I am indebted to Leonie Sandercock (2004) for the term ‘deep difference’.

2. Understood not as a new form of government, but as a new technique of
governing, often described as ‘governance’, involving ‘the state’ as one political
actor in a set of self-organizing networks and relationships which include a
range of authorities and centres of power (Rose, 1999).

3. Recognizing that cultural impositions of various kinds have long occurred
within this heartland as well, with the Anglo-American influence on the diverse
cultures of Europe being particularly strong.

4. Escobar (2004) argues that what in the past was referred to as the Third World
is now so diverse that it is more appropriate to refer to third worlds.

5. This is not to imply that all planning theorists who draw on Habermas
necessarily accept his universalizing assumptions.

6. For example, the work of multicultural theorists such as Leonie Sandercock and
those taking an ‘agonist’ position (Jean Hillier, Michael Gunder and John
Pløger in recent issues of Planning Theory).

7. These five faces are: exploitation, marginalization, powerlessness, cultural
imperialism and violence.

8. Innes (2004: 8) argues that ‘agreement’ may not be the main criterion of success
of a consensus-building process (and that in practice 80–90% agreement, and
not 100% is regarded as adequate), but that other achievements such as joint
learning, intellectual, social and political capital, feasible actions, innovative
problem solving, shared understanding of issues, shared heuristics for action, a
reframing of identities, partnership creation and new institutional forms, should
all be regarded as indicators of success. Innes correctly identifies alternative
conceptions of the way in which power operates, both in society at large and in
consensus-building processes, as providing a major source of critique of the
claims of this approach and practices.

9. See Connelly and Richardson (2004) for a discussion of the meanings of this
term.
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