
URP 616: SEMINAR IN ADVANCED PLANNING THEORY 
Department of Urban and Regional Planning, University at Buffalo 

Spring 2014 
Thursdays, 3-5:40 PM, Hayes 8 01K 

Note 1: If mutually agreed, we can change time and location 
Note 2: Consider this a draft, please, because of likely typos, and because I invite comment The final 
version will be available in the first or second session of our class. 

Instructor: Ernest Sternberg 
Office Hours: Tuesdays, 10:30 am-12:30 pm., via sign-up sheet 
Appointments welcome via Norma at 829-3283. 
Email: ezs@buffalo.edu 

Course Objectives 

Meant for students pursuing a PhD in planning, our course enters into theoretical reasoning for 
those who already have gone through a master's level survey of planning theory. With permission, 
a student who is concurrently taking URP 510 may take this course. Our broad intent is to 
investigate selected topics in planning theory in depth, to imbue an appreciation of theoretical 
argumentation related to our field. 

This semester we will (1) investigate certain topics in depth, though multiple contending authors. 
We will observe (2) how debates evolve through asynchronous dialog among scholars over long 
periods, during which questions and vocabularies become more refined and points of dispute 
become sharper, until new scholars come along claiming (rarely achieving) new ideas and 
theoretical resolutions. As we go along, we will come to realize (3) that the questions, say of justice 
or democracy or rationality, that beset our field flow from (and sometimes recursively contribute 
to) the larger streams of philosophical dialog, some of which have histories spanning centuries. We 
will in particular read some difficult texts in political philosophy, to ( 4) build in us confidence in 
contending with great thinkers through their original works. And, in your term papers and your 
participation in co-teaching our course, you will be (5) challenged to synthesize, organize, and 
apply theoretical reason, either to a favorite author or particular topic of your choice. 

How Topics for this Semester Evolved 

Late last semester, the four of you then in the PhD program and I met to discuss topics for our 
course. We reached consensus around the following three: (1) the legacy of classical 
comprehensive planning thought from the early 20th century; (2) the genealogy of planning 
rationalism in the 1940s and 1950s; responses of rationalists to the heaping of criticism upon them 
since the 1960s: and (3) theories of democracy and how they inform the planner's problem of 
political legitimacy. 

After spending much time mulling over these three problems, I have decided that they are an 
excessive burden for one class. Therefore I have decided as follows. I will run the first substantial 
part of the class, leading us through one of these topics, namely theories of democracy. We will 
mutually figure out the relative time devoted to this part of our class. 
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Then in the second part of the class, you will each sequentially run the class, roughly with equal 
time assigned to each of you. Upon consultation with me, you will assign readings. The topic you 
assign should be related to your term paper and, if possible, your potential dissertation 

Why do Planners Care about Democratic Theory? 

Planners must constantly face the questions such as: Whose instruction can they ethically accept? 
How do they know that they are serving the public or the most deserving groups? In short, they 
want to know that they are supporting and working for a legitimate authority. Most of us will 
accept that at a minimum that such an authority must be put in place and monitored (as through 
courts and elections) democratically. But here is the problem for planners. There are various 
concepts of democracy. There may be much disagreement about whether a particular regime is 
democratic and whether a particular authority deserves the planner's loyalty. 

What is more, many planners believe that the very ways in which planners work can serve to 
reinforce or to detract from democracy. Planners who work in secret (or without transparency), or 
accept dominance by elites within an otherwise representative system, or impose their own 
perceptions through exaggerated appeals to expertise, may be undermining democracy through 
their very forms of practice. Once again, planners need to understand what makes their work 
conducive to democracy. 

Also, critical thinkers, most prominently Amartya Sen, believe that development is closely related to 
human autonomy (to freedom), and hence development and democracy are interrelated. 

My own current interest in democratic theory stems from my concern about a set of theories that 
has taken much of the academic world, and the bulk of planning scholars who think about such 
matters, by storm. This concept is variously called "deliberative democracy," "participatory 
democracy," and in some variations "communitarianism," and has sometimes inconsistent shades of 
meaning. I have had the concern that, despite high claims, these theories could actually undermine 
freedoms. 

Four Types of Democratic Theory 

The schools of thought about democracy differ according to several dimensions. I have found it 
most helpful to differentiate them according to their views of "liberty'' or freedom. The four 
doctrines we shall consider are freedom as conceived by political liberals, totalizing concepts of 
freedom, republicanism, and freedom as conceived (or neglected) in contemporary participatory or 
dialogical forms of democracy. 

Let's start with liberal democracy. It's essential to understand that the reference here is to political 
liberalism going back roughly to the French and American revolutions. It is significantly different 
from economic liberalism, which believes in free markets. Sometimes this kind of liberalism is 
known as "libertarianism." American liberalism through the 1930s was understood as some 
combination of economic liberalism and political liberalism. These may be said to be "old liberals." 
However, our primary interest in this class is in political liberalism. 

(A note on terminology. During the U.S. Roosevelt administration, the meaning of the term 
liberalism in American politics changed. "Liberalism" became more closely aligned with the concept 
of being "liberal" you're your wealth-open and generous with your wealth, as in helping the needy 
or elderly. After World War II, the U.S. use of the word "liberal" came to refer to someone who is a 
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political liberal in the traditional sense, plus a generous and caring person interested in using 
government to increase human welfare-this second sense is quite unlike an economic liberal. This 
is the meaning currently understood in the U.S. popular press. The old-style liberals of the 1930s 
came to be known in the U.S. as "conservatives." However, in Europe and Canada, the term liberal is 
still used in its old sense. In this European usage, a "neo-liberal" is someone who supports a 
revivification of (old) liberalism in the globalized economy.) 

The fundamental assumption in political liberalism is that we achieve liberty when our decisions 
are not interfered with. As we will see, the great essayist Isaiah Berlin referred to this as "negative 
liberty'' -though he meant it as a good thing: that we have freedom when we are not interfered 
with, and that government should protect those freedoms. Therefore, liberal politics places great 
stress on the protection of individual rights. It will also tend to believe that good policy arises from 
the aggregation of individuals' freely-expressed preferences. 

Twentieth century radicals of various stripes, Marxist as well as some others, would claim that we 
cannot properly exercise our freedom because we are subject to overpowering effects of 
exploitative societies, which falsify our very perception of the world. This is sometimes known as 
"false consciousness," and it is said that the media "manufacture consent." Hence, in this view, true 
liberty can only occur once oppressive structures are removed and we are thought how to 
understand our genuine interests. Put differently, a total society shapes our beliefs and total 
change is needed: Only then can we be free-hence I refer to it as "totalizing" concept of freedom. 
The essay you will read by Isaiah Berlin called this "positive liberty," meaning that some force, 
possibly a revolutionary group and the regime that acquires power from it, or rule by experts and 
wise persons, has to instruct people how to perceive their own liberty. Though he called it positive, 
Berlin has a low opinion of it. 

Now let's go to republicanism, sometimes called "neo-republicanism," which refers to a political 
theory and not to the U.S. Republican Party, with which most neo-republicans I have read seem not 
to be sympathetic. Republicanism originates in ancient Rome in the differentiation between the 
free and the enslaved, with the realization that freedom was a product of laws and institutions that 
kept a citizen free. This concept was rediscovered in the Italian principalities in the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries. The fundamental idea is that freedom is not a set of choices but a status, 
guaranteed by laws and institutions, to assure that we which we do not live in fear of domination by 
others. In short, republican freedom means "non-domination." Modern republicans want to extend 
this status to all persons in society, far beyond the original elites that enjoyed it. Republicans also 
content that non-domination is a greater and more demanding form of liberty than is liberty simply 
understood (by political liberals) as non-interference. I know this is difficult with such short 
introduction, so we will discuss much more in class. 

I can say that the implications of neo-republicanism for planners have not yet been explored. 
(Isaiah Berlin did not reflect on this form of liberty.) It is of some interest by the way, for those who 
may consider this a conservative mode of thought, that the socialist government in Spain has 
explicitly embraced this mode of political thinking in defining itself (see Marti and Pettit, A Political 
Philosophy in Public Life: Civic Republicanism in Zapatero's Spain, 2010). 

Now let's go to the various forms of participatory, inclusive, or deliberative democracy, which are 
popular in contemporary planning theory. As I said, I have concerns about them, though I am not 
fully confident that my concerns are well taken. First, I see in participatory theories little interest in 
individual liberty, a topic simply not often discussed in this literature. Justice, sustainability, equity, 
and multicultural inclusion are given far more prominence. Second, democracy is seen to arise 
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through participatory forums, in which varied groups should be fully engaged, and for which 
marginal groups must be empowered to become engaged. It is unclear what role legal safeguards, 
judiciaries, checks and balances, and parliamentary procedures play in this putative kind of 
democracy. Third, it may be that, in this theory liberty. has become a group concept, a social "space 
of opportunity," having little to do with the human self. 

In our sessions, I will be personally interested in exploring the theoretical criticisms of deliberative 
or participatory democracy, and in particular to explore the republican criticisms. Through this 
exploration, I hope we will build understanding of the debates among democratic theories, and 
thereby about theoretical debate more generally. You are completely free to form your own 
conceptions around these debates, and will be free (will have liberty, of course) to construct any 
position you wish-I will only care how well your position is argued. There is no obligation to 
agree with me. 

We will start with the following book, from which we will read selections: 

• David Miller, The Liberty Reader, Boulder, Col .. : Paradigm, 1991. It's available used from 
Amazon for around $16 and you can get it from the library. You're a small group and could 
share. 

• In this book Isaiah Berlin's famous essay "Two Concepts of Liberty." I will distribute a full 
copy electronically-I ask that you read the unabridged version. 

Since we are a small group, we will proceed as we learn, assigning further articles to ourselves as 
we go along, though I realize I will be taking the lead. We will especially dip into some on the list 
below. But do not order them yet. 

• Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, multiple editions since 1948 
• Manuel Castells, End of Millennium 2nd ed. Oxford, UK: Blackwell, 2000 
• John Forester, The Deliberative Practitioner, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press 
• Amy Gutmann and Dennis Thompson. Why Deliberative Democracy? Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 2004 

• Patsy Healey, Collaborative Planning: Shaping Places in Fragmented Societies. Vancouver, 
BC: University of British Columbia, 1997. 

• John Maynor, Republicanism in the Modern World, Cambridge: Polity, 2003 
• Phillip Pettit, On the People's Terms: A Republican Theory and Model of Democracy, 

Cambridge, Cambridge UP, 2012 (or other work by Pettit) 
• Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom, NY: Random House, 1999 
• Quentin Skinner, Liberty before Liberalism, Cambridge, Cambridge UP, 1998 

As we go along, there may be frequent references to thinkers in the tradition of political philosophy. 
The most accessible guide I know to the intellectual history is Alan Ryan, On Politics: A History of 
Political Thought From Herodotus to the Present, NY: W.W. Norton, 2012. It will be an enjoyable 
companion to our class, giving background on the various philosophers mentioned in your 
readings. 
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By sometime around the end of the first month, you will be asked to suggest the debate you would 
like us to read about during the portion of the class that will be assigned to you. You may pick for 
your section of the course one of the two other topics we considered at the end of the last semester 
(the legacy of classical comprehensive thought or the genealogy of post-war rational planning). Or 
you may wish to follow through on one angle in the study of democratic theories. Or again, you may 
pick a theoretical debate as applied to a planning field of interest to you. Once we have approved 
your topic, you will (upon consultation with me) give us the reading assignments and lead 
discussion. I do request that you offer multiple contending perspectives. 

Requirements for the Course 

Fittingly for a PhD level course, you are expected to do all assigned readings and be ready to discuss 
them. We are a small group and cannot possibly proceed if you are unprepared. You are also asked 
to prepare your section of Part II of the course. And you will write a term paper of about 30-35 
pages double spaced, on a theory topic, following through on themes either in the main part of the 
course, or from the special section you run. The paper will be due during exam week. 

Grading 

Students who fulfill requirements of the course appropriate to PhD level study will receive a B or 
above. Excellence in running your section of the course and in your term paper will earn you an A. 

Leaving Aside the Formalities ... 

I'm very fond of you, our PhD students, and am looking forward to a stimulating semester. 
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