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ABSTRACT

WORKING WITH:
EXPANDING AND INTEGRATING THE PRAGMATIC METHOD FOR A WICKED
WORLD

By
Danielle Lake

This dissertation argues the burgeoning scholarship on wicked problems is both highly
compelling and applicable to many of the public problems we confront. It is compelling because
it articulates strategies for realizing a more comprehensive understanding of many of the
problems we face today as a public; it is highly applicable because it provides us with a fruitful
means of addressing these problems. The scholarship — as it stands in 2014 however — needs to
be broadened and deepened, especially given how many dangerous wicked problems we face.
The wicked problems field can be deepened by reviewing and consolidating its recommendations
and through this work delving more deeply into a methodology that best supports collaboratively
meliorating such problems. For instance, the various processes most recommended for tackling
these problems — processes like bottom-up participation, to trans-disciplinarity, to situational and
experiential learning — not only descend from the Pragmatic Method, but could also currently
prosper from a more systematic engagement with Pragmatism, especially as conceptualized
through a feminist lens where problems of power are systematically addressed. In the end, I
argue effective responses to wicked problems require context-sensitive, dialogue-driven, action-
based engagement models. Through a series of case studies the value of the recommendations
within becomes apparent, suggesting there is a need to reimagine both the role of expertise and
the boundary spaces between our institutions (as well as the structure of our institutions

themselves). The potential for our collective future is quite exciting: potential to prepare future



world citizens for engaging one another across their differences as well as the potential to
encourage the re-envisioning of our institutions (and the creation of new) so they are more

intentionally aimed at bridging our current, isolating gaps and thus fostering collective creativity

and ingenuity.
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INTRODUCTION:
WICKED PROBLEMS AND THE NEED TO REIMAGINE INSTITUTIONAL

BOUNDARIES

The Current Situation

Our techno-scientific, specialized, and fragmented world has exacerbated a long list of
high-stakes public problems. We are, for instance, currently facing extreme levels of poverty and
deprivation, polluted air, water and land, the rapid depletion of our natural resources, weapons
capable of annihilating entire peoples and lands, among what in truth appears to be a seemingly
endless list of other daunting social messes. Indeed, our current, dominant culture has led to
massive, unsustainable systems of all kinds — from manufacturing, to transportation, to health
care — which, though designed to fulfill a need, are also causing much harm. Given their own
momentum and outdated policies, systems intended to promote public goods — like health care,
public education, and others — often extend and exacerbate our problems while working against
change. As we fail to systematically address these public messes they turn quickly from large-
scale, complex, high-stakes problems into crises. The housing crisis beginning in 2007 is a prime
example. Because of a lack of preparedness and flexibility, for instance, the U.S. housing crisis
turned from a difficult, complex problem into a social mess and then into a full-blown crisis (and
arecession). I would characterize the above and other massive social crises as alarming, but the
social response to such widespread problems can often be better characterized as apathetic,
indifferent, or perhaps even catatonic. The relative lack of urgency felt around many of these
crises, and the resulting sluggish, fragmented and incomplete responses, are confounding given
our deep, global interdependencies -- from water and food, to energy, economic stability,

medicine and telecommunications (among other various technologies).



On the other hand, the competitive and aggressive, interest-driven, zero-sum political

climate creates and extends gridlock over these crises: serving most often only to prolong and

intensify current and future suffering,1 Returning to the U.S. housing crisis, Can Alpaslan and
Ian Mitroff list the loosening of credit, the culture on Wall Street, the failure to understand
systemic risks, a lack of transparency, the removal of regulations, the housing bubble, the
undervaluing of risk management, a failure to learn from past crises, overconsumption, as well as
business schools and climate change as key contributing factors (among many more) (30). While
the list of contributing factors to the crisis is quite large and capable of almost infinite expansion,
Alpaslan and Mitroff say that behind these we see some common human — and thus institutional
— tendencies, including: the promotion of individual/institutional self-interest, the lack of
oversight and of collaboration between agencies, a failure to focus on more than one issue at a
time and an assumption that doing so “only dilutes our already limited resources and energy”
(33). Under our current system, activists and lobbyists firmly ground themselves in one corner
and pursue their goals with dogged, single-minded determination. “Experts” tend to work in
general isolation, operating under a competitive — instead of a collaborative — paradigm.
Gridlock is a common result and it not only prevents possible ameliorative changes, it also
prevents us from /earning from potential mistakes. These structural and institutional models and

processes tend towards the prolongation of social injustice and suffering. The short-sighted stop-

1. As a quick example of the aggressive, loyalty driven win-lose political climate (relevant in
later chapters), we could also review the relatively long history of attempts at health care reforms
and their untimely deaths given intense backlash towards reform efforts. Even though there has
been general consensus that the system in place is not working well, implementing change has
been extremely difficult and our failure to respond in a timely manner has left many U.S.
residents to suffer the consequences of an unfair and unjust system (explored in chapter five).

2



gap solutions are not ultimately getting us — whether “us” is defined as U.S. residents or all

global citizens — very far at all 2
Wicked Problems

Many of our public problems are also deeply intertwined with others. So much so that
effecting change in one arena tends to tug on innumerable strands connected to many, many
other problems, shifting and shuffling the situation in/for many others. This means effective
action will require communication across many perspectives. It also means we will need to
ensure we integrate the information we have with the values at play. With a globally
interconnected world facing a myriad of high stakes and complex public problems, we need to
reconsider our approach. The recent emergence of a relatively new field of interdisciplinary
scholarship on “wicked problems™ is primed to help us do just this. It has the potential to redirect
our attention so we can better see these complex, high stakes crises in a more comprehensive
light. This literature is, I contend, both highly compelling and applicable to the large-scale
problems we continue to ignore at our own peril. It is compelling because it articulates what I
will argue 1s an inclusive and holistic understanding of the many public problems we face today.
It does this by painstakingly analyzing problems and the conditions under which problems
become “wicked,” contrasting these with complex and simple problems (Salwasser). While
“tame” problems are easily defined and resolved with an appeal to some expert, wicked
problems are not so clearly definable, nor amenable to expert intervention, nor even resolvable in
the traditional sense (Rittel and Webber). When facing a wicked problem, that is, we are

confronting extreme levels of complexity and uncertainty, a conflicting list of objectives under

2. We can see the problems with a competitive, expert-driven model even when we examine
slightly less complex problems. For instance, the rampant use of antibiotics in our current system
and the resulting problems have led experts, working in relative isolation, to develop more and
more “kinds” of antibiotics, instead of reconsidering our approach holistically.

3



situations where both action and in-action carry high stakes consequences (many of which are
often unforeseeable).

The Wicked Problems scholarship is extremely applicable because it also provides us
with a far better means of addressing these problems, pushing us to move beyond expert-driven,
competitive, win-lose strategies. While multi-disciplinarity encourages us to acknowledge and
appreciate one another’s disciplines, and interdisciplinarity appreciates students’ individual and
team efforts to develop expertise in multiple fields and thus transcend disciplinary limitations
(Repko), and cross-disciplinarity acknowledges the value of bringing together a range of experts
to confront these problems (O’Rourke and Crowley), the WP field of scholarship pushes an
explicit, intensive, iterative engagement with not just a wide-range of experts, but with the public
as well. This field points us to the value of local knowledge, the need for public engagement and
thus pushes scholars to reconsider their role.

The history of interdisciplinarity has largely focused on and been concerned with work
within educational institutions. The current, most popular definition of interdisciplinarity comes
from Boix Mansilla: “the capacity to integrate knowledge and modes of thinking in two or more
disciplines to produce a cognitive advancement” (14). Julie Klein notes that interdisciplinarity
requires not only disciplinary depth and breadth, but also synthesis (212). This is an enormous
step in the right direction, but to more directly address the problems we are facing today we need

to take another step out of the castle-like infrastructure of higher education, and step into our

wider-communities. 3

3. Transdisciplinary sustainability science (TDSS) begins to do the work of moving out into our
communities to solve our problems. TDSS recognizes the need for teamwork which includes a
number of disciplines and communities. TDSS, then, begins to democratize science in critical
ways, opening up new avenues for public engagement on real world, high stakes, complex
problems (Hall and O’Rourke, 2013, 1).



Thus, in this study I argue the wicked problems scholarship can play a seminal role
in systematically reconstituting our institutions and their practices in order to better
promote and reward genuine and inclusive collaboration more likely to tackle the high
stakes social problems we face. The following chapters demonstrate the vital role of this
scholarship by analyzing the dimensions of various wicked problems and examining historical,
current, and possible future examples of the kind of work we need for effective, ameliorative
change.

The Pragmatic Method

Chapter one is thus devoted to analyzing this scholarship and its relevance. In the
analysis of wicked problems (WP), however, it becomes clear that this field of scholarship
generally fails to explicitly engage what I will argue 1s an essential underlying methodology: the
pragmatic method. Pragmatism gives primacy to context and experimentalism; it calls for public
engagement, aims for integration, and — recognizing the role of fallibilism — works toward non-
ideal progress. Hence, chapter two demonstrates that the pragmatic method, as a philosophy
dedicated to addressing real problems, is uniquely placed to support on-the-ground ameliorative
efforts. Given that the WP scholarship has yet to be applied to many problems outside of
environmental concerns (and city planning), first steps on the road to transformation can be taken
by making strides to both broaden and deepen the field. One important way to go about
broadening the WP scholarship begins by applying this work to other relevant fields, by
exposing various scholars and policy makers to these issues. For example, one could easily
engage a wide range of people in this work, including but not limited to: community members,
non-profit and business leaders, scientists, feminists, bioethicists, political scientists, sociologists

as well as public policy scholars and advocates, and so on. Current and future efforts to



disseminate this work across disciplinary and institutional boundaries will take one more step in
the right direction.

Chapter two also reveals that the WP field is profitably deepened by reviewing and
consolidating its recommendations and (through this work) delving into a methodology that best
supports collaboratively ameliorating these social messes. That is, the various processes most
recommended for tackling these problems — processes like bottom-up participation,
interdisciplinarity, to situational and experiential learning — not only descend from a Deweyan
pragmatic method but could also currently prosper from a more systematic engagement with it.
Since the pragmatic method endorses experiential learning, value pluralism and fallibilism, since
it seeks to reconnect our values with our sciences (still a consistent and enduring failure on the
part of many of our experts), and drives home the need for context, the role of doubt, and the
value of public engagement, it is essential to collaboratively tackling wicked problems.

In addition, chapter two argues John Dewey’s larger body of work gives clarity to our
institutional troubles. Dewey, most often noted as one of the founders of American Philosophy,
is also well known for his educational philosophy and psychology. He explicates why many of
our institutions so often fail to 1) adapt to our current crises, 2) cope with change and 3)
collaborate with either one another or with the public. On this note, he also detects the role
underlying habits play in stymying our efforts at effective change. His method is, in fact, a
counter-point to our current “technocracy,” in that it argues “citizen participation” must be “the
normative core of democracy” (Fischer 1). Right now opportunities for deep and genuine
participation are few and far between. Further concerted effort to both engage one another across
our differences and re-consider the role of expertise, then, are essential to moving collaborative

projects on such problems forward.



Engaging With: Jane Addams

While both the pragmatic method and the WP scholarship demonstrate awareness of
problems of power, neither delve deeply enough into this vital dimension of any attempt to
collaborate. So, while chapter two outlines the pragmatic method and its part in addressing our
high stakes, public problems, chapter three examines the life work of feminist pragmatist Jane
Addams, illustrating the essential role of her approach for working among differences without
suppressing them. For instance, her aim was always to work with and among others, never to
work on them. Addams is most well-known for creating the first social settlement in the United
States — Hull House — in the late 1800°s. She is remembered as a sociologist (proto-social
worker), public philosopher, philanthropist, and a women’s suffrage leader. Reconfiguring the
pragmatic method through Addams’s work 1s valuable because she — as one of the first feminist
pragmatists — directly and consistently engaged problems of power and oppression, both in her
scholarly writings and in her on-the-ground activist work. In fact, Addams’s consistent focus on
— and use of — narrative to ground all of her work recalls a fundamental aspect of collective
learning endeavors sorely missing in much scholarship and activism today: sympathetic
understanding. In place of focusing on moving away from context under a pretense of neutrality
and objectivity, she argues narratives tend towards the expansion of our ethical framework,
providing us with opportunities for cultivating emotional intelligence and cultural awareness.

Her life work at Hull House highlights both the need for re-imagining institutional
boundaries and provides us with a blueprint for doing so. Addams described Hull House as a
means of 1) teaching “by example”, 2) working in “cooperation” with others, and 3) practicing
“social democracy” (Knight 182). Br responding to the needs of the neighborhood and working

with local residents, Addams was able to directly address the needs of those around her in a



cooperative and creative manner. While the WP scholarship notes that there are few institutions
whose design fosters collaborative endeavors across a wide-range of sectors, Addams’s work at
Hull House — and her detailed narratives on this work — provides us with a plethora of nuanced
examples and illustrations that can be fruitfully re-appropriated for use today. For instance, while

higher education and various non-profits are primed for bringing interested stakeholders together

to tackle our problems, they often fail in practice to operate as effective bridge institutions.* In
contrast, I show Addams’s work at Hull House 1s 1) global in reach and outlook, yet deeply
local, 2) collaborative without being exclusive, and 3) stable, but flexible.

Extending the scholarship through a feminist pragmatist methodology while also working
to widen its scope is an especially timely endeavor given the swift pace of our technological
advancements and our high levels of specialization and isolation. Since our scientists/experts
cannot on their own adequately address most of our high-stakes public problems, this new field
of scholarship has a significant role to play in reframing our approach: a role that encompasses —
but also stretches far beyond — environmental concerns. Turning our lens on higher education
(as chapters two and three will), provides us with a long list of barriers towards doing the above
work. Disciplinary silos, along with institutional policies and procedures, encourage an isolating
expertise and rarely reward collaboration either across the university or within the community.
Traditional course work occurs in isolation from work done in other courses and the students’

larger lives; this means we forego key opportunities to help students integrate and test the

knowledge and skills taug,ht.5 As David Kolb notes, Such an approach to knowledge production

4. Bridge institutions create the space, incentives, and thus opportunities for collaboration across
sectors. They also create space to put knowledge into action.

5. For instance, WP scholar David Freeman says it is rare that university curriculums covering
water resource management asks students to study the “local water organizations that actually
run agricultural water,” let alone that they do so “in ways that are highly interdependent with

8



and dissemination encourages an ever narrowing of focus (i.e. specialization but not integration).
It leaves us with a largely incomplete understanding of the complex situations we confront, and
therefore a lot of unexamined assumptions (Alpaslan and MitrofY).
A Pedagogy of Engagement

WP scholarship, along with a feminist pragmatist methodology, can fruitfully inform the
pedagogy of teaching and learning; that is, through the redesign of educational practices,
instructors can better prepare the future public for collaboratively tackling wicked problems.
Teaching effective democratic thinking and action for an engaged citizenry should necessitate
instructors actively engage students in the practice; and this would seem to suggest an
experiential learning model is valuable. Such a model encourages students to actively use, test,
and transform not only the materials of the course, but also their own theories and experiences.

The philosophical methods suggested within the following pages and the insights
garnered also suggest that there are some fruitful restructuring opportunities for the current
dominant educational structures. For example, the tenure and publication process also tends to
leave one with partial perspectives. It does this by narrowing the pool of others one is in dialogue
with (most often sub-specialists). The current isolating policies and practices 1) discourage us
from paying attention to one another and 2) foster misunderstanding if and when we do come
together around a particular problem. Thus, controversy and gridlock over these issues — over
how to define them, where to locate the problem, and what solutions are needed — should not be
all that surprising. Such systematic processes also promote technical and obtuse language

discouraging public involvement. Noting the problem of technical language and unexamined

central state legislatures and bureaucracies, municipal and industrial uses, and watersheds and
riparian habitats™ (487).



professional assumptions, for example, Michael O’Rourke and Stephen J. Crowley argue we face
serious challenges to collaborative efforts towards 1) collectively deriving an integrated research
question, 2) finding common ground, and 3) arriving at a “meaningful final product” (1940).
A Case Study

There is thus the need to address not only the theoretical, interdisciplinary dimensions of
the scholarship, but to also apply this work to real world case studies. Chapter four seeks to do
Just this through the problem of health care rationing. By using our consolidated insights from
the WP field, we will first see more clearly the complexity and tension within the problem of
healthcare rationing. Next, applying the underlying methodologies — and positioning them in
relationship to a modern deliberative process suggested by Leonard Fleck will serve both to
underscore the need for broadening this field and illustrate the usefulness of these approaches.
Fleck, as a professor of Philosophy and Medical Ethics at Michigan State University and author
of Just Caring: The Ethical Challenges in Health Care Rationing and Democratic Deliberation,
provides us with a model that can be vetted against the recommendations put forward in the first
three chapters, thus illustrating their usefulness.

Chapter four begins by illustrating how the U.S. healthcare crisis can be characterized as
a wicked problem. A lack of consensus over what the “problem™ is, along with inherently
conflicting healthcare objectives (like affordability, quality, and access), a long history of failed
reform efforts, high levels of risk and uncertainty, a fear of systemic change along with
opposition to change, entrenched interests, and perhaps a healthy dose of mega-denial about the
extent of our current troubles will be shown as critical, contributing factors. The chapter
highlights the inescapable need to ration our resources and the ethical challenges of doing so.

Fleck’s model for collectively and justly addressing this current situation — rational democratic

10



deliberation (RDD) — is then vetted against the suggestions of both our WP scholars and the
feminist pragmatic method put forward in chapter three. I show Dewey’s work on the role of
habits and institutions in preventing effective changes is a critical addition to Fleck’s. In
addition, Addams’s emphasis on fellowship and the need for sympathetic understanding are also
key extensions to Fleck’s RDD. The need for bridge institutions to create the space and
infrastructure for such work will become quite clear.
Filling the Gap

In the end, this dissertation seeks to demonstrate that the WP scholarship is especially
timely given the kinds of public problems we need to address today, but also far too narrow in its
current scope. I show that a feminist pragmatic method provides the literature with a common
philosophical grounding in addition to enhancing and extending the work WP scholars have done
so far. This 1s especially so when we examine Dewey’s work on habits and institutions and
feminist pragmatists’ work on power, oppression, integration and sympathetic understanding.
The wicked problems involved in healthcare rationing serve as a current, focal case study,
demonstrating the role the scholarship can and should play outside of environmental studies,
while also pointing out some of its limitations as it is currently structured. It is my hope that this
work will undergird the WP literature and, through dissemination and application, support its

expansion into addressing real world wicked problems.
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CHAPTER ONE:
ANALYZING THE WICKED PROBLEMS LITERATURE

“... At any moment we are prisoners caught in the framework of our theories; our
expectations; our past experiences; our language. But we are prisoners in a
Pickwickian sense: if we try we can break out of our framework at any time.
Admittedly, we shall find ourselves again in a framework, but it will be a better
and roomier one; and we can at any moment break out of it again”

- “Normal Science and its Dangers,” Lakatos and Musgrave, 1970
Defining Wicked Problems
“Wicked” problems were originally identified in contrast to “tame” problems, problems
easily defined and solved one-dimensionally. The term was widely disseminated through a 1973

article on city planning by Horst Rittel and Melvin Webber, but has more recently taken root in a

wider array of literature on the environment.® Wicked problems are dynamically complex and
ill-structured, with no straight-forward causal chains to help us gain a clear and simple picture of
the 1ssue. Instead, such problems are in some sense obstinate and indefinable, influenced by
many dynamic and complex factors. Wicked problems are not “morally wicked, but diabolical in
that they resist all the usual attempts to resolve them” (Brown 4). They consistently confront us
with high levels of uncertainty in situations where both action and inaction carry high-stakes.
WP scholar Tom Ritchey characterizes attempts to manage such problems as traditional no-win
situations, acerbically noting that ““... as a decision maker, whatever decision you make, a good
portion of the stakeholders involved are going to want your head on a block!” (1). Such problems
are thus not amenable to final resolutions but cannot successfully be ignored either. On the

whole, the burgeoning literature on wicked problems makes fruitful distinctions between itself

6. Earlier than 1973, however, C. West Churchman references the term in a 1967 Management
Science editorial by noting he heard it in one of Professor Rittel’s seminars. Chuchman notes that
operations researchers have a responsibility to be honest about how their suggestions fail to
address real, on the ground problems for managers.
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and complex problems, highlighting more intense disagreement between fragmented
stakeholders, multiple and often conflicting objectives, as well as higher levels of uncertainty,
variability and risk (Salwasser 12).

In fact, Valerie A. Brown reminds us that supposedly “miracle solutions” to some of our
most troubling environmental problems have instead consistently led to unintended
consequences. We can, for instance, easily point to the dangerous problems we are now facing
from intensive agriculture like soil erosion, desertification, and health problems related to
pesticide use. In truth, the long-term outcomes of our short-sighted solutions “indicate the
chronic inability of [our] narrow solutions to inform sustainable decisions™ (3). Especially
challenging, wicked problems “require solutions that challenge the current practices of the
society that generated them”™ (6). Chiefly because such problems are intertwined with many

others, work on them necessitates better communication across disciplines and between

stakeholders.’ Effective responses to wicked problems, then, require the mobilization of people
in their community, engaging in deep and sustained dialogue which seeks to integrate general
scientific information with community values. Efforts to meliorate such problems which ignore
the inherent wickedness of the situation are, in the end, inadequate since they fail to take a
comprehensive, long-term view.

Adding to the difficulties here we also know that stakeholders involved in many of our
wicked problems are separated from one another, have widely different interests and values,
tolerate different levels of risk, and seek separate and sometimes conflicting end-goals
(Salwasser 9). Such structural fragmentation makes comprehensive, collaborative long-term

responses difficult. The wicked problems literature, then, has a seminal role to play in helping us

7. Better communication is likely to occur if we start to recognize its necessity and thus
incentivize it: revising our institutional practices and policies along with our individual habits.
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shed light on why many of our current responses are inadequate. Delving a bit more deeply into
how we currently tend to frame these problems and how we should be framing these problems
will prove helpful.

The Problem with “Problems”

On first blush, framing wickedness within a “problems” framework does not seem to
severely limit its scope or applicability. If we align ourselves with American philosopher
Charles Sanders Peirce and define a ‘problem’ as a state of doubt or uncertainty, its scope is
rather large. Similarly, if we take management scientist Peter Checkland up on his definition, a
problem becomes “any mismatch between what is and what should be” (xi1). Work, then, begins
by inspiring doubt, by acknowledging discontinuities or tensions between life as it is and as one
wants it to be. Instead, it is the antonym of problem, certitude, which is cause for concern. If a
problem is defined by a question or statement seeking a solution, then it is yet too clean, too
simple, too narrow to adequately describe wicked situations.

Given that we may commonly understand ‘a problem’ to be preformulated and that
coming to define the parameters of wicked problems is crucial to the work involved, we run up
against a serious concern (Alpaslan and Mitroff 19-20). Wicked problems are not well-defined
and i1solated exercises preformed and ready for computation. Instead, they are dynamic and thus
cannot be limited to a single discipline or area of expertise. Controlling how such problems are
defined, directs the actions we choose to take. The scope of inquiry here thus needs to be quite
large. In fact, WP scholars Can M. Alpaslan and Ian I. Mitroff define wicked problems as “a
system of wicked, fuzzy, messy, dynamically changing, and interdependent existential and
ethical means and ends problems of society” (22). As this definition suggests, the idea of fluid,

interacting systems will be crucial to effecting ameliorative change.
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Hence, part of what also makes a problem wicked is the fact that it is intimately
connected with other problems. Indeed, the term “social mess™ is at times used interchangeably
with the term “wicked problem”. Since no singular interpretation accurately portrays the
complexities involved, a multitude of limited perspectives must coalesce to provide us with a
more accurate picture of what is a complex and dynamic whole. This means we best manage
wicked problems by working at the same time on other connected problems (Alpaslan and
Mitroff 25). Accordingly, to the extent that the singular descriptor ‘problem’ encourages a focus
on one aspect of a wicked situation and thus emboldens isolated perspectives, it is unhelpful and
misleading. For this reason, Checkland suggests we add the word ‘situations’ to the term (so that
we end up with the descriptor “wicked problem situations™). For similar reasons, Alpaslan and
Mitroff suggest we “expand every system of problems (mess) right up to and as far beyond” our
“comfort zone” as we can tolerate. Such definitional expansion is, they argue, a “moral
imperative” since it pushes us past our initial narrow definitions (16). In general, finding
descriptors that push us towards a wider perspective of the wicked situations we confront will
lead us to a more holistic view of the situation from which we are more likely to arrive at
effective responses.

In confronting these problem situations, the goal is a better estimate that we are making
good choices by “trying as well as possible to estimate the relevant system of opportunities”
(Churchman 12). Checkland says, “for ill-structured problems involving a number of people the
very idea of a ‘problem’” which can be ‘solved’ has to be replaced by the idea of dialectical
debate, by the idea of problem-solving as a continuous, never-ending process” (18). We must
realize we are not solving problems, we are alleviating conditions (155). Building on this work,

Alpaslan and Mitroff suggest we may find ourselves absolving such problems by accepting that
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they will never entirely disappear; indeed, we may need to acknowledge that these situations are
likely to grow worse over time despite efforts to address them (global warming is a prime and
current example). “At best,” they say a wicked problem “waxes and wanes.” We can, for
example, consider environmental sustainability work and efforts to reduce terrorism as prime
examples of situations which wax and wane (25).

If in response to our wicked problems, we aspire to a goal of certainty, to an ideal state,
to full resolution, we dangerously miss the point. According to Rittel and Webber “it makes no
sense to talk about 'optimal solutions' to these problems... Even worse, there are no solutions in
the sense of definitive answers" (162). The drive for quick resolution, the temptation to resist the
bother of doubt, leads us quickly down a dangerous path given a globally connected world with
its fair share of not only wicked problems, but also dynamically complex ones. Thus, advocacy
work on wicked problem situations needs to be pursued with an open-mind. For instance, Kristin
Shrader-Frechette concludes that, “in a situation of uncertainty, open-minded advocacy often
promotes a search for the facts, counterarguments, public discussion, and resolution of
uncertainties” (195). Such collaboration is more likely to see both the long-term outcomes of our

choices and the more immediate, local concerns since it involves a wide-array of perspectives; it

is also more likely to generate fresh insights and creative solutions.

8. Such insights will lead me to argue in the next chapter that common educational goal of
teaching “problem-solving skills,” if such skills are not framed in a collaborative and
ameliorative framework, can easily miss the mark given aspirations of preparing students for
democratic citizenship in a wicked world. While it is certainly true that responsibility for many
environmental injustices lies largely with our corporations and with our government, “in a
democracy, the people are ultimately responsible” (Shrader-Frachette 19).
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Divisions: Well-structured, IlI-Structured, Complex and Wicked Problems

There are further distinctions to be made in parsing out the type of problem situations
being addressed here. For instance, wicked problems are inherently ill-structured. In contrast,
well-structured problems are problems “... for which the means and the ends are both well
known” (Alpaslan and Mitroft 21). If a problem is already well-structured there tends to be
general agreement about it and an already widely-accepted ethical stance. In contrast, we are
usually struggling to decipher either our end-goal or the means to our end when we face ill-
structured problems (21). Thus, framing ill-structured problems becomes the first and one of the
most difficult steps towards work on them. Under this structure, problems are upgraded to
wicked when they are subject to contention on both fronts (ie. when both the means and the end-
goals are unknown and/or hotly debated).

As I’ve briefly noted above, wicked problems are also characterized by high levels of
uncertainty, while extremely complex problems may be subject to only certain kinds — or lower
levels — of uncertainty. For instance, WP scholar Hal Salwasser divides uncertainty into two
forms: (1) resolvable uncertainties based on observation/research and (2) uncertainties which
cannot be alleviated until something akin to disaster strikes. This second form of uncertainty 1s
characterized by an unexpected, but “discrete event,” by “discontinuities in long-term trends,” or
by the “emergence of new factors.” In turn, he provides his reader with the examples of a
volcano eruption, the cooling of our climate, or an invasive new species as examples of
uncertainties that cannot be entirely resolved before the event/discrepancy occurs (10). On
Salwasser’s scale, then, complex problems are those for which controlled research can yield
answers whereas wicked problems are too fuzzy for such work alone. Alpaslan and Mitroff

concur, using the phrase ‘intelligible mess’ to describe a complex problem that is capable of
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being managed by a relevant group of experts and stakeholders. In contrast, a problem becomes
wicked when it delves into unintelligibility, when “the gap between the skills and knowledge of
those” working on the problem “widens over time” (50).

Similarly, Ritchey highlights conditions of genuine uncertainty. Problems are wicked
according to Ritchey when “there is no way to calculate the probability of something happening,
and for the most part we are not even sure what might happen™ (1). This means attempts to
simply quantify the risks we face are inherently limited and relatively unreliable measures. Since
genuine uncertainty seriously hinders our ability to “solve” these problems, it encourages active
and iterative, experimental management instead.

Paul Thompson and Kyle Whyte also focus on the wickedness of the “uncertainties
inherent in scientific approaches.” They note that such uncertainties tend to generate different
and conflicting policy recommendations (4). Daniel Sarewitz echoes this concern, believing
“uncertainty in environmental controversies is a manifestation of scientific disunity and political
conflict” (392). Ellen Van Bueran et al. widen the scope by reminding us, “uncertainties [can]
result not only from a lack of scientific knowledge, but also from strategic and institutional
factors” (193). Van Bueran and her co-authors call our attention to different kinds of
uncertainties including strategic uncertainty and institutional uncertainty. Strategic uncertainty
most often arises because there are many different people involved and thus many different
perspectives on the problem, while institutional uncertainty arises because we are working on the
problem in/from different places. In either case, strategic and institutional uncertainty along with
disunity in our scientific approaches escalate the scale of such problems into a wicked category.

Since wicked problems have high stakes, there is little opportunity for trial-and-error;

dynamically complex problems, on the other hand, are more amenable to low-stakes attempts at
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teasing out complexities. Complex problems need not necessarily suffer from periods of inaction
either. In contrast, wicked problems are those for which both inaction and action, under high
degrees of uncertainty, have serious consequences for a large number of people. When a
problem is wicked and we face high levels of uncertainty, the scholarship suggests we still need
to act, if only so that we can begin to learn something that will help us move away ... from an
unsatisfying status quo” (Thompson and Whyte 4). At the same time, science alone cannot tell
us how to act when confronting a wicked problem. That is, scientific progress on these problems
does not automatically yield social progress. Checkland, for one, reminds us of the different
angles from which various experts often work. “Where the scientists ask: ‘have we learned
anything?’ the engineer and the technologist ask ‘does it work’?”” (Checkland 126).
Acknowledging these different end-goals, Sandra Batie argues many scientific and technological
breakthroughs have resulted in more — rather than less — risk (1180). The separation between —
and general isolation of — our various experts from one another and from the general public,
then, is a serious hindrance to comprehensive, ameliorative attempts to address these problems.
A final, important distinction between a truly wicked versus a dynamically complex
problem results from the fact that no one 1s -- nor can become -- qualified to alone tackle a
wicked problem. While dynamically complex problems are likely to require interdisciplinary
collaboration, scholars writing on wicked problems argue they require more than the convening
of various experts; these scholars go further to argue such problems require the involvement of a
broad range of stakeholders, including the surrounding communities. Dynamically complex
problems, on the other hand, may be amenable to resolution via a more direct and scientific
route, albeit one that relies on numerous fields. Science cannot, however, yield the answer when

we face a wicked problem. While we certainly need to look to the most current and respected
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scientific studies to inform our discussions, it is a serious mistake to rely on science alone. Since
our problem definitions (and attempts at resolution) are subject to high degrees of contention, a
shift towards collaborative — versus authoritative or competitive — coping strategies is necessary
(Salwasser).

Thus, fruitful work in tackling wicked problems cannot be about judging the most
persuasive academic argument or new piece of technology, but must instead be about facilitating
philosophical research through conducting collaborative learning processes (Thompson and
Whyte). Dynamically complex problems, on the other hand, may not require community
involvement nor a deliberative framework. Because wicked problems are intertwined with many
others, work on them requires better communication across disciplines and between stakeholders
(Hall and O’Rourke 2013), as well as the inclusion of particular local knowledges. For instance,
David Freeman says work on such problems must involve the mobilization of people in their
community, engaging in the deep dialogue necessary for integrating general science with local
knowledge, ethics, and politics; in the end, putting them “to work™ to make real effective
differences (485). This aligns with Batie’s point: action on such problems requires new policies
that integrate “insights and knowledge to action” (1183).

In the end then, complex problems are separated from wicked ones by whether or not the
means and ends are known and agreed upon, by the level and kinds of uncertainties involved, by
the high stakes and degree of risk, as well as by the limitations of expert-knowledge, and thus by

the need for collaboration and public participation.
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Escalating the Matter: Social Messes and Mega-Crises

As noted, the term “social mess” is often used interchangeably with the wicked problems
terminology. When our problems are bound up with other complex situations and systems
undergoing change and influencing one another, we have what Russell Ackoff dubbed “a mess”
(1974). According to Alpaslan and Mitroff, “a mess is the world’s way of telling us that we have
been defining our problems too narrowly” (15). It is “a system of ill-defined or wicked problems

interacting dynamically such that no problem can be abstracted from and analyzed independently

of all the other problems that constitute the mess.”” It’s important to note that behind such a
complex and interdependent system of problems lies our own “entangled web of stated and
unstated, conscious and unconscious assumptions, beliefs, and values” (27). As will be argued in
the next chapter, our traditional forms of education and our routine habits of thought consistently
fail to capture the complexity of our reality. Alpaslan and Mitroff maintain that such consistent
failures lead us ever closer to crises. That is, trying to strip away the mess, to simplify the
problem, tends to make it worse, not better. Their research leads them to the well-supported
conclusion that “a partial solution to a whole system of problems is better than whole solutions
of each of its parts taken separately” (16). For instance, to highlight an example explored in
detail later, pesticides as an isolated solution to crop damage have led to serious and far-reaching
medical issues for the population across the world.

Relatively unstable and unintelligible social messes tend to turn quickly into crises (51).
Crises are here described as unexpected events that cause the loss of many lives, severe injuries,
and/or the catastrophic destruction of our surroundings. Crises are also likely to “exact serious

financial costs.” According to Alpaslan and Mitroff, a crisis is always also an “existential crisis

9. Alpaslan and Mitroff go further to distinguish between stable and unstable. An unstable mess
“1s one in which things are changing more rapidly than the mess can be studied” (50).
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of meaning” (3).When we research crises deeply enough we start to see that “any crisis is
potentially an economic, an environmental, an international, a legal, a public health, a political, a
psychological, and even a religious crisis, to mention only a few” (128). Since all crises are
inherently messes and thus have wicked dimensions, they are not subject to a single or simple
definition (4). Crises are traumatic in large part because they tend towards the destruction of a
core set of our beliefs, making the “unthinkable” thinkable (6). Meeting all the above criteria,
Alpaslan and Mitroff cite 9/11 as a prime example. There are, they say, a core set of assumptions
crises tend to destroy, including: the assumption that one or one’s group is somehow exempt
from the crisis, the idea that “things will continue to