
planning based on the recognition of interdependencies
between national systems. Many countries have com-
mitted in international agreements to prepare sustain-
able development strategies that integrate social,
economic, and environmental objectives.

Conclusion

In sum, planning has a common theme: the attempt to
achieve goals by rational implementation of strate-
gies. Within this broad theme there is significant vari-
ation in the meaning of planning. This variation can
best be understood as a multidimensional matrix orga-
nized around themes of decision-making strategies,
political responsibility, implementation strategies, and
spatial and functional subject matter. The emphasis on
planning type within this typology varies with time,
circumstance, and the dominant ideology of the soci-
ety. Current trends point to increasing emphasis on
collaborative planning and international and national
sustainability planning to preserve integrity of ecolog-
ical systems. While the future of planning as a ratio-
nal attempt by humans to affect their future is assured,
the specific planning styles that will dominate remain
uncertain.

—Thomas Gunton

See also Collaborative Planning; Dirigisme; Strategic
Planning; Urban and Regional Planning
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PLURALISM

Understood most broadly, pluralism is a belief in more
than one thing or a tendency to be, to hold, or to do
more than one thing. As applied to political systems,
pluralism recognizes the existence of multiple, often
overlapping, and potentially conflicting characteristics

within a political community. The central concern of
pluralism in a democratic society is how public deci-
sions are to be made and action taken given the mul-
tiplicity of, and likely conflict between, legitimate
interests. Pluralism stands in contrast to monism,
which claims the possibility of a unity of theory and
practice running from epistemology and ontology all
the way down through specific instrumental policy
proposals and decisions.

Political Pluralism

Several related strands of pluralist thought have
emerged as the focus of intellectual development over
the last one hundred years. In the United States, the
works of David Truman and Robert Dahl represent
one of the primary perspectives associated with 
the related concepts of political pluralism, pluralist
democracy and interest group pluralism. The founda-
tions of political pluralism can be found in the works
of Harold Laski and G. D. H. Cole, who moved plu-
ralism and its understanding of the state away from
the abstract and idealized treatment in philosophy to a
more concrete, instrumental analysis that recognized
corporations and associations as independent forma-
tions and interest sets. Having embraced the move of
pluralism out of philosophy, Truman’s work made a
further shift, in this case away from the dominant
focus on descriptions of institutions and structures
that characterized the study of American political
processes at the time, and focused instead on develop-
ing an understanding of how interest groups shaped
political and policy activities. Pluralist theorists of this
vein sought to locate the stability of the political sys-
tem in the interactions of the local, immediate, and
small, consistent with the perspectives articulated by
Alexis de Tocqueville. Political pluralism argues indi-
vidual rights and interests are protected by an ongoing
process of negotiation and renegotiation between
interests such that no single group holds the dominant
power position, power is always shifting, and individ-
uals can influence policy making through being active
in one of these power groups. In this way, Truman
moved away from both the politics of social class and
the large-scale political projects of the Left, as well as
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the notion of inclusive or unitary interest in favor of
the bargaining of competitive interest groups as the
source of public policy.

Dahl further contributed to the development of
political pluralism by including conflict in his analy-
sis. Starting from the position that the existence 
of conflict is unavoidable, he works to develop an
understanding of how political communities respond
to and resolve that conflict. Dahl identified the prob-
lem of conflict as a central one in the debates over the
writing and ratification of the Constitution. Looking
to James Madison’s Federalist 10, he identified the
source of conflict in the diverse interests of those in
the political community. One of the fundamental
questions thus becomes, what are the means of resolv-
ing conflicts in a way that will enable community to
be possible? That is, what are the structures and
processes by which the diverse interests of factions
can be successfully negotiated? To answer this ques-
tion, Dahl recounted the debate between aristocratic
and democratic forms of government and notes that
while there are difficult challenges associated with
democratic forms of government, it is a better
response than aristocratic forms. Once democracy is
selected, a balance between the dangers of faction and
the need for the consent of the governed must be
achieved. The dangers of faction, whether minority or
majority factions, cannot be limited simply through
the exercise of self-restraint. Instead, drawing again
on Madison, Dahl looked to the creation of processes
through which the consent of the political community
can be established. Establishing the consent of all is
important because of its consistency with personal
freedom, human dignity, and respect, as well as being
a means of enhancing the durability of the political
system. The political processes that emerge represent
a model of pluralism. Rather than relying on a single
center of sovereign power, pluralism demands that
there be many centers of power, none of which is 
or can be wholly sovereign. Although in the United
States, “the people” are the source of legitimate sov-
ereignty, from the perspective of American pluralism,
even the people should never be an absolute sover-
eign. Moreover, no part of the people, even a majority,
should be absolutely sovereign. The existence of

multiple centers of power, none of which is wholly
sovereign, will help—or may in fact be necessary—to
secure the consent of all and to settle conflict between
interests without resorting to coercion or outright vio-
lence. The basic concept is the idea of setting power
against power as a means of ensuring that it will be
tamed, civilized, controlled, and limited to decent
human purposes, reducing the use of power and coer-
cion to the lowest possible level. Further, because all
interests, even the smallest minorities, can contribute
to decisions and, in some cases, can even have the
opportunity to veto solutions they strongly oppose, the
consent of all can be established in the long run. Last,
because ongoing negotiation between interests and
centers of power is necessary for decision making,
leaders will develop requisite capacity to deal with
conflict to the mutual benefit of all involved in con-
flict without the use of coercive power.

Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba extended the
work on political pluralism by shifting the focus of
their analysis away from the institutions and processes
of government and instead highlight the importance 
of the broader political culture within which the
processes take place. For them, democracy requires a
particular kind of political culture that is tied not only
to the formal institutions of governance, but also to
the experience of community and social and family
life—interests generated outside of politics. Building
on theses elements, a pluralistic culture shaped by
communication and persuasion emerges. This culture
is one that elevates consensus and diversity and is one
that allows for the possibility of change, but moder-
ates that change, recognizing that too much politics
can be dangerous.

The same processes operate at the agency and
interagency level as well. There are likely to be over-
lapping missions between agencies as well as multiple
purposes within agencies. These dynamics are expressed
in the presence or representation of multiple and com-
peting social, political, and economic interests. The
result is pluralist competition or negotiation in and
across agencies.

This political conception of pluralism explains how
interest groups translate individual concerns into
political action and eventually public policy. Interest
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groups represent and give voice to actors and provide
a means of influencing political elites. Memberships
in multiple interest groups and divided loyalties lead
to compromise and integration of proposed actions.
Liberal democracy is well suited to the wide range of
interests emerging from a pluralist system without
leading to political instability. In addition to retaining
stability, pluralism supports the legitimacy of the
state, which is both authoritative and responsible and
simultaneously requires influential and deferential
citizens. Interest group politics or pluralism helps the
state act in a consumerist environment consistent with
the post–World War II period of economic growth and
moderate social reform.

Value Pluralism

In addition to political or interest group oriented
pluralism, others, including Isaiah Berlin and John
Rawls, have conceived concepts of value pluralism
that also influence the principles and practice of gov-
ernment in a liberal democracy. Isaiah Berlin devel-
oped an understanding of value pluralism wherein
values are conceived of as human creations or social
constructs, as opposed to universalistic entities to be
deduced or derived from nature. Despite the claim that
values are social constructs, they are, according to
Berlin, objective in that they are facts about the people
who hold them. Therefore, belief in certain values is
an objective reality of human nature. Value pluralism
emerges from the argument that each value compels
particular actions by virtue of its own requirements,
rather than on the basis of some other, universal value.
As such, there is no common or universal measure for
evaluation or judgment between two or more values.

To Berlin’s notion of value pluralism is added his
conception of negative and positive liberty. Negative
liberty is understood as freedom from constraints,
while positive liberty is understood as the freedom to
pursue ends as an autonomous actor rather than being
dependent on others. The connection between value
pluralism and liberty is the critical importance of
choice to both. The ability to choose between values
and the courses of action they imply is at the core of
the connection between value pluralism and liberty.

The implication is that there is no single or best way
to live, but rather, governance and social processes are
oriented toward maintaining a balance of values—
preserving individual liberty while at the same time
recognizing the need, for example, to in some cases
restrict that liberty in order to promote justice or
equity. For Berlin, concepts of value pluralism and
liberty are central to both his understanding of the
nature of human agency and the governance processes
required to protect human agents.

Value pluralism is also a central element of John
Rawls’s conception of justice and his shift in the
understanding of justice from metaphysical to politi-
cal. That is, in modern democratic societies, diverse
and incommensurable notions of the good (values) are
an empirical fact. The fact is not a law of nature, but
rather is relative to individual policies and specific
social institutions. It is possible in these conditions to
establish universal social agreement only through the
use of coercive power by the state. A commitment to
both noncoercion and individual liberty is inherent in
the first component principle of Rawls’s theory 
of justice—each person has equal right to the most
extensive liberty compatible with a similar liberty for
others. This, along with the difference principle
would, according to Rawls, be accepted from the per-
spective of the “original position” under the veil of
ignorance. In combining these elements into his polit-
ical conception of justice, value pluralism becomes 
a driving factor in the governance processes and
ultimately, the decisions and actions of political
communities.

Cultural Pluralism

Although the concept of political pluralism developed
in the United States largely moved political inquiry
away from a concern with class and power, these con-
cerns do figure into some understandings of cultural
pluralism. The literature on cultural pluralism tends to
describe the conditions in which two or more cultures
come into contact with one another, typically within
the boundaries of a single political entity. This work
tends to examine the extent of multiculturalism or
cultural diversity as well as the social divisions and
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resource inequities that manifest between groups.
Some strands of cultural pluralist study have contin-
ued to focus specifically on the issues of class and
power and their relationship to issues of democracy
and governance. For example, in addition to examin-
ing the relationships between cultures within a single
political community, J. S. Furnivall’s description of
cultural pluralism detailed the conditions of instabil-
ity, inequity, and uncertainty that often characterized
colonial situations. M. G. Smith extended the exami-
nation of power such that contemporary understand-
ings of cultural pluralism include attention to both the
degree of differentiation between groups and the
allocation of status, resources, and ultimately, power
among subgroups. As such, these accounts of cultural
pluralism often imply a redistribution of political and
economic resources in a way that is consistent with
liberal elements of the political and value pluralism
previously described.

Postmodernism and Pluralism

Structuralist and neo-Marxist perspectives that
emerged in the 1970s criticized the version of
American pluralism that emerged in the 1950s and
1960s as being concerned with superficial behavior
rather than pervasive or deep structures, lacking rigor-
ous theoretical or paradigmatic grounding, and gener-
ally being a complacent form of liberalism. Perhaps
ironically, postmodern critiques of structuralist
perspectives have returned to some attributes of
pluralism—ever-changing groups of citizens that
form, separate, and reform in new ways, emphasis on
increasing individual liberty and freedom of choice.
The denial of universal truth claims, monism, and the
affirmation of heterogeneity and difference are
recurrent themes in postmodern discourse. For exam-
ple, while Michel Foucault never claimed to be a plu-
ralist, his exploration of power and governance
processes revealed some of these pluralist characteris-
tics. Foucault moved from a modernist examination of
the question of what power is, to an analysis of what
functions the state serves. In doing so, power becomes
a microlevel phenomenon that permeates both official
institutional settings as well as social relations. His

notion of governmentality revealed the existence 
of multiple and distinct modes of pluralization of
modern government. That is, in contrast to unified or
monistic theories of the state, Foucault argued for the
existence of many processes by which the state and
society interact. This analysis is consistent with the
emphasis on individual liberty and freedom of choice
in that it suggests plural avenues of resistance and
contestation.

Criticisms of Pluralism

A number of criticisms have been leveled at pluralism
and its connections to liberalism. One criticism is the
assessment that the extent of the competition between
competing interests may be more apparent than real,
as can be seen in the existence of long-standing, sta-
ble political coalitions and the practice of logrolling.
A further critique is that public agencies often operate
as interest groups in their own right. Doing so creates
tension between the agency’s function of policy
implementation on the one hand and its efforts
directed toward securing resources on the other hand.
A related concern is the possibility of agency capture,
or the possibilities that public organizations with reg-
ulatory responsibilities become unduly influenced 
by the interests they are supposed to regulate. Another
criticism is that political executives have become
dominant in the agenda-setting process, further reduc-
ing the extent of negotiation between interest groups.

Marxist critics point out that social class essentially
vanished from the political pluralist discourse, despite
evidence that those dominant interests that proceeded
through the pluralist process to become operationalized
in public policy were strongly influenced by economic
interests. In other words, in liberal, capitalist democra-
cies, the state does not merely provide a neutral frame-
work within which the plurality of interests vie for
position on a level playing field. So while consumerist
attributes of pluralism suggest that individual prefer-
ences, interests, and their pursuit largely fall outside the
political system, Marxists argue that the state privileges
forms of private property or capital acquisition such
that the interests of business are necessarily granted a
position of advantage in the struggle between interests.
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While even some advocates of political pluralism
acknowledge discomfort with the economic inequities
and political failings of pluralism in the late twentieth
century, they neither develop a theory of value that
would enable a critical analysis of various distributions
of economic and political power nor do they articulate
the sort of structural reorganization championed by
Marxists. It can be argued that the Madisonian position,
which posits that the passions of the masses are held in
check by apathy or deference to either elites or the rules
of the game, has become untenable. At the same time,
the claim that economic elites are constrained by inter-
nalized democratic values, political institutions, peri-
odic elections, and overlapping interest groups has
similarly collapsed. These claims began to fail with the
mass political involvement and activity of the civil
rights, antiwar, feminist, and other political movements
in the 1960s and 1970s, as well as the changing eco-
nomic conditions of the late Cold War period. In the
aftermath of the fall of the iron curtain and with the
growing emphasis on global capitalism, Marxist
critiques appear to have lost some of their currency in
the popular political discourse, though they have yet 
to be replaced in that broader political discourse by
postmodern or poststructuralist approaches.

—Eric K. Austin

See also Association; Civil Society; Interest Group;
Liberalism; Marxism; Multiculturalism; Pluralist
Democracy; Polyarchy; State Capture
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PLURALIST DEMOCRACY

As a concept, pluralist democracy is highly relativis-
tic, ranging from a potentially broadly defined condi-
tion to a narrowly defined, nearly corporatist model.
Arguably, both conditions or states could be said to be
pluralist within an overarching democratic political
system.

In theory, the United States’ model of pluralist
democracy is built on the founders’ desire to simulta-
neously promote the rights of citizens to organize into
factional interests while also preventing individual cit-
izen liberty from falling prey to factional influence; in
essence, an attempt to find a middle ground between
the absolutism of monarchy and what was seen as
potentially deleterious and chaotic majoritarianism.
Nevertheless, the existence of faction, and hence plu-
ralist democracy, was seen as a natural and essential
element in free society, consistent with human nature
and the desire to express differences.

Scholars have repeatedly addressed the human
tendency to promote group interests, at times at the
expense of individual rights and liberties. Diversity of
perspective was looked upon as being an important
element in the maintenance of democratic pluralism
and one that required constant monitoring and consid-
eration. Issues of diversity and scope of participation
are seen as particularly important to the protection and
maintenance of civil liberties in a pluralist democracy.
Simultaneously, there must be some shared values in
pluralist democracy, an acceptance of institutions and
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