
 http://jpe.sagepub.com/
Journal of Planning Education and Research

 http://jpe.sagepub.com/content/32/1/5
The online version of this article can be found at:

 
DOI: 10.1177/0739456X11417829

 2012 32: 5 originally published online 22 September 2011Journal of Planning Education and Research
Stanley M. Stein and Thomas L. Harper

Creativity and Innovation : Divergence and Convergence in Pragmatic Dialogical Planning
 
 

Published by:

 http://www.sagepublications.com

On behalf of:
 

 
 Association of Collegiate Schools of Planning

 can be found at:Journal of Planning Education and ResearchAdditional services and information for 
 
 
 
 

 
 http://jpe.sagepub.com/cgi/alertsEmail Alerts: 

 

 http://jpe.sagepub.com/subscriptionsSubscriptions:  

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.navReprints: 
 

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.navPermissions: 
 

 http://jpe.sagepub.com/content/32/1/5.refs.htmlCitations: 
 

 What is This?
 

- Sep 22, 2011 OnlineFirst Version of Record
 

- Feb 10, 2012Version of Record >> 

 at UNIV CALGARY LIBRARY on March 2, 2012jpe.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jpe.sagepub.com/
http://jpe.sagepub.com/content/32/1/5
http://www.sagepublications.com
http://www.acsp.org/
http://jpe.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts
http://jpe.sagepub.com/subscriptions
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.nav
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav
http://jpe.sagepub.com/content/32/1/5.refs.html
http://jpe.sagepub.com/content/32/1/5.full.pdf
http://jpe.sagepub.com/content/early/2011/09/21/0739456X11417829.full.pdf
http://online.sagepub.com/site/sphelp/vorhelp.xhtml
http://jpe.sagepub.com/


Journal of Planning Education and Research
32(1) 5 –17
© The Author(s) 2012
Reprints and permission: http://www. 
sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav
DOI: 10.1177/0739456X11417829
http://jpe.sagepub.com

Article

417829 JPE32110.1177/0739456X11417829Stein 
and HarperJournal of Planning Education and Research

Initial submission, May 2009; revised submissions, September 2010 and 

June 2011; final acceptance, June 2011

1University of Calgary, Calgary, AB, Canada

Corresponding Author:
Thomas L. Harper, Faculty of Environmental Design,  
University of Calgary, 2500 University Dr. NW, PF2182,  
Calgary, AB, T2N 1N4, Canada 
Email: harper@ucalgary.ca

Creativity and Innovation: 
Divergence and Convergence  
in Pragmatic Dialogical Planning

Stanley M. Stein1 and Thomas L. Harper1

Abstract

Planning theory based on Habermassian ideas of rationality has been criticized as inhibiting creativity, rendering it incapable 
of dealing with pressing social problems. This critique implicitly assumes a traditional view of communication and language, 
one not matching actual life experience. Our “pragmatic-communicative” approach—“dialogical planning”—draws on a 
nontraditional view: communication as interpretation. This encourages creativity and facilitates innovation through flexibility 
and divergence, yet seeks convergence by connecting new ideas to our web of existing concepts and beliefs. Planners can 
better stimulate creativity and innovation if they understand and employ this pragmatic view of communication and language.
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Fifteen years ago, Judith Innes (1995) suggested that what she 
called “communicative action planning” might be an “emerg-
ing new paradigm.” Ten years later, we argued that the term 
paradigm is too rigid and static, that the “shared elements are 
dynamic, fluid, evolving, in flux. . . .” However, we did per-
ceive a new approach as emerging: a “shared framework of 
presuppositions, concepts, values, norms and standards 
within which planners can do their work and conduct their 
debates” (Harper and Stein 2006, xv, xvi); we suggested that 
it might be more useful to talk of an emerging approach. 
More recently, Charles Hoch (2007) has used the label “prag-
matic-communicative action”1 to apply to this emerging 
approach, one shared by a number of planning theorists (For-
ester 1989, 1999, 2000; Healey 1997; Hoch 1994, 2002; Stein 
and Harper 2003; and Verma 1998). In our experience, many 
practitioners now view themselves as communicative plan-
ners, even though their understanding of what it entails some-
times seems rather limited.

As would be expected, there have been many critiques, 
particularly from planning theorists who call themselves 
“critical realists” (Fainstein 2001, 2005; Flyvberg 1998; 
Huxley 1997; Huxley and Yiftachel 2000; Yiftachel 1995), 
and several responses (Hoch 2007; Innes 2004; Harper and 
Stein 2006, chap. 9). However, an important critique that 
does not seem to have been answered is one of Mantysalo’s 
(2005): he asserts that Habermassian-based “Critical 
Planning Theory” does not allow, and may even stifle, the 
creativity and innovation—the generation of new ideas, 

concepts, beliefs, and values—that are necessary to deal with 
our most intractable social problems. If this claim were true 
in practice, it would raise serious questions about the effi-
cacy of the emergent communicative approach that we 
believe holds so much promise.

Our Purpose
Our purpose here is to argue,

• This critique of communicative planning rests 
on a traditional view of language that does not 
match the actual contemporary life experience of 
communication.

• Our version of “pragmatic-communicative” 
planning—which we have called “dialogical 
planning”—not only allows for, but encourages, cre-
ativity and innovation. This is because dialogical 
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planning explicitly draws on a nontraditional, prag-
matic view of language that better matches the actual 
contemporary life experience of communication.

• Effective innovation requires that new, creative 
ideas be connected with existing ideas (our webs of 
concepts and beliefs).

• The planner will be better able to encourage and 
facilitate creativity and innovation if she under-
stands and implements this pragmatic view of  
communication and language. This is already being 
discovered through various collaborative planning 
practices.

We intend this analysis to be a continuation of the work 
commenced three decades ago by John Forester (1980) 
with his exposition of Habermas’s communicative ethics, 
demonstrating the practical importance for planners of bet-
ter understanding their use of language. By illuminating the 
ordinary speech acts of planning, Forester (1989, 12) 
showed that a pragmatic understanding had the potential to 
produce “effective, ethically sensitive, politically astute 
planning practice.”

Mantysalo’s Critique
Mantysalo (2005) advances a number of critiques of what he 
calls “Critical Planning Theory” (CPT). His critique of inter-
est to us here is that CPT leaves no room for creativity and 
innovation, no place for the generation of new ideas, con-
cepts, beliefs, and values, which are necessary to deal with 
our most intractable social problems. He argues that 
“Habermas’s theory with its rationality apparatus leads us to 
observe analytically and critically the created new, not the 
creation of the new itself” (Mantysalo 2005, 327). In his 
view, “Habermas’s concept of dialogue is too narrow,” 
which means that “[t]he central aspect of creativity is miss-
ing” (Mantysalo 2005, 329).

Mantysalo says that his use of “CPT” refers to planning 
theory based primarily on Habermas’s critical theory, citing 
the work of planning theorists Forester, Healey, Sager, and 
Innes. However, it turns out that he means a planning theory 
based solely on Habermas’s ideas. He acknowledges that 
his critique may not apply to any actual communicative 
planning theories: “Communicative planning theory can be 
understood as a broader concept [sic], which, besides 
[Habermas’s] Critical Theory, applies other theoretical 
sources too . . .” (Mantysalo 2005, 340n1). As he acknowl-
edges, while communicative approaches have drawn exten-
sively on Habermas, this is not their only source. While 
Forester (1989) and Innes (1995) did explicitly base their 
ideas on his work (Habermas 1971), others (Hoch, Stein and 
Harper, Blanco, Verma) drew on pragmatic philosophers—
Dewey, Rorty, Bernstein, Davidson. Furthermore, Healey 

(2009) has argued that virtually all communicative theorists, 
and other theorists such as Schon (1983), have (to varying 
degrees, directly or indirectly) drawn on pragmatism. So 
Mantysalo’s assertion is apparently purely hypothetical. If 
there were such a thing as CPT, he claims it would have the 
weakness he specifies. Ultimately, the point he wants to 
make is that these other sources are incompatible with 
Habermas. We disagree, but our focus here is on the claim 
about creativity.

Upon further examination, we concluded that this 
critique—even for a pure CPT—could be true only if a rigid 
and rule-bound, traditional view of communication and lan-
guage were assumed. Thus, the apparent problem stemmed 
not from Habermas, but from the traditional view of com-
munication implicitly assumed by Mantysalo. Furthermore, 
if the traditional view of language is held, it could render 
other normative planning theories equally incapable of sup-
porting creativity.

This recognition caused us to focus on the ways that our 
pragmatic approach to communicative planning theory 
(which we have called “dialogical planning”) can greatly 
facilitate innovation in planning practice—because a prag-
matic approach to communication and language stresses flux 
in concepts, meanings, and beliefs. The creativity that emerges 
from zones of uncertainty, where meaning is in flux, can lead 
to planning that is better, more innovative, more moral, and 
more effective.

Creativity, Innovation and Language
Creativity and Innovation
There is a vast literature on “creativity” and “innovation,” in 
general and with reference to many particular fields, for 
example, management (Luecke and Katz 2003), economics 
(Lipsey, Carlaw, and Bekar 2005), community development 
(Sinianni and Friedland 2001). By “creative” we simply mean 
coming up with something new. By “innovative” we mean 
doing something new that serves human purposes, that is, 
something that is useful (Levitt 2002).

From a pragmatic perspective, creativity is not enough. 
What planning needs is innovation: taking the creative idea and 
making it work in your context. The more dynamic the context, 
the less likely that old ways will deal with the new problems, 
and the more important is innovative adaptation to change.

Even if the idea is not original to the planner, innovation 
is new relative to its particular context—which still requires 
creativity. Creativity is a necessary, but not a sufficient, con-
dition for innovation. The whole range of planning knowl-
edge and skills—technical, policy, organizational, political, 
communicative, critical—is also required for innovation. 
The important questions are, how can a planner stimulate 
and facilitate innovation? Does her view of communication 
have any effect on these efforts?
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The Importance of Language in Planning
A reflective awareness of the way that communication actu-
ally works, and of the fluid nature of language, will help the 
planner to foster creativity and innovation. If she views 
language, concepts, meanings, and beliefs as fluid, dynamic, 
and flexible, her interpretation of planning language will be 
more adaptable to changing environments. She can better 
generate and adapt new ideas, new ways of framing prob-
lems, and new ways of meeting goals.

While she should be aware of the danger that participa-
tory planning exercises can “deteriorate into mere ‘talking 
shops’” (Fainstein 2005, 126), she should also recognize that 
how planners (and other professionals) view and use lan-
guage influences the way they see the world and the way 
they do planning. Philosopher Donald Davidson (2005b, 
259) observes,

What we come to agree on shapes our language and 
our thinking, and it shapes how we view the world. . . . 
When the words concern our fundamental values and 
beliefs . . . the changes effected in our language by 
searching, sympathetic discussion can make a pro-
found difference to how we live together.

This extends to influencing the flexibility of the planner’s 
attitude and approach to planning processes and the partici-
pants therein.

An illustration: In an inner city/downtown community 
planning process, community residents and the lead city 
planner followed a dialogical planning approach, with a very 
flexible interpretation of concepts like density, height limits, 
parking requirements, setbacks, public space, and so on. 
There was a three-way dialogue among planners, com-
munity, and developers, later extended to include the busi-
ness community. The dialogue culminated in a document 
endorsed by these parties, by the ward councilor, and eventu-
ally by city council (Van Wegan 2008). In contrast, the plan-
ning regulations later adopted in implementing the document 
were still interpreted by regulatory planners in a rigid way, 
which inhibited innovative proposals and creative responses 
(Tipman 2007).

The reason why we have called our approach “dialogical” 
is that ideally, communication is spoken. The spoken word is 
most obviously in constant flux. In dialogue, “. . . [T]he 
meanings of words, the concepts entertained by the speakers, 
evolve and are clarified” (Davidson 2005b, 254), whereas 
the written word is fixed:

Writing may portray, but cannot constitute, the inter-
subjective exchanges in which meanings are created 
and firmed. . . . [R]eading is not enough. If we want to 
approach the harder wisdom we must talk, and of course, 
listen. (Davidson 2005b, 255)

In addition, it is easier to pick up divergerences in our 
meanings:

As they try to understand each other, people in open 
discussion use the same words, but whether they 
mean the same things by these words . . . only the 
process of question and answer can reveal. (Davidson 
2005b, 255)

Of course, dialogue can be carried on (and at some  
point usually is crystalized) in writing, but fluidity is 
reduced.

The flux entailed in dialogue is inherently creative. As 
issues are discussed, meanings and beliefs interact, and there 
are shifts in both. The meanings of, and beliefs about, planning 
concepts like density, sprawl, congestion, home and work, 
mixed use, urban and rural, and so on, change in the course of 
public dialogue. Hence, our focus here is thinking about the 
way the planner uses language, how that might promote or 
inhibit creativity in her actions (policies, plans, regulations, 
specific development decisions), and how she can facilitate 
creativity and innovation.

An Alternative Approach to 
Communication
The Traditional Approach to Communication

Davidson’s views are a rejection of the standard, traditional 
view of language (sometimes referred to as the “building 
block” approach).2 This approach is aptly described by 
Evnine (1999, 289):

The structure and components of language—sentences, 
the logical relations between them, and the words of 
which sentences are composed—are mirrored in the 
various sub-capacities that together constitute the 
mastery of them. So, for example, the ability to 
speak a language would be partially constituted by 
the abilities to use its sentences, and those abilities, 
in turn which involve the abilities to use various 
words.

This approach adopts Mill’s theory of meaning: he argued 
that words have a denotation (roughly, definition or refer-
ence) and connotation (roughly, meaning or sense; Day 
1964). The denotation of a term is the class of items to which 
it refers; the connotation is the properties shared by all mem-
bers of that class. The connotation provides the term’s essen-
tial characteristics or attributes. In this essentialist view,3 all 
terms (except proper nouns) must have these features, and all 
items “in the real world” must be referred to by these terms. 
Thus, the existence of a term confers “reality” on that to 
which it refers, in virtue of certain properties that determine 
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what it is (i.e., its essence). Those properties or characteris-
tics are seen as rigidly fixed.

This traditional view of language and communication 
presupposes that

1. Language is fixed, governed by a strict set of crite-
ria, by rules and algorithms

2. There is an absolute distinction between what we 
believe and what we mean (our concepts)

3. Words and sentences are atomistic “building blocks”; 
their meanings are independent of each other

4. Words and sentences refer to a world that has an 
independent existence, and that they “mirror.” Words 
refer to “objects” and sentences refer to “facts,” that 
is, to states of affairs. 

Taken together, we will see later that these assumptions have 
important implications for creativity.

This “traditional” view of language (and of rationality) 
would make any planning theory (even communicative 
planning theory) a matter of applying the rules—leaving 
little place for creativity. If this view were correct, then 
language (and planning) would be resistant to creativity and 
change; both would be agents for political and social con-
servatism. And Mantysalo’s criticism would be correct; 
there would be little or no scope for dealing with intractable 
complex social problems. The rigidity of this approach 
inhibits attempts to deal with differences and disagree-
ments.

When the planner realizes that it is not only possible, but 
reasonable, to reject these assumptions about language, then 
she will find that planning can incorporate creation, innova-
tion, and world making. So when she encounters community 
residents opposed to increased “density,” she can point out 
to them that increased density describes a wide variety of 
built forms. She may be able to show them that some of these 
forms may be quite compatible with their community, and 
may not have the negative impacts that they have associated 
with increased “density.” This kind of dialogue reflects a 
quite different view of language and communication.

A Dialogical Approach to Communication
A dialogical approach to communication rejects all four of 
the traditional assumptions above. It is based on a really dif-
ferent account of language, advanced by philosophers 
Donald Davidson and (at his best) Richard Rorty. In contrast 
to the rigidity of the traditional approach, the fluidity of this 
account allows a planner to use what we have called a “Wide 
Reflective Equilibrium”4 process to seek an overlapping 
social consensus.5 The following four subsections contrast a 
dialogical approach to language with the traditional 
approach. The fifth subsection summarizes its implication 
for creativity.

1. Fluidity of interpretation. For Davidson, communication 
is a practical affair; language is not a rigid set of fixed rules, 
nor is it an independent abstract entity existing “out there.” 
The standard, traditional (building block) view presented 
above begins with a theory of language (a theory of mean-
ing and reference) and then applies this theory to communi-
cation. Davidson works backward, starting with human 
attempts to communicate with, to understand, to interpret, 
each other.

His account of language starts from the point of view of 
the interpreter. People speak and the listener interprets what 
they are trying to communicate—what they mean, what they 
believe to be the case, and also what they do.6 This is how we 
learn language, and how we understand others. Understanding 
what others say is inextricably linked to understanding what 
they do. As Hopkins (1999, 254) puts it,

In daily life we interpret one another—in the sense 
that we discern meaning and motive in one another’s 
utterances—spontaneously, continually, and with 
remarkable precision and accuracy. Since this kind of 
understanding encompasses both language and motive, 
it seems fundamental to our co-operative and cogni-
tive lives.

This account of linguistic communication as interpreta-
tion dispenses with the traditional picture of language as a 
separate element intervening between ourselves and reality. 
Davidson (1990, 325) remarks, “[W]e must give up the idea 
of a clearly defined shared structure which language users 
master and then apply to cases.” Rather than considering lan-
guage to be an independent abstract entity, it is much more 
useful to see language as a part of the communicative pro-
cess of understanding each other, interpreting what we are 
saying and doing. Understanding thus requires three interde-
pendent elements: (1) myself, (2) another person, and (3) a 
common (shared) world, in a process of triangulation.

The communication process involves developing what 
Davidson calls a “passing theory” about “the noises and 
inscriptions presently being produced by another human . . .  
such a theory is part of a larger theory about a person’s total 
behavior” (Rorty 1989, 14). We interpret what a speaker is 
saying by making a set of assumptions or guesses (a “pass-
ing theory”). The content of a listener’s passing theory will 
be what she interprets someone as saying, that is, what the 
speaker believes and what she means. It is initially based on 
the listener’s current prior theory: her concepts, meanings, 
and beliefs. Our ability to interpret each other, and to iden-
tify disagreements, arises from a vast area of agreement, 
which provides the shared content of each of our “prior theo-
ries.” While each individual has a unique prior theory, all of 
our prior theories include substantial areas of agreement, 
arising from our shared experience of being human, and of a 
common world. If our prior theories had nothing in common, 
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communication would be impossible. In other words, this 
commonality is a necessary condition for communication. In 
addition, specialized fields (e.g., science), disciplines (phys-
ics), and subdisciplines (particle physics) all have their own 
particular prior theories that are shared among the members 
of that community. As do professions: planning, architec-
ture, engineering, environmental design, and so on.

Our listener’s passing theory is confirmed to the extent 
that her expectations (arising from the speaker’s utterances) 
concerning the speaker’s future behavior, linguistic and oth-
erwise, are satisfied; it is changed to the extent the listener’s 
expectations are not satisfied. She continues to change her  
passing theory until her expectations do match the speaker’s 
behavior. For the purposes of our discussion here, the most 
important feature of this account lies in the fact that these 
passing theories are always in flux.

2. Meaning and belief. The absolute distinction between 
meaning (of concepts) and belief is the key flaw in the stan-
dard “building block” theory of communication. “Meaning” 
is not a property of words or sentences. Rather, meaning is a 
theoretical tool (a construct)—a way of categorizing how we 
interpret others’ verbal behavior (what they believe, hope, 
intend, desire). Meaning is a pragmatic tool for interpreting 
linguistic behavior as a whole—for getting at what a speaker 
is saying, what she believes and what she means. A dialogi-
cal approach does not seek to determine the essential mean-
ing of a word, independent of context. It recognizes that 
meaning is dependent on the general holistic interpretative 
account.

Meaning shifts as we interpret others’ utterances. To use 
a trivial example, person B says, “I went to the bank.” Then 
person A asks, “How much money did you withdraw?” B 
replies, “I caught three fish.” Now A has a choice: either (1) 
B erroneously believes that you can get fish from a bank—
consistent with the meaning of “bank” to A (which is part of 
what Davidson calls A’s “prior theory”)—or (2) “bank” has 
a different meaning, that is, “the side of a river.” This new 
meaning makes B’s belief clear; it now accounts for B’s ver-
bal behavior. This account is what Davidson calls A’s new 
“passing theory.” It enables A to understand B’s utterance. 
In this context, accepting a different meaning for a word 
seems more reasonable than concluding that B has a mis-
taken or erroneous belief. Davidson (1985, 142) suggests 
that communication requires us to apply what he calls a prin-
ciple of charity: “[I]f we want to understand others, we must 
count them right in most matters.”

For example (at different times) Webber (1963; 1964) pro-
posed that there can be “community without propinquity,” 
and Forester (1989; Krumholz and Forester 1990) advanced 
the claim that “planning is political.” By the definitions  
of “community” and of “planning” in “prior theories” of plan-
ners, these were erroneous beliefs. (The definition of “plan-
ning” of the dominant prior theory, Rational Comprehensive 
Planning, deliberately and explicitly excluded the political.) 
But Webber pointed out that all other features of community 

can be present without geographic propinquity, and Forester 
argued that planning is inherently part of broader political deci-
sion-making processes, which unavoidably involve planners in 
making political decisions. Thus, a planner’s passing theory 
could make sense of Webber’s and Forester’s utterances by 
changing (broadening) the concept (meaning) of “community” 
and of “planning.” The old prior theory would be modified to 
incorporate the new concept, and become the new prior 
theory.

A related consequence of the changing concept of 
“planning” was that the definition of “success” in plan-
ning also shifted. When Hoch (1994, 264) examined 
research on planning effectiveness, he discovered that the 
“measure and meaning of effective planning has changed 
over time.” Change in one concept inevitably affects other 
concepts.

Note that the line between belief and meaning is never a 
sharp one. In each case above, an alternative would be decid-
ing to view the change as a change in belief. In Webber’s 
case, we might say that a (descriptive) belief about commu-
nity changed; in Forester’s case, we could say that a (norma-
tive) belief about planning changed.

3. Holism: A web of meaning and belief. There is no rule for 
deciding whether to change meaning or belief. Instead, we 
should look holistically at the entire interconnected web of 
meanings and beliefs. As Putnam (1992, 127) notes, “The 
kind of sameness of meaning we seek . . . involves a norma-
tive judgement, a judgement as to what is reasonable in the 
particular case.” Shifts of meaning and belief take place, 
generally incrementally within the web of our other mean-
ings and beliefs. Which option is more reasonable is a matter 
of contextual judgment.

This notion of a web of related concepts and beliefs comes 
from a philosophical position known as “holism.” The idea 
is that we cannot justify a concept in isolation; the unit of 
justification is the whole language. All of our beliefs and 
concepts are interrelated:

Many concepts are fairly directly connected (through 
causality) with the world, but they would not be the 
concepts they are without their connection with other 
concepts, and without relations to other concepts, they 
would not be concepts. (Davidson 2004, 137)7

The upshot of this view of communication is that mean-
ings and beliefs (and the language in which they are embed-
ded) are always tied to interpretation and, consequently to 
the ongoing practical, social, and dialogical inquiry that 
leads to mutual understanding. The interpretation process 
is a matter of mutual partial adjustment. Distinguishing 
between meaning and belief, between concepts and the 
world, is relative to a particular pragmatic task of interpret-
ing another person.

Communication between persons is an ongoing, and 
essentially dialogical, process of interpreting all meaningful 
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behavior (of which speech is a subset). Language is a theo-
retical abstraction, a reconstruction, of this process—a tool 
for interpreting speech acts. For example, interpreting a con-
stitution should involve not just what the words mean today 
but a reconstruction of the historical circumstances, the 
social-cultural context, the meaning of the terms used in that 
context, and how the meanings have changed over time.

Furthermore, Habermassian (1984) clarification or expli-
cation (seeking to eliminate distortion) cannot be separated 
from interpretation; and interpretation cannot be separated 
from meanings and beliefs, which are always in flux. As the 
world changes, our beliefs change, and our meanings (con-
cepts) and interpretations change along with them. From a 
dialogical approach to communication, clarification is neither 
fixed nor static. Within this view of planning, there is no sharp 
line between clarification and innovation. Communication 
and planning are flexible instruments of change.

Whenever we encounter a situation that creates difficulty 
within our current prior theory, all of our meanings (con-
cepts) and beliefs must be open to change because they are 
all interconnected and (to varying degrees) are all connected 
to the difficulty. Fluidity of interpretation allows us to relate 
the problem to everything else, to all of our meanings and 
beliefs.

For example, traffic congestion is regarded as a social 
problem in many large urban areas of North America. 
According to current “prior theory,” there is no solution that 
does not worsen another perceived social problem. And 
there does not seem to be any “passing theory” that resolves 
the situation by changing a single concept or belief, or by 
correcting communicative distortion. What we need then is a 
new, more flexible passing theory. We should look holisti-
cally at “traffic congestion” as part of a broader view of the 
city, relating to different conceptions of the city’s elements. 
Consider how different conceptions of the terms work and 
home, and the relationship between them, are manifested in 
attractive central cities like Vancouver and New York.

Based on examining all of its elements, the planner can 
create diversity by advancing alternative conceptions of the 
city, and of city form. Within a different conception of the 
city, she can distinguish different kinds of congestion. She  
can point out that congestion is a normatively laden, “thick” 
concept, as is urban sprawl.8 It is relative to what level of 
access residents believe is reasonable, or to which they 
believe they have a right. Perhaps some kinds of congestion 
are even good; popular entertainment areas are often very 
“congested,” and this is part of their appeal. Or perhaps some 
levels of commuter congestion are “not too bad,” that is, 
acceptable. Perhaps residents could revise their expectations, 
so that waiting two minutes to turn left at a particular spot is 
not so horrible. Maybe they could consider living closer to 
work, or giving up a big yard to get a shorter commute. Then 
the planner can seek convergence on some of these new ideas, 
and their planning implications. The results could be very dif-
ferent from policies that focus simply on meeting the demand 

projections of transportation models, or on compromising 
between competing objectives.

4. Language reflects aims and intentions. Language is not a 
“mirror of the real world.” No vocabularies, concepts, lan-
guage games, or frameworks are universal, absolute, or nec-
essary. None can provide an uncontested, universal, “God’s-eye” 
basis for absolute judgments regarding how things are in 
themselves. No particular vocabulary is necessarily the right 
one. Nor should any one vocabulary (e.g., that of science, or 
of economics, or of power) have an absolute privileged sta-
tus. “Correctness” of language and concepts is determined 
by how well they serve our purposes in our present con-
text, not by how well they represent, mirror, or conform to 
“reality.”

5. Language can facilitate creativity and innovation. Taken 
together, the attributes of the traditional view of communica-
tion outlined earlier have important implications for creativ-
ity and innovation, so that a fifth attribute of that approach is:

Creativity and innovation require a complete break 
from conventional thought, akin to a radical paradigm 
shift. 

This renders novelty very difficult to incorporate into our 
existing web of meaning and belief.

In contrast, within the Davidson/Rorty view of language,

Creativity and innovation occur without the necessity 
of breaking away from our existing societal web of 
meaning and belief. 

With this view, novelty can flow readily from dialogue.

Implications for Mantysalo’s Critique
Mantysalo’s characterization of CPT as static and uncreative 
could be true only within the traditional approach to com-
munication, where learning to communicate would be a 
matter of absorbing and applying a rule-guided system. An 
adequate theory of language must capture the process of 
change that we have been discussing, because it is such an 
essential aspect of communication. The traditional theory of 
language fails to do this, so it cannot be an adequate theory, 
nor can it be the basis of a sound critique of CPT.

Creativity and Innovation
Stimulating Divergence
Conventional problem solving and dispute resolution gener-
ally start with a divergence of views and aim to achieve 
convergence (an agreement). In contrast, a pragmatic 
approach recognizes that some problems require creativ-
ity—something new—and that creativity may require the 
stimulation of divergence. The attributes of our alternative 
approach to communication allow for, encourage, and 
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facilitate creation of the new. New concepts can lead to pre-
viously unimagined possibilities:

[S]omeone like Galileo, Yeats or Hegel (a poet in my 
wide sense of the term—the sense of “one who makes 
things new”) is typically unable to make clear what he 
wants to do before developing the language in which 
he succeeds in doing it. His new vocabulary makes 
possible for the first time, a formulation of its own 
purpose. (Rorty 1989, 120)

Thus, novel communication can create new worlds, new 
vocabularies, new framings of problems, and new solutions, 
generally within our existing web of meaning and belief.

Creative change can be initiated from within (e.g., we 
independently come to see that our concepts or beliefs are 
internally inconsistent), but more often the stimulus comes 
from without. We are challenged to change by others’ dif-
ferent concepts or beliefs (e.g., listening to John Forester), 
by new evidence (e.g., the failure of Newtonian predic-
tions), or by “shocks” (e.g., environmental disasters)—lead-
ing to the perception that our old ways of dealing with 
problems are dramatically failing. Of course, there is always 
a choice as to whether or not to attempt to stimulate creativ-
ity by introducing divergence—challenging concepts or 
beliefs or introducing new ones. This choice can be inhib-
ited or encouraged by our responses to such stimuli, and our 
responses are very much influenced by our view of 
language.

From a pragmatic point of view, creativity exists on a 
continuum. At one extreme are ordinary, everyday utter-
ances. At intermediate points on the continuum, some nov-
elty is part of much everyday discourse, as Chomsky (1965) 
has often pointed out. All of us assert novel claims all the 
time, things never uttered before. At the other extreme of the 
continuum are the creative geniuses—Newton, Einstein, 
Milton. In this sense the artist and the creative scientist are 
one. To be effective, the planner should be a bit of both.

The significance of these new ways of speaking (which 
Richard Rorty calls new “vocabularies”) is that they not only 
explain what we already know but also create new knowl-
edge (Brandom 2000, 169). Not only are new ways of think-
ing introduced, but the goals themselves (and thus the 
definitions of problems) change, and new ways of framing 
old problems are created. In an important sense we are creat-
ing new worlds, not worlds that replace our ordinary world 
of middle-sized objects, but worlds that add to them. For 
example, if a community accepts that increased density (as 
they now understand it) could have positive effects, their 
problem may be redefined from “How do we stop increased 
density?” to “How do we ensure that increased density has a 
positive impact on our community?” This flexibility is what 
we want in planning. In our view, nothing should be regarded 
as fixed.

Radical Interpretation: Divergence and Convergence
New ideas may be dreamed up in very bizarre ways, quite 
unconnected to our normal thought and language. Rorty 
(1991, 17) grants that “the great thinkers are the most idio-
syncratic . . . like Hegel or Wittgenstein whose metaphors 
come out of nowhere, lightning bolts which blaze new 
trails.” Innovation and novelty create new knowledge, new 
worlds, and, at times, new concepts that may at first seem 
unintelligible (e.g., Einstein’s relativity). What Rorty calls 
“radical interpretation” involves coming to understand such 
apparently unintelligible concepts.

But he further argues that new social thinking is “futile 
unless it is followed up by a reweaving of the community’s 
web of belief” (Rorty 1991, 17). New ideas must be con-
nected step-by-step back to the old tradition. Our web of 
beliefs and meanings needs to be reexamined and reconfig-
ured for interpretation to succeed. We do this by trying to 
reweave our web of meanings and beliefs to incorporate the 
new elements, and again to satisfy the expectations of what 
is now a new passing theory. The process is familiar. This is 
what was done by Galileo, Kant, and others.

Both interpretation and innovation involve processes of 
divergence and convergence. Both must ultimately involve 
convergence: the integration of the new and the old. This is a 
meaningful and crucial task for utopians: imagining a future 
end state that may seem radical, but that flows from our natu-
ral inclinations and our need to innovate. The advocate of the 
desired new end state (e.g., an urban utopia) must connect to 
our present situation (e.g., an existing city) in a reasonable 
way, showing us a feasible path from here to there—a path to 
implementation.

We must approach radical ideas carefully. We have to 
distinguish the psychotic from the genius, to distinguish cre-
ating gibberish or worse from creating new worlds though 
the creation of new vocabularies. To be of any value, the new 
must be integrated into our linguistic tradition, into our cur-
rent web of what we mean and what we believe. The out-
come of the reweaving and reconfiguring must be 
convergence on a new narrative (passing theory) that arises 
out of the old narrative (prior theory) but integrates the new 
idea into it.9

A Pragmatic Choice
Our willingness to incorporate the new into our existing web 
will be governed pragmatically by our interests. It depends 
on weighing what can be gained (What can we now do to 
further our ideals that we couldn’t do before?) against the 
cost (What have we lost by altering our concept or our 
belief?) The greater the cost (the more dislocation it causes), 
the greater the corresponding benefit must be. The decision 
to attempt to innovate, that is, to integrate the new, is a prag-
matic one, not an analytical necessity. The new must con-
tribute something that is worth the effort required to 
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integrate it. The job is not only to create the new but to 
innovate—to “weave together old beliefs and new beliefs, so 
that these beliefs can cooperate together rather than interfere 
with one another” (Rorty 1995, 199). This process of weigh-
ing should be a dialogical one!

The test of useful, positive divergence is ultimately 
convergence—agreement that the new is better. An urban 
utopia must offer us better places to live, work, and play—
places that better facilitate human fulfillment—or it is not 
worth the effort required to integrate it. Newness can reach a 
breaking point. There is a continuum ranging from radical 
shifts that cannot be introduced into our language because 
the cost is far too great, through to normal discourse, which 
usually involves mild, largely unnoticed shifts. In between 
lies the interesting area of innovation. Some changes, such as 
recent changes in the meaning of “governance,” are rela-
tively minor; others are quite radical, at times bringing our 
web of concepts and beliefs close to the tearing point.

We have often used an image made famous by Otto Neurath 
(1973, 199), drawing an analogy between social decision mak-
ing and repairing a ship at sea:

When a beam is taken away a new one must at once be 
put there, and for this the rest of the ship is used as 
support. In this way, by using old beams and drift 
wood, the ship can be shaped anew entirely, but only 
by gradual reconstruction.

Arguments for innovation must be made within a context of 
what is held fast. When circumstances change, it may be 
appropriate to use new “planks” (new concepts) in our social 
“ship” (our web of knowledge and beliefs). But these new 
elements must be fitted to the old. There is no dry dock 
where we can tear the whole thing (our social institutions) 
apart and rebuild from the ground up. We have to retain 
enough of the ship to be sure that it stays afloat. Over time, 
innovation may change the ship a lot. But only incremental 
change can give us a new overlapping social consensus (new 
prior theory) each time, which serves as the basis for our 
next communicative interaction.

What our theory will not allow is a radical break with the 
present, a view that resists being integrated, or “woven,” into 
our complex web of meanings and beliefs, one that would 
render them empty. We have to decide which of our mean-
ings and beliefs we are willing to give up. In principle, 
everything is negotiable, but in practice there are limits. 
Some of our concepts and beliefs are so embedded that we 
can’t imagine changing them; the dislocation would be too 
great. This is the “slippery slope” problem. At each step in 
the dialogue, we need to check the coherence of knowledge, 
intuition, and principle. At some point, we judge that we 
have to just dig in our heels and say “enough.” For example, 
how far do we go in extending the notion of moral value to 
the environment?

An Example: Responding to 
Environmental Issues
There are many possibilities for dealing with environmental 
crises and problems. They vary in degree of “radicalness.” 
They are more or less radical in terms of how their proposed 
new conceptions or beliefs relate to the web of concepts and 
beliefs which make up our current overlapping (social) con-
sensus (Rawls 2001, 32-38), our common “prior theory.” 
The more radical the change in belief or concept, the more 
work is required to reweave our existing web, to construct a 
workable passing theory. For example, consider two 
approaches to current environmental issues.

Deep Ecology: Tearing the Web

At the “radical” end of the continuum is “Deep Ecologist” 
Arne Naess’s (1973) suggestion, shared with “bio-egalitari-
ans” (Odum 1974), that elements of the environment have the 
same moral standing as persons. This would be so disruptive 
of our society’s prior theory (our shared conceptions of the 
world, of morality, and of personhood) that it must be 
rejected.10 Taken literally, Naess’s suggestion would lead to 
highly immoral consequences, for example, sacrificing the 
lives of people to save fauna, flora, or even rocks (Spitler 
1982). The divergence is too great; we cannot conceive of an 
acceptable new prior theory that would integrate it. 
Pragmatically, it cannot be woven into our current webs of 
belief (Harper and Stein, chap. 12).

Sustainability: Reweaving the Web
There could still be a role for positions like Deep Ecology in 
bringing more “radical” ideas into the public realm. The 
purpose would not be to make a philosophical argument, nor 
to provide an alternative metaphysical position, nor to pro-
pose a radical paradigm shift. Radical positions may contrib-
ute, not by providing a new absolute foundation for 
hierarchical reasoning, but by providing flexible suggestions 
for framing the debate in new ways, leading to new con-
cepts. The goal is to find new concepts that can be used for 
practical political purposes.

If a public decision-making impasse is partly caused by 
certain traditional interpretations of entrenched concepts 
(such as environment, person, etc.), then the pragmatic 
approach is to apply Davidson’s principle of charity to the 
very concepts that frame the debate. What should be kept fluid 
in such debates is not only the decision-making procedure 
but also the conceptual frameworks within which the debates 
are conducted and the decisions made. The hope is that 
acceptable new ideas can be advanced to form the basis of a 
new overlapping social consensus (i.e., a modified “prior 
theory”), moving the debate forward without sacrificing 
other essential values such as the commitment to freedom 
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and equality. There must be a give-and-take to achieve a 
wider reflective equilibrium, which could then be used as the 
basis of agreement on innovative action.

We might borrow concepts from Deep Ecology to weaken 
the old boundaries between human and environment, 
between human and nonhuman. These new notions may pro-
vide new concepts, which may reconfigure our conceptual 
map, leading us to note previously overlooked similarities 
and to underplay differences, even ones that may be impor-
tant to preserve under other circumstances.

This sort of more moderate conceptual change in thinking 
about the environment is reflected in a shift over the past few 
decades: from viewing the environment in an instrumental 
way (purely as an economic resource) to viewing the envi-
ronment as inherently valuable (though not necessarily of 
equal value to persons) and worth sustaining.

To extend Neurath’s image, incorporating more radical 
concepts into our social consensus is akin to adding new 
technology to our social ship (e.g., a diesel engine to a sail-
ing ship). It will be much more difficult than adding new 
planks. But the task is the same: the new parts must be fitted 
to the old. It may well be worth the effort, but only if it really 
improves our ability to survive in rough waters. In the near 
future, productive dialogue about responses to climate 
change may involve very difficult challenges to embedded 
concepts and beliefs.

The Strength of Dialogical Planning
The dialogical communicative process we have just outlined 
meets the requirements of planning very well. In planning 
we must deal with “situations in which the language of the 
past is in conflict with the needs of the future” (Rorty 1995, 
199). This fits exactly with Mantysalo’s ideal for planning: 
a process with the potential to create new worlds and new 
criteria. But we must find ways to connect the new to the 
present, to reweave the present web. This cannot be done by 
defining goals in advance and enumerating and evaluating 
means in a mechanistic way to achieve those goals. It is, 
rather, an unpredictable process of continually progressing 
forward.11 Communication moves in an unpredictable man-
ner from the familiar to the unfamiliar, from convergence to 
divergence, and then back again, seeking a Wide Reflective 
Equilibrium.

It is crucial to remember that divergence is possible only 
within an initial consensus. Difference is made determinate 
only against a background of sameness.12 What is necessary 
for such definition is a common framework of meanings, 
beliefs, and conceptions of what is reasonable. This com-
monality is what makes dialogue possible. In the sphere of 
governance, this common framework is built around liberal 
democratic values. In urban planning, it also requires some 
shared conceptions of a good and just city.

Planning as Dialogue
Mantysalo asserts that communicative-rational dialogue 
(focusing on making argument and debate distortion free) is 
not genuine dialogue, because the participants already have a 
moral-practical horizon of shared life-worlds and rules (Bohm 
and Peat 1992, 245). When he says that planning requires 
dialogue, he means discourse between people with different 
life-worlds and rules, involving “different views . . .  pre-
sented as a means towards discovering a new view” (Senge 
1990, 247). He believes that contemporary societies are “so 
differentiated into subcultures that a shared lifeworld is no 
longer readily . . . available” (Mantysalo 2005, 327). In dia-
logue, he envisions a “free flow of meaning between com-
municating parties”; decisions and actions are seen as a 
byproduct. Only after “a preferred view” is agreed on is it 
possible to “converge on a conclusion or action” (Mantysalo 
2005, 327).

But this narrowing of the meaning of “dialogue” is unten-
able. As we saw earlier, if there is to be any communication, 
there must be a great deal of overlap in prior theories—the 
different life-worlds of the persons communicating must 
share many concepts and beliefs. The differences are a mat-
ter of degree. The commonality often needs to be expanded 
to deal with practical planning problems, most obviously in 
transcultural contexts. Fortunately, there is always a suffi-
cient base of commonality, arising from our shared experi-
ence of being human, and of a common world.

Because of this overlap, the kind of interaction between 
different life-worlds that Mantysalo seeks is still possible. 
Thirty-five years ago, Faludi made a similar, but more use-
ful, distinction (which Mantysalo 2005, 329 quotes approv-
ingly): between convergent and divergent thinking. He 
distinguished two different aims: “[I]n convergent thinking, 
the aim is to discover the one right answer to a problem 
set. . . . In divergent thinking . . . the aim is to produce a 
larger number of possible answers” (Faludi 1973, 118). 
While we would alter his “one right answer” to “an accept-
able course of action,” we endorse Faludi’s ideal of combin-
ing them: “When combined, these types of convergent and 
divergent thinking enable truly creative responses to an ever 
changing environment . . .” (Faludi 1973, 118). So planning 
processes need divergence to creatively generate new ways 
of framing problems and potential solutions, and they need 
convergence to reach agreement on a choice of solution.

In many cases, such as some of those documented by 
Innes et al. (1994), Susskind, McKearnen, and Thomas-
Larmer (1999), and Margerum (2002), there may already be 
sufficient divergence to stimulate creativity, and the planner 
can move to the task of seeking convergence. But she should 
refrain from pushing for convergence too quickly. She needs 
to facilitate consensus building with sufficient care that it is 
not a trivial agreement, nor a lowest common denominator. It 

 at UNIV CALGARY LIBRARY on March 2, 2012jpe.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jpe.sagepub.com/


14  Journal of Planning Education and Research 32(1)

is important to encourage elaboration, so that the meaning of 
key terms is shared. Otherwise ambiguity can conceal vast 
differences in interpretations (Andersen 1997).

Our dialogical planning process provides a strong basis 
for implementing the ideals of Mantysalo and of Faludi. 
Combining our adaptation of Rawls’s (2001, 29-32) Wide 
Reflective Equilibrium with Davidson’s and Rorty’s flexi-
ble approach to communicative interpretation enables both 
kinds of thinking—convergent and divergent. Dialogue 
(using the term in our broad sense) can move back and forth 
between convergence and divergence as the need arises in 
context; and it can start with either. Whether or not the stim-
ulation of divergence is a necessary first step will be a mat-
ter of professional judgment.

Communicating with Other Professions
Additional complications arise when the planner communi-
cates with other disciplines or professions—architects, urban 
designers, landscape architects, engineers, environmental 
managers, ecologists, and so on. When words are imported 
across disciplines/professions, their meanings change—
sometimes drastically, other times subtly. The same word 
may have similar, yet somewhat different, meanings in each 
discipline. Quite a lot of interaction may occur before the 
participants realize that their meanings differ—leading to 
much frustration. In addition, when technical terms enter 
ordinary language, their meanings also change. Consider the 
meanings of terms like density, sprawl, congestion, sustain-
ability, resilience, tipping point, feedback, and so on in dif-
ferent disciplines and again in popular usage.

At a recent symposium that brought together communi-
cative planning theorists and social-ecological resilience 
theorists, participants realized in dialogue that there were 
significant differences between “social-ecological resil-
ience” and “communicative resilience.” “Resilience” had 
related, but still different, meanings in the two fields 
(Goldstein 2009). Communication between the two groups 
became more productive once they recognized the differ-
ence in meaning.

The term resilience is particularly prone to misunder-
standing, partly because it is so dependent on time and geo-
graphic scale. Planning aimed at increasing the “resilience” 
of a specific function, building, or organization can make a 
larger system in which it is embedded less resilient. Goldstein 
(2009) noted that planners have sometimes applied the term 
resilience in a way, and at a scale, that has resulted in actu-
ally lessening the resilience of the ecological systems in 
which they are embedded. For example, planning to keep a 
forest at maximum sustainable timber yield, or to retain an 
urban water system’s capacity to meet expected peak con-
sumer demands in dry seasons, can have a negative impact 
on the forest yield over time, or on the longer-term ability of 
the watershed to provide water. Gunderson and Holling 
(2002) call this pitfall the “rigidity trap.”

A planner who is aware of flux in meanings and beliefs, 
and the difference in disciplinary frameworks, can avoid 
frustration and delay by addressing the problem directly. She 
can be careful to elaborate on the meaning of her terms when 
she uses them, giving a lot of description, using many adjec-
tives and adverbs, and asking others to elaborate on the 
meaning of their terms whenever apparent disagreements 
(i.e., different meanings or beliefs) arise. She can also judge 
when to introduce divergence by challenging shared mean-
ings and beliefs, if they seem to be barriers to effective prob-
lem framing and solving.

What Difference Does It Make?
Assume that the planner accepts our contentions that (1) as 
issues are discussed, meanings and beliefs interact and 
change every time she applies them, whether or not she is 
aware of it, and (2) communication processes tend to be 
inherently innovative. Then her choice is whether to ignore, 
or to recognize, this reality. In making the choice, the plan-
ner might ask a very pragmatic question: What difference 
does it make what view I hold regarding the nature of lan-
guage?

Here are some benefits of the alternative pragmatic view 
we propose, which flow from our forgoing discussions:

• The planner’s more flexible and contingent inter-
pretations of plans and regulations will better adapt 
to changing circumstances and environments.

• She will be better able to facilitate planning pro-
cesses to encourage creativity and innovation—
generating and adapting new ideas, new ways of 
framing problems, and new ways of meeting goals.

• She will be able to anticipate and deal with misun-
derstandings between discipline/professions and 
between professionals and citizens, moving between 
divergence when necessary to generate creative ideas 
and convergence on acceptable solutions.

• She can develop an attitude of flexibility and con-
tinuous experiment regarding “what works best” to 
achieve shared visions and goals, following Dew-
ey’s (1920/1950, 89) view of plans as “hypoth-
eses to be worked out in practice, to be rejected, 
corrected, expanded . . . giving our experience the 
guidance it requires.”

Conclusion
In summary, we have argued,

• Mantysalo’s interpretation of CPT and his criticism 
of it (as inhibiting or even preventing creativity 
and innovation) is not sound because it implicitly 
assumes a traditional view of communication and 
language that does not conform to our actual human 
experiences of communication.
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• A pragmatic view of communication and language, 
which better conforms to actual human experiences 
of communication, helps us to understand how 
creativity and innovation can be facilitated and 
encouraged in planning.

•  “Dialogical planning” not only allows, but encour-
ages, creativity and innovation. This is because 
dialogical planning reflects a nontraditional, prag-
matic view of communication. The planner who 
understands this view will be better able to encour-
age and facilitate creativity and innovation, in some 
contexts, by stimulating divergence.

• Innovation requires that new creative ideas be con-
nected with our current web of concepts and beliefs 
to be effective.

Planning problems are practical, complex social problems. 
Planning in the face of power, of conceptual confusions, and 
of environmental, social, and cultural crises must go beyond 
the traditional tools. Crises require the creation of new con-
ceptions. This unavoidably raises issues of communication 
and language. Communication has to be undistorted; seeking 
solutions frequently involves a reframing of problems; effec-
tive innovation requires a reweaving of new conceptions into 
our social consensus (our web of accepted concepts and 
beliefs). As our communication evolves, so will our world, 
and its problems and solutions. Communication always rests 
on the parties working “to discover the common ground on 
which we can make whatever sense we can make of each 
other” (Davidson 2005a, 18).

When we view the character of language in a holistic 
way, we can understand how new ideas, beliefs, and con-
cepts enter our conceptual scheme. When shocks occur (e.g., 
Einsteinian ideas, environmental crises, tsunamis, or subur-
ban disasters), our language absorbs these ideas; they ripple 
through the rest of our web of concepts and beliefs. The rip-
ple effects may be major or minor. These effects are again on 
a continuum, but our meanings and beliefs are constantly 
changing, thus making room for innovation. The planner 
who understands this process can facilitate creativity and 
innovation, and better meet new challenges as they arise.
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Notes

 1. “Pragmatic-communicative” is the label used by Hoch (2007). 
Critics Yiftachel and Huxley (2001) use “communicative- 
pragmatic.”

 2. Our discussion here assumes, with Chomsky (1965), that basic 
grammatical structure is biologically based and universal; our 
arguments are placed within that syntactic framework.

 3. Essentialism presupposes that categories, that is, general terms 
that pick out natural kinds “in the world,” have precise defini-
tions that reflect the essence of the category. Consequently, 
essentialists seek definitions that determine this essence, lead-
ing them to search for the essential element common to all uses 
of terms, such as “the environment.”

 4. Our use of “Wide Reflective Equilibrium” (WRE) refers to a 
dialogical process of seeking coherence in context. A Narrow 
Reflective Equilibrium focuses on the coherence of considered 
situational judgments and normative principles held within a 
particular community or culture. A WRE widens it by invoking 
external perspectives that include background theories and prin-
ciples. It includes theoretical accounts of the structure and 
functioning of society, as well as normative theories. T h u s , 
in the moral realm, a WRE has been defined as a coherent set of 
beliefs that includes the following components: (1) a set of con-
sidered judgments (that may be intuitive), (2) a set of normative 
substantive and/or procedural principles, (3) a set of background 
theories that show that the set of normative principles are more 
acceptable than other normative principles. These background 
theories may be both (a) normative, incorporating ethical 
notions or values (different from those in the normative ethical 
principles held, e.g., fairness, impartiality), and (b) empirical 
theories that seek to explain and predict observed behavior.

 Invoking theory brings in a nonlocal, objective, general, but 
still dynamic, view. It provides not only a tool for understand-
ing, but also a basis for critique. Applied to morality, a primary 
purpose of WRE is to critique (e.g., to identify ideological 
distortion). The goal is a reflective equilibrium where all of 
these elements are coherent and consistent. A crucial aspect of 
a WRE process is its fluidity, its ability to alter positions, to 
widen the consensual equilibrium by incorporating new ideas, 
theories, and information. (Adapted from Daniels [1985] and 
Harper and Stein [2006, 104-5].)

 5. “Overlapping consensus” is Rawls’s (2001, 32) term for the 
agreement on public basic values, primary goods, and social 
institutions, which is required for a pluralistic liberal demo-
cratic society to accommodate very diverse viewpoints and 
private values. We are using the term more broadly to describe 
the agreements that are necessary to proceed with dialogue, and 
which result from dialogue.

 6. By “interpretation” we mean the listener’s attempt to under-
stand what the speaker is communicating. It is no accident that 
the same term is used when the speaker is speaking a different 
language—the two activities of “interpretation” are not differ-
ent in kind.

 7. This is neither (1) to suppose holism is so pervasive that no two 
people could, in any sense required for communication, have 
the same concept nor (2) to deny that the contents of some 
concepts are more directly connected to sensory moorings than 
others (Davidson 2004, 137).
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 8. A “thick concept” is a normatively laden concept, impregnated 
with values.

 9. MacIntyre (1989) points out that this is what Kuhn (1962/1970) 
missed in his account of scientific progress (paradigm shifts). A 
new paradigm must bring together the old knowledge and the 
new, under a new conception. There must be continuity between 
old and new because (1) both accounts (paradigms) relate to the 
same life-world; (2) both are linked to our history and tradition, 
from which the criteria for “better” were derived. There can’t be 
a complete break in either sense. This is the most important way 
in which our dialogical planning approach is incremental.

10. We are giving Deep Ecology the benefit of the doubt by assum-
ing that it is intelligible.

11. Thus far, this process overall has generally resulted in forward 
movement. In assuming it will continue to do so, we share the 
“social hope” of Dewey and of Rorty (1982, 203).

12. A point made by Braybrooke and Lindblom (1963).
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