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Learning through Conflict at Oxford
by
Jam es A. Throgm orton

Over the past 10-15 years, a d iverse m ix of planning and policy-related scholars
have been claim ing that planning and the policy sciences have m ad e an
argum entative, rhetorical, neo-pragm atic, or -- m ore broad ly -- com m unicative
turn (see Forester, 1989; Forester and Fischer, 1993; H arper and Stein, 1995;
H ealey, 1997; H och, 1994; Innes, 1995; Mand elbaum , Mazza, and Burchell, 1996;
and Throgm orton, 1996.) Jud y Innes m ad e the claim m ost d irectly w hen she
argued in her 1995 paper that "a new type of [com m unicative] planning theorist
is beginning to d om inate the field " (p. 183).
I think it is fair to say that a clear m ajority of the planning scholars w ho
attend ed the Oxford conference on planning theory in April 1998 rejected Innes'
strong claim . Most of the participants w anted to replace com m unicative theory
w ith their ow n preferred theoretical approaches. Som e argued , for exam ple, that
planning should be based on the principles of ecological sustainability. Others
argued that it should be based on spatial processes and the regulation of space.
Still others prom oted a return to Rationality. And so on. In the end , the
conference participants proffered such an array of theoretical approaches t hat
resolution of d ifferences betw een them w ould require im posing one of them on
all the others or else d evising a process w hich w ould enable them to engage one
another constructively. Ironically, it is just this need to engage others
constructively that has led to the increasing interest in com m unicative theory.
As best I could tell, the irony seem ed to escape m ost of the conference
participants.

After Oxford , those w ho ad vocate a com m unicative approach to planning
w ill continue to m ake their case, w hile those w ho reject that approach w ill
continue to prom ote their ow n perspectives. I w ill not, therefore, try to present a
com plete sum m ary of "w hat happened " at Oxford as if I w ere an unbiased
reporter. Rather, let m e sim ply offer a few observations that m ight be of value to
fellow com m unicative theorists and w hich m ight facilitate future d ialogues
about planning theory.
First, com m unicative theorists should back aw ay from any strong claim to
"d om inate" the planning theory field . Though Innes and other co m m unicative
theorists surely d o not aspire to rule or control the planning theory d om ain,
planning scholars w ho d o not em brace the com m unication action perspective
evid ently fear having that perspective im posed on them . In that context, to
speak of d om inating is to evoke a social relationship to w hich w e should not
aspire. Moreover, the d iversity of opinion expressed at Oxford am ply und ercuts
the em pirical base of any claim to d om inance.
Second , the d iversity of theoretical perspectives expressed at Oxfo rd
reinforces the com m unicative theorists' claim that any viable and m eritorious
approach to planning m ust includ e a process w hich enables d iffering people
w ith d iffering theoretical perspectives and substantive interests to engage their
d ifferences constructively.
Many of the participants at Oxford claim ed that com m unicative theorists
privilege process over substantive issues that are ground ed in actual contexts.
Com m unicative theorists should respond by striving to prod uce m ore case
stud ies w hich are clearly ground ed in tem poral, spatial, institutional, political,
and socio-econom ic contexts. Bent Flyvbjerg's (1997) stud y of planning in
Aalborg provid es one fine exam ple. (True, Flyvbjerg's case em phasizes "the d ark
sid e" of planning and tend s to reject the id ea of rooting planning too firm ly in the

utopianism of H aberm asian com m unicative ethics. Even so, it presents a very
rich and d eep analysis of com m unicative acts w ithin the Aalborg planning
context.) My ow n (1996) stud y of electric pow er planning in the Chicago area
provid es another. We need m ore ground ed stud ies of com m unicative planning
in action.
During the closing session at Oxford one of the attend ees from Africa argued
that the conference had been d om inated by a N orthern perspective. H e
suggested that it is tim e to hold a conference w hich looks at planning (and
perhaps planning theory as w ell) in a Southern context. H is point is im portant.
It suggests that the South could provid e very fruitful ground for stud ies w hich
are based on a com m unicative und erstand ing of planning.
A fourth and related point is that com m unicative theorists need to
com plem ent their valuable stress on collaborative processes and consensusbuild ing (see, for exam ple, H ealey's and Innes' w ork) w ith research that show s
how com m unicative processes can counteract prem ature and illegitim ate claim s
to consensus and w hich show s how m arginalized groups can d raw upon an
array of com m unicative acts to prom ote their visions of social justice, ecological
sustainability, and so on. Perhaps this m arks a point at w hich com m unicative
theorists and critical "d ark sid e" theorists (e.g., Yiftachel, 1998) could m ost
fruitfully learn from one another. I see no reason w hy the insights of
com m unicative theorists cannot be used to stud y, infor m , and aid the activities of
groups that feel oppressed . A protest d em onstration is as m uch of a
com m unicative act as is a form ally ad opted city plan. 1 Silence is too.

1

One review er argued that "protest is not com m unicative action," and that "to

conflate them both strips the latter of its m eaning and d istorts reality." I w ould
argue that a protest, say a m arch against bom bing Iraq, is a reply to a claim and

Com m unicative theorists should also clarify that not all of their w ork is
rooted in H aberm asian com m unicative ethics. Much valuable w ork has d raw n
on H aberm as (especially Forester, 1989), and it should continue. But
com m unicative theory has roots that spread w ell beyond the fertile soil of Jurgen
H aberm as. From a rhetorical perspective, for exam ple, one m ight focus on the
inherently contestable m eanings of key concepts, account for w ays in w hich
aud iences and contexts shape com m unications, and analyze the flow of
argum entation (i.e., claim ing, respond ing, and rebutting) w ithin specific co ntexts
(see Crossw hite, 1996, and Throgm orton, 1996).2

hence is a com m unicative action. Why use that form of reply rather than, say a
polite letter to their elected representatives in Congress? Perhaps because they
believe the protest w ill be m ore persuasive. Persuasive to w hom ? The larger
public. Or perhaps because they believe the protest w ill be constitutive; that is,
help recruit new m em bers to the protesters' cause and hence strengthen their
hand in later political conflicts. In either case, their response is a com m unicative
action, or -- from a rhetorical point of view -- a persuasive and constitutive act.
2

This point can be applied to a review er's critique of the N orth -South d istinction

m ad e earlier in this paper. That review er rightly noted that I d id not provid e
d etailed justification for m aking such a d istinction. Space constraints d o not
perm it m e to elaborate at length on that point here. In brief reply, I w ould say
first that "the Southern" context d iffers from "the N orthern" one and that those
d ifferences m ight be w orthy of close scrutiny by planning theorists. Exam ples of
how those contextual d ifferences play out can be seen in the global d ebates over
how to d evelop "sustainably" and how (and w here) to red uce em issions of
"greenhouse gases." Perhaps m ore im portant from a planning theory point of
view , I w ould reply that I d o not m ean to claim that there are real entities called

Much rem ains to be d one, m ost of it in the face of pow erful opposition from
people w ho w ould oppose any form of planning w hich hold s out the hope of
m aking our w orld m ore just and sustainable. Let us get on w ith that w ork, each
in our ow n w ays, w hile being open to learning from one another.
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"the N orth" and "the South." Rather, I see them as social constructs w hich have
practical but inherently contestable m eanings. Just as m any scholars at the
Oxford conference used the trope of "light" and "d ark" to rhetorically construct
an und erstand ing of planning w hose genealogy extend s back from Foucault to
N ietzsche and Macchiavelli, so too other planning theorists could construct an
und erstand ing of planning that begins w ith a d ifference betw een "the N orth" and
"the South." What w ould planning theory be like if w e took that d ifference as
being im portant?
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