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Abstract: Across multiple academic disciplines and fields of policy, cities are now ascribed wide-ranging 

task responsibility for addressing a wide range of global issues. This paper elaborates a genealogical mode 

of analysis for understanding the ascription of causal and practical responsibility to urban processes. This 

analysis is developed through a case study of the revival of interest in the concept of wicked problems. The 

paper pinpoints aspects of the original account of wicked problems that are crucial to appreciating the 

significance now played by this concept in discourses of metrophilia. The focus is on the specific sense of 

‘wickedness’ outlined in this original account. The career of the wicked problems idea is reconstructed, with 

an emphasis on different views of expertise and how these are related to the changing status of the city in 

recent accounts of wicked problems. The paper identifies differences and similarities between the two 
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prevalent ways in which the invocation of the concept of wicked problems is used to ascribe responsibility 

for shaping urban futures – a ‘taming’ perspective and a ‘sharing’ perspective. In concluding, it is argued 

that the career of the idea of wicked problems brings into view the constitutive link between generalised 

ascriptions of task responsibility to urban processes and a set of chronic concerns about the ambivalence 

of urban expertise.

Acknowledgments: This paper draws in part on work supported by a Leverhulme Research Fellowship 

between 2014-2016.

Funding information: Leverhulme Trust [The urbanization of responsibility research fellow]

Data availability statement: There are no new data in this paper.

A
cc

ep
te

d 
A

rt
ic

le



 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved 

 

 

 

Article type      : Regular Paper 

 

 

1 URBAN THOUGHT IN AN AGE OF METROPHILIA 

Encapsulated in declarations of The Urban Age, The Urban Century, and The Urban 

Revolution, the first two decades of the twenty-first century saw the consolidation in policy 

circles and public debate of what Waite and Morgan (2019) have called “metrophilia.” 

Marked by a distinctive emphasis not just on challenges and problems but also on the 

opportunities and potentials of urbanization, a “new conventional wisdom” identifies cities as 

empowered to respond creatively to a range of intersecting issues whose causes are not 

necessarily attributed to urbanization at all (see Gordon and Buck 2005). An assertive view of 

the multi-faceted potential of urban life has become a core element in the problematization of 

various ‘global challenges’ as objects of expert management. Cities are now seen as essential 

platforms for responding to the ‘polycentric crisis’ facing to twenty-first century global 

governance, one that encompasses issues ranging across eco-system degradation, global 

warming, food insecurity, energy transitions, and persistent poverty (e.g. Swilling and 

Annecke 2012, Swilling and Hajer 2017). 

The break-out of metrophilia is shaped by a series of overlapping shifts in knowledge 

production about urban processes. First, it is indicative of a widely shared conceptual move 

towards thinking of global processes as necessarily working through places, localities, and 

regions (Barnett and Parnell 2016). This move is related to the expansion of the intellectual 

sources of expert knowledge about urban processes. Urban thought, once the preserve of a 

relatively small number of academic disciplines and sub-disciplines, is now generated by 

diffuse fields of knowledge production that span the natural and environmental sciences, A
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engineering and design, arts and humanities, medical sciences, and a wide range of associated 

fields of public policy and corporate innovation (see Iossifova et al 2018). Second, 

metrophilia is associated with newly assertive modes of solution-oriented interdisciplinary 

inquiry that promise to address multiple global challenges through various experimental 

interventions (e.g. Brown et al 2010, Donaldson et al 2010, Keith et al 2020, Watts 2017). 

And, third, the optimism associated with these expanded fields of urban thought is related to 

a transformation in the temporal imaginations through which expert knowledge is linked to 

action (see Abram 2014, Guyer 2007). 

The temporal imagination of contemporary metrophilia is marked by a double reorientation 

of the relation of urban space to future possibilities. First, urban space is reimagined in terms 

of bolstering the capacity of urban environments and their inhabitants to withstand change – 

where change is understood by reference to various shocks, whether global financial 

instability, terrorist attack, catastrophic physical disaster, or impending transitions generated 

by climate change or peak oil. In turn, and second, the purpose of managing urban change has 

been reconfigured towards enhancing the potential of cities and other places to generate as 

yet unimagined future pathways of innovation. This twin reorientation is most often 

articulated through the temporal registers of resilience and sustainability, with the emphasis 

on institutionalising capacities, dispositions and virtues such as agility, anticipation, 

adaptability and mitigation (see Bear 2016). And it is also conveyed in the widespread 

adoption of the rhetoric of urban experimentation (see Caprotti and Cowley 2016). 

It might appear self-evident that the proliferation of concern with managing urban futures is a 

natural response to the demographic transition to a majority urban population in the first 

decade of the twenty-first century (cf. McGranahan and Satterthwaite 2014). Critical urban 

studies, by contrast, tends to interpret claims about the Urban Age and associated ideas as 

ideological formations, beset by a reliance on chaotic concepts and lacking epistemological 

rigour (e.g. Angelo and Waschsmuth 2015, Brenner and Schmid 2015, Slater 2021). My 

analysis here follows a different path, developing a form of genealogical inquiry into the 

problematizations that shape varied forms of urban knowledge in the twenty-first century 

(e.g. Barnett 2015, Barnett and Bridge 2017, Lawton 2020, Parnell 2016, Uhrqvist and 

Lovbrand 2014). This form of inquiry focuses analytical attention on how constructions of 

what is ‘true’ in urban thought are integrally related to ways of finding out how to change 

urban processes and practice (cf. Hacking 2012). ‘Urban thought’, from this perspective, is A
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not restricted to specialised fields of academic research. It refers to the diverse 

institutionalised fields through which the problem of understanding how cities change in 

order to change them is made into an explicit object of attention (see Barnett 2012). 

I elaborate on this form of genealogical analysis here by tracing the widespread revival of 

interest in the idea of wicked problems. Originally developed in debates in planning and 

design studies in the 1960s and 1970s, the wicked problems idea is now routinely invoked as 

a conceptual tool to justify applying forms of complexity science and resilience thinking to 

various global challenges (see Zellner and Campbell 2016, Forrester et al 2019). And wicked 

problems are often now presented as having a set of characteristics that lend themselves 

particularly well to distinctively urban interventions to address global challenges (e.g. Xiang 

2013). The intersection of complex systems thinking and the revival of the wicked problems 

idea has been central to the reorientation of concepts of the urban in novel scientific fields 

(e.g. Gaston 2012) as well as to the promotion of the ‘science of cities’ in policy debates (e.g. 

Government Office for Science 2016). The discussion of the renewal of interest in wicked 

problems serves here as an empirical case of analysing ascriptions of responsibility to urban 

processes – a case that might well be exemplary of the dynamics animating the breakout of 

metrophilia. 

My discussion proceeds through four steps. Section 2 outlines the genealogical analysis of 

ascriptions of responsibility to urban processes that will be further developed through the 

case of the career of the wicked problems idea. Section 3 then pinpoints aspects of the 

original account of wicked problems that are crucial to appreciating the significance now 

played by this concept in discourses of metrophilia. The focus is on the specific sense of 

‘wickedness’ outlined in this original account. Section 4 considers the revival of the wicked 

problems idea, with an emphasis on different views of expertise and how these are related to 

the changing status of the city in recent accounts of wicked problems. Section 5 then 

considers in more detail the differences and similarities between the two prevalent ways in 

which the invocation of the concept of wicked problems is used to ascribe responsibility for 

shaping urban futures – a ‘taming’ perspective and a ‘sharing’ perspective. In concluding, it 

is argued that the career of the idea of wicked problems brings into view the constitutive link 

between generalised ascriptions of task responsibility to cities and a set of chronic concerns 

about the ambivalence of urban expertise. A
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2 ANALYSING THE URBANIZATION OF RESPONSIBILITY 

The emphasis in contemporary urban thought, in the expanded sense I am using that term 

here, on identifying actionable solutions is disclosed by the widely shared claim that cities 

have a double responsibility. Urban processes and practices are sometimes identified as 

causally responsible for generating or exacerbating myriad contemporary problems. At the 

same time, cities and urban practices are increasingly championed as the sites which provide 

opportunities to address varied global issues, often far beyond the traditional scope of urban 

analysis. It is in this double sense that I refer here to ‘the urbanization of responsibility’ as the 

defining feature of twenty-first century metrophilia. The clearest expression of the public 

consolidation of the urbanization of responsibility was marked in 2014, when the 

International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) first acknowledged the potentially pro-active 

role of cites as platforms for climate-change mitigation and adaptation (IPCC 2014). The 

IPCC position illustrates a fundamental feature of the contemporary urban thought: a shift 

from focussing on remedying existing urban-sourced problems, towards the anticipation of 

future challenges and the attribution of agency for altering the course of future patterns and 

processes (e.g. IRP 2018, Romero-Lankao 2018). 

The premise of a genealogical inquiry into the urbanization of responsibility is that accounts 

of urban processes are not merely factual or explanatory but can be thought of as ascriptive 

(see also Barnett, Robinson and Rose 2008, Barnett and Scott 2007, Barnett et al 2011). As 

understood here, the ascription of responsibility is not a retrospective assignment of blame or 

liability, but a prospective positing of capacities to act in the future (see Young 2013). 

Accordingly, my analysis of this process conceptualises responsibility as having both an 

explanatory dimension and a practical dimension (see Baier 1991). Ascriptions of 

responsibility are therefore not the same as straightforward explanatory causal claims. 

Whereas causal statements are backward looking, ascriptions of responsibility are both 

backwards and forward looking, combining a sense of what bought about a course of events 

with what might be done to prevent, mitigate, anticipate, or shape future events. On this view, 

descriptive or explanatory accounts of urban processes are overdetermined by an imperative 

to identify actions that could be subjected to control in order to bring about or prevent 

particular outcomes – they are a prelude to identifying plausible pathways to “task 

responsibility” (ibid.). A
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In using the phrase ‘the urbanization of responsibility’ to characterise the defining features of 

contemporary urban thought, I am therefore referring to the processes by which the causal 

and practical aspects of responsibility are variously combined and ascribed to different 

‘urban’ actors, infrastructures and processes. In some fields, cities are identified as causing 

certain problems to which they are, by extension, also identified as providing potential 

solutions. But the ascription of task responsibility to urban processes in the twenty-first 

century extends far beyond the scope of strictly ‘urban’ problems, however variously defined 

those have been (see Cochrane 2007). 

To elaborate on the analysis of ascriptions of responsibility to urban processes, this paper 

reconstructs the web of meanings associated with a key concept in current debates about the 

potentials of knowledge-based policy interventions - the idea of wicked problems. A concept 

concerned with relations between complexity, uncertainty, and conflict, the idea of wicked 

problems has its origins in debates in planning studies and design theory in the 1960s and 

1970s. But it has received increasing attention across varied fields of policy-facing research 

and scholarship in the last two decades (see Lönngren and van Poeck 2020; Head and Alford 

2019). 

At its core, the concept of wicked problems has always been addressed to questions of 

responsibility. It was originally presented as a kind of moral challenge to emergent 

professional fields of operations science, management studies, planning studies and other 

fields in which versions of systems theory had become central (Churchman 1967; see also 

Pesch and Vermaas 2020). But from its very inception, there has been an ambivalence 

inscribed into the idea of wicked problems. While intended as a warning against professional 

hubris, it was also acknowledged that there can be rewards in being able to frame a 

professional field as beset by the dilemmas associated with wicked problems (Churchman 

1967; see also Wexler 2009). The deployment of this concept therefore always involves 

assertions of how capacities to exercise agency and bring about change are distributed. 

Tracing the career of the wicked problems idea helps us see that the expansive ascription of 

task responsibility to urban processes is a function of the search for ways to finesse this 

ambivalence about expertise that aims to link knowledge to action. 

In using the career of wicked problems as the entry-point to analyse how urban issues have 

come to be ascribed task responsibility for a wide range of global challenges, my focus is on 

the convergence between two distinct aspects of the revival of this idea. First, as already A
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indicated, the concept of wicked problems was originally associated with a call for 

professional modesty amongst experts. By contrast, it is now common to find new forms of 

data-led science championed as having the potential to solve what are initially presented as 

wicked problems, by breaking down and modelling their complexity in order to deliver clear 

solutions to decision-makers. Second, the status of the city in accounts of wicked problems 

has been transformed. Both data-led forms of urban science as well as theories of 

collaborative decision-making accord significant agency to cities. Whereas urban issues were 

originally the exemplars of wicked problems, the renewed interest in this concept is 

associated with the claim that cities are privileged sites for addressing any number of 

pressing complex issues. The analysis below traces the variable relationships between these 

two aspects of the renewal of interest in the wicked problems ideas – assertions of expertise 

and the enhanced agency ascribed to urban processes. 

3 WICKEDNESS AND ITS RESPONSIBILITIES   

The wicked problems idea has become an influential figure for justifying claims of expertise 

that are equal to new forms of complexity and uncertainty. It is an idea that stands within a 

broader tradition of critical thinking about the limits of rational models of decision-making in 

post-WW2 policy and planning programmes (see Abbott 2005, Bevir 2017). One strand of 

this critique took a classically ‘neoliberal’ form, in which the posited complexity of self-

regulating systems was seen as a once-and-for-all knock down argument against government 

planning and regulation. However, the wicked problems idea belongs to an alternative 

tradition in which the analysis of complexity was mobilised to re-imagine the relationships 

between bureaucratic organisation, collective action, and democracy (Collier 2017). 

The origins of the wicked problems concept lie in a set of broader debates rooted at the 

University of California, Berkeley, in the 1960s, extending through wider networks in design 

theory and design methods, as well as planning theory (see Buchanan 1992; Churchman et al 

2006; Rith and Dubberley 2006; and Skaburskis 2008). The concept of wicked problems was 

originally developed by Horst Rittel in relation to debates about the application of systems 

thinking to design problems (Rittel 1972; see Lange 2016). It was elaborated most fully by 

Rittel and the planning theorist, Melvin Webber (Rittel and Webber 1973). Rittel and Webber 

referred to urban issues such as transport planning, urban renewal, and spatial concentrations 

of crime to exemplify the limitations of models of rational decision-making that arise from 

combinations of complexity, pluralism and conflict. Inherently non-divisible conflicts A
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generated around spatially embedded objects of contention therefore served as illustrations of 

the irreducibly normative dilemmas of decision-making involved in so-called “planning-

type” problems (see Barnett 2017, pp. 161-166). 

The definitive statement on the idea of wicked problems synthesized the respective interests 

of both its authors as well as the broader intellectual milieu of which they were a part. The 

explicit target of Rittel and Webber’s jointly authored paper, ‘Dilemmas in a General Theory 

of Planning’, was an ideal of professional expertise capable “solving an assortment of 

problems that appeared to be definable, understandable and consensual” (Rittel and Webber 

1973, p. 156). The wicked problems idea was, in short, developed as part of a critique of the 

overly optimistic promises of technocratic social analysis to solve complex issues through the 

application of data-led predictive theories. Condensed into a now famous list of ten 

characteristics (ibid. pp. 161-167), the idea of wicked problems referred to a set of attributes 

such as the indeterminacy in problem formulation, the non-definitiveness in problem 

solution, the irreversibility of the consequences of interventions, the individual uniqueness of 

issues, and conflicts over interests and values. These characteristics defined a particular class 

of issues as ‘wicked’ as distinct from ‘tame’ problems. 

The idea of wicked problems is often associated with similar sounding ideas inflected by 

systems theory, including those of Jane Jacobs (see Laurence 1996), the distinctions between 

convergent and divergent problems (Schumacher 1977) and between ill structured and well 

structured problems (Simon 1974), and accounts of ‘mess’ (Ackoff 1974). All of these ideas 

recognise either that processes of problem definition already entrain preferred solutions, or 

that available solutions tend to dictate the definition of problems. The same propositions are 

staple assumptions of fields of critical policy analysis across disciplines, in which the focus is 

upon the historically and geographically contingent formations of social problems (e.g. 

Blumer 1971, Peters 2005, Savransky 2020, Turnbull and Hoppe 2018). Across these 

different fields, the predominant view, either positively or critically, is that what is at stake in 

addressing problems is an epistemological challenge: either clarifying what type of problem 

is at stake; clearing up the definition of poorly structured problems; or in more critical 

variants, exposing the interests and exclusions which shape the construction of certain issues 

as actionable problems in the first place. 

In important respects, the concept of wicked problems differs from the prevalent 

epistemological imagination of indeterminacy and uncertainty found in these broader A
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traditions of thinking about problems. To understand how, it is necessary to specify the 

precise sense of ‘wickedness’ invoked by Rittel and Webber. In his earliest formulations of 

the idea of wicked problems, Rittel (1972) explicitly affirmed that wickedness was not 

simply an epistemological characteristic associated with complex systems. If wickedness 

does not refer to an epistemological puzzle waiting to be tamed, then nor is wickedness best 

thought of as a kind of ontological feature of specific types of system (e.g. Andersson and 

Tornberg 2018). It is more appropriately conceptualised in pragmatist terms, as an attribute of 

a situation that comes into view in the course of action and inquiry (see Barnett and Bridge 

2017). Rittel and Webber (1973, p. 160) argued that planning-type problems “are inherently 

wicked” because wickedness is, for them, an irreducible attribute of a certain class of 

problems. The relationship between tameness and wickedness is a contrast between different 

types of problems. Wickedness is not a temporary feature of problems waiting to be tamed 

through the application of appropriate knowledge. 

To be more exact, the sense of the wickedness ascribed to wicked problems is derived from a 

contrast between two images of professional expertise. Rittel and Webber proposed that 

scientific and engineering knowledge focussed on “benign” problems which had a clear sense 

of a goal and clear criteria for whether a problem has been solved. The successes of twentieth 

century planning, they asserted, had been in addressing “relatively easy problems” (Rittel and 

Webber 1973, p. 156). They argued that neither of those “clarifying traits” – clear mission 

and criteria of success - applied to planning-type problems. What defined planning and 

design issues of the sort defined as wicked problems was a temporal relationship between 

systematic attempts to accomplish “explicit purposes” and the unpredictability of outcomes. 

Rittel and Webber were drawing into view a set of questions about the politics of expertise at 

stake in fields of planning and design. There are two related senses in which Rittel and 

Webber saw wicked problems as inherently political. First, planning-type problems are riven 

by value pluralism and conflicts of interest.. Wickedness is a function of the pluralism of 

modern societies, characterised by increasing differentiation, a diversity of goals, and an end 

to consensus (Rittel and Webber 1973, pp. 167-169). In essence, wicked problems are 

symptomatic of situations in which the equity, fairness and justice of the procedures and 

outcomes of expertise-led interventions become explicitly contentious issues. Second, and an 

issue that often slides from view even when the first aspect is recognised, the wicked 

problems idea was developed as part of a wider critique of the types of power – even A
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“tyranny” - exercised by fields of technical and professional expertise (see Webber 1969). 

The intersection of these two aspects of the political unconscious of the concept of wicked 

problems is crucial to identifying different strands of the renewal of interest in this idea in the 

first two decades of the twenty-first century. 

In the next section, the recent career of the concept of wicked problems is discussed, with an 

emphasis on how urban spaces are refigured in the revival of this idea. Then in Section 5, the 

focus is on different interpretations of the wickedness now attributed to wicked problems. 

What comes into view, in tracing these differences, is the degree to which the capacity 

ascribed to the city as a medium for governing global challenges is a contingent effect of the 

dilemmas characteristic of assertive fields of professional expertise. 

4 THE CAREER OF A CONCEPT  

Urban issues were, in Rittel and Webber’s original account of the pretensions of systems-

theoretic models of decision-making, accorded a significant status as exemplars of planning-

type problems. In these cases, where clear and predictable causal chains are difficult to 

establish and predict, the application of scientific knowledge to produce predictable outcomes 

was likely counterproductive, if not outright dangerous. Rittel and Webber’s critique belongs 

to a broader moment in which community and participatory planning theories flourished. 

There is, in turn, a lineage of using the wicked problems idea to analyse urban policy 

initiatives (e.g. Harrison 2000, Davison et al 2015). However, we will see below that in the 

revival of the wicked problems idea in the twenty-first century, the status of urban processes 

has moved from providing a set of exemplars, towards being the privileged mediums ascribed 

task responsibility for addressing a wide range of challenges. 

The concept of wicked problems is now routinely deployed in relation to any set of issues 

capable of being re-described in terms derived from new forms of complexity science and 

theories of resilience (Head and Alford 2013, Crowley and Head 2017, Peters 2017). The 

renewal of interest in the concept of wicked problems is, then, one index of a widespread 

adoption of expansive concepts drawn from design thinking – broadly understood as a field 

of practice focussed on developing participatory practices for imaging future scenarios (see 

Grove et al 2019, Gründel 2015). It is part of a wider movement in which a design 

imagination focussed on learning through collaborative practices of prototyping and ongoing A
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user-oriented testing has become a staple feature of both academic and policy discourses (see 

Zivkovic 2018). 

Beyond the renewed interest in the wicked problems idea in design studies per se (e.g. Coyne 

2005, Farrell and Hooker 2013), as well as its widespread proliferation in popular business 

and management literatures on leadership and innovation, the generalisation of the concept of 

wicked problems is evident in the range of academic disciplines now making reference to the 

idea. The idea is now invoked in disciplines ranging from economics to international 

relations and political science to environmental philosophy. The generalisation across 

academic fields is associated with all sorts of national-level policy issues being re-framed as 

wicked problems. The management of public health systems, mental health and wellbeing 

issues, and a wide variety of environmental and sustainability issues are now presented as 

wicked problems, including ecosystem service management, and environmental health issues 

such as air and water pollution and hazardous waste management. 

However, the renewed interest in the wicked problems idea is most evident in its application 

to a range of emergent ‘global challenges’. These include issues such as food security (e.g. 

Grochowska 2014), humanitarian relief (e.g. Patham and Houghton 2011), and international 

development (Ramalingam et al 2014). Above all, climate change is now routinely presented 

as not just a wicked problem (Head 2014), but often as a ‘super wicked problem’ (see 

Lazarus 2009, Levin et al 2012). 

Stretching across academic debates but also encompassing various fields of practice-based 

knowledge, the idea of wicked problems is most often invoked to emphasise the inherently 

uncertain qualities of policy interventions (e.g. Head 2008, Peters 2017). The renewed of 

interest in wicked problems is, however, not a uniform process. It is useful to distinguish 

between different interpretations of uncertainty in accounts of the wicked problems idea (see 

also Roberts 2000). The prevalent emphasis is upon thinking of uncertainty primarily as a 

cognitive challenge. The idea that uncertainty is derived from the inherently contentious 

quality of the means and ends of policy interventions is often absent. And when it is 

acknowledged, it often tends to be sublimated back into an essentially cognitive perspective. 

The strongly cognitive emphasis is evident in fields in which wicked problems are presented 

as primarily issues of complexity that can be solved by appropriate forms of data analysis. 

New forms of data-led science often assert their capacity to solve what are initially presented A
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as wicked problems (e.g. Gould et al 2018; Ketter et al 2015). Sciences of complexity are 

thus promoted as having the potential to tame wicked problems. On the other hand, the 

dimension of uncertainty associated with wicked problems idea is also sometimes invoked to 

promote collaborative, dialogic and participatory models of intervention. Here, the theme of 

wickedness is used to address conflict over values and is associated with a more sustained 

reflection on models of expertise (e.g. APSC 2007, Head and Alford 2013). 

The difference in interpretations of uncertainty is related to a second aspect of the revival of 

the idea of wicked problems. As already indicated, urban issues were originally presented as 

exemplars of wicked problems. The renewal of interest in the wicked problems idea as a 

relevant way of framing all sorts of twenty-first century challenges often involves the claim 

that urban spaces are now the privileged sites for addressing any number of inherently 

complex problems (e.g. Alberti 2017, Davison et al 2015, Head and Xiang 2016). This 

modification in the status of the city is related to a transformation in the meaning of problems 

themselves, now understood as not just a set of challenges, but as challenges that open up 

opportunities and harbour potentialities. Under this description, cities are ascribed with the 

potential to creatively and perhaps even proactively respond to a range of problems whose 

causes may or may not be ascribed to urban processes. 

The next section further clarifies the contrasting images of rationality associated with the 

revival of the wicked problems idea. In tracing the status of urban themes across two distinct 

strands of thought, it identifies a shared emphasis on imagining the city as the arena in which 

the authoritative exercise of expertise can be reconciled with acknowledgements of 

contingency, partiality, and uncertainty. At the crux of contrasting interpretations of the 

wicked problem idea lay real differences over the best posture to adopt towards ‘problems’. 

But in tracing the genre conventions of the revival of the wicked problems, what emerges is a 

continued attachment to the view that fields of expert knowledge are defined primarily by 

their responsibilities as problem-solving enterprises (see Bacchi 2017). 

5 WAYS TO BE WICKED  

The ascription of a wide range of task responsibilities to urban spaces in the renewal of 

interest in the idea of wicked problems is often associated with an elision of the critical 

intention of the idea as Rittel, Webber and others originally developed it. This elision works 

either by presenting wicked problems in technocratic terms as tameable, or by recuperating A
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the argumentative dimension of wicked problems into practices of deliberation oriented 

towards developing shared consensus. 

The emphasis on taming problems is most closely associated with the on-going evolution of 

complexity and systems thinking. With the rise of the concept of cities as ‘complex adaptive 

systems’ (e.g. Nel et al 2018), the wicked problem idea has been rediscovered as a concept 

primarily concerned with cognitive uncertainty (e.g. Sengupta et al 2016, p. 971). 

Complexity science is presented as having the potential to tame what at first appear to be 

impossibly complex challenges. In the second strand of new thinking on wicked problems a 

more strongly communicative imagination is at work (e.g. Brown et al 2010). From this 

second, sharing perspective, the emphasis on value pluralism in Rittel and Webber’s original 

account is rendered into the challenge of drawing more voices into dialogues and 

conversation – wicked problems are presented as opportunities for sharing insights, 

perspectives and expertise for common purposes. In both cases, the ascription of task 

responsibility to urban-scaled processes plays an important role in the imaginative resolution 

of the troublesome qualities of wicked problems.  

5.1 Taming Wicked Problems  

One crucial context for the revival of the wicked problems idea in public policy debates has 

been the emergence of the ‘new urban science’ or the new ‘science of cities’ (e.g. McPherson 

et al 2013, McPherson et al 2016). The deployment of the wicked problems idea in recent 

systems-led urban discourse marks a distinctive inflection of the visions and promises of 

systems thinking. Planning issues are now reformulated as arising from the challenges of 

managing dynamic complex systems (e.g. Lundstrom et al 2016). Conceptualising cities as 

complex adaptive systems underwrites the assertion that “most of the problems that we now 

deal with in planning tend to be ‘wicked’” (Batty 2013a). It is claimed that systems research 

has moved decisively on from the forms of top-down, linear systems thinking that had served 

as one of the primary targets of the original account of wicked problems. Complexity science, 

from the perspective of the science of cities, is finally equal to the criticism originally 

levelled by Rittel and Webber: “The idea that there are closed systems in cities and in 

planning has gone forever. Innovations, discontinuities, abrupt change, fast change, historical 

accidents, diversity, plurality, heterogeneity – these are now the watch words of this new 

science” (Batty 2013c, pp. 7-8). The posited rapprochement between systems thinking and 

the wicked problem idea in the new urban science is dependent on a shift away from a A
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mechanical-engineering imagination towards a view of cities as natural, ecological systems 

(Batty 2007, p. 3). 

Alongside conceptual innovations associated with complexity science, the consolidation of 

the new urban science illustrates the degree to which the interest in urban issues across all 

sorts of fields is an effect of changing dynamics of data-generation, knowledge and data-

analysis (Townsend 2015; see also Kinsley 2015, Kitchin 2013). It is claimed that the 

availability of masses of data about measurable properties of cities holds the potential to 

generate universal laws of urban processes, that can in turn serve as the basis for “a more 

scientifically grounded practice of urban planning” (Bettencourt 2013b, p. 1). For example, in 

the burgeoning literature on the laws of urban scaling, the basic premise is that the increasing 

population size of settlements facilitates high levels of specialization, interaction, and 

complexity, leading in turn to higher productivity, income, and growth (see Batty 2013b, 

Bettencourt 2013a, Ortman et al 2014, West 2018). 

The new urban science is a prime example of the urbanization of responsibility outlined at the 

start of this paper: “cities supply solutions as well as problems, as they are the world’s centres 

of creativity, power and wealth. So the need is urgent for an integrated, quantitative, 

predictive, science-based understanding of the dynamics, growth and organization of cities. 

To combat the multiple threats facing humanity, a grand unified theory of sustainability with 

cities and urbanization at its core must be developed” (Bettencourt and West 2010, p. 912). 

Here, we see clearly articulated the view of problems not just as more or less surmountable 

challenges to be overcome or solved, but as opportunities for transformation. Drawing direct 

equivalences, not mere comparative analogies, between biological sciences and social 

systems, the new urban science promises to supplant “policy as usual”, in so far as it can 

analyse urbanization in “a scientifically predictable, quantitative way” is able in turn to 

inform “policy led by a new quantitative understanding of cities” (ibid. p. 913). 

In the confident declarations of the possibility of a predictive science of urban systems that is 

capable of generating actionable solutions, urban social science has come full circle. It has 

returned to that moment of optimism represented by the promises of urban cybernetics in the 

1960s that were the original target of Rittel and Webber’s formulation of the wicked problem 

idea. The same image found in rational planning paradigms in the 1960s - of using innovative 

technologies for processing information to inform efficient and comprehensive decision-

making across whole urban systems - is visible in twenty-first century discourses of the new A
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urban science, the science of cities, urban informatics, and urban physics (see Goodspeed 

2015). 

At its core, the new urban science is rooted in an understanding that science is able to tame 

problems, both epistemologically and practically. The elision of the original sense of the 

wickedness of urban processes is made explicit in the claim that since “cities are 

approximately scaled versions of one another”, then policy initiatives in cities “should be 

viewed as experiments that, if carefully designed and measured, can help support the creation 

of an integrated, predicative theory and a new science of performance-based planning” 

(Bettencourt and West 2010, p. 913). This vision of urban experimentation as a means of 

taming problems stands in stark contrast to Rittel’s own emphatic statement that “There is no 

experimentation with wicked problems” (Rittel 1972, p. 393). From Rittel’s perspective, 

wicked problems are not subject to experimental testing since every solution to a wicked 

problem is a “one-shot operation” - there is no opportunity to learn by trial-and-error with 

wicked problems (see also Barnett 2020). In contrast to the claims of the new urban science, 

the original account of wicked problems rested on the assumption that planning and design 

could not simply involve the application of knowledge to solve problems (e.g. Kunz and 

Rittel 1970). Rittel envisioned designers and planners as “mid-wives of problems” - a 

decidedly less heroic role than that suggested by the image of problem-solver - playing a part 

in inherently argumentative processes of raising questions, sharing factual knowledge, and 

arguing about the advantages and disadvantages of alternative courses of action (Rittel 1972, 

pp. 394-395). The trace of this irreducibly political vision of wicked problems is developed 

most fully in the second of the two perspectives from which the wicked problem idea has 

been revived - the sharing perspective. 

5.2 Sharing in wicked problems  

Alongside the taming perspective exemplified by the burgeoning field of urban data science, 

the wicked problem idea has also been revived as part of initiatives to conceptualise and 

design forms of participatory engagement with complex issues (e.g. Whyte and Thompson 

2012, Duit and Lof 2015). From this sharing perspective, the idea that wickedness is an 

impediment that can be removed by better-quality evidence or improved forms of data 

analysis is explicitly challenged (see Parkhurst 2016). The distinctive design issues that had 

originally led Rittel and Webber to formulate the concept are now generalised across the 

divide between science and design (Farrell and Hooker 2013). Crucially, the proposition that A
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science is actually characterised by relatively tame problems is questioned. It is argued 

instead that all forms of scientifically informed practice rest on interactional expertise (e.g. 

Conklin 2005, Hocking et al 2016, Innes and Booher 2016). The wickedness of problems is, 

in this view, presented as an occasion for developing methodologies for mapping ‘social 

messes’, in order to generate shared understandings of how to proceed in relation to them 

(Ritchey 2013). Rather than taming complexity, the focus is on harnessing conflict, by 

integrating different interests and perspectives into transformed professional practices and 

governance institutions (e.g. Van Bueren et al 2003; Weber and Khademian 2008; and Ferlie 

et al 2011). 

In the sharing perspective on wicked problems, the emphasis on wickedness as a medium for 

developing common understandings transforms the very sense of what counts as a ‘solution’. 

In work informed by Mary Douglas’s cultural theory of risk (Douglas 1992), wicked 

problems are presented as only ever resolved by clumsy solutions, generated through 

dialogue-based forms of engagement with issues (e.g. Hartmann 2012, Ney and Verweij 

2015, Verweij 2011). The clumsy solutions approach acknowledges the coexistence of 

competing principles and values. Rather than proposing that wicked problems can be solved 

by the application of scientific expertise, they are presented instead as “chronic conditions 

that can be managed more or less well” (Rayner 2012, p. 112). In the literature on clumsy 

solutions, the emphasis is on how responsibility for addressing the risks associated with 

wicked problems is distributed between a range of actors. Clumsy solutions are ones where 

“all the ‘voices’ (are) heard and responded to by the others” (Verweij et al, 2006, p. 822). 

The sharing perspective on the governance of wicked problems combines the dual aspect of 

responsibility characteristic of contemporary metrophilia, with the emphasis on both the 

cognitive understanding of problems, and the practical dimension of generating appropriate 

responses (see Alford and Head 2017). The avowedly practical emphasis in accounts of 

wicked problems informs a critical disposition towards existing practices of governance 

(Termeer et al 2013). The sharing perspective deploys the wicked problems idea to promote 

normative models of institutional transformation and development (Termeer et al 2015). The 

starting assumption is that “existing governance institutions are, in general, poorly equipped 

to enable alternative government strategies that deal with wicked problems” (Termeer et al 

2016, p. 18). And it is here that we can glean the sense in which the revival of wicked 

problem idea is indicative of new forms of governmentality. Both the taming and the sharing A
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perspective on wicked problems involve explicit “critical reflection” on settled 

understandings of the relationship between knowledge and action (see Foucault, 2008, p. 

321). The focus on the limits of existing models of governance characteristic of the renewal 

of interest in the idea of wicked problems often crystallises around an emphasis on the city as 

a site of opportunity for addressing global challenges. Cities are presented as a favoured scale 

at which “governance solutions” can and should be sought: “cities and metropolitan areas are 

ideal environments for addressing wicked problems” (Hämäläinen 2015, p. 39). 

For example, the cultural theory approach to clumsy solutions explicitly presents 

contemporary urban transformations as an opportunity in which the density of population, 

infrastructure, or social networks can be mobilised in and across cities to generate innovative 

approaches to the mitigation of climate change or the development of alternative energy 

systems (e.g. Schroeder et al 2013, Stewart and Rayner 2016). From the sharing perspective 

on wicked problems, the ascription of task responsibility to cities entrains three distinct but 

related senses of ‘the urban’, combining descriptive and practical elements into a recurring 

claim about the responsive and pro-active capacities of urban-scale practices. First, cities are 

understood in terms of the agglomeration of people and resources in urban settlements. This 

feature is held, second, to facilitate the proximity needed for collective learning and 

innovation as well as the access to resources necessary to mobilise cooperation. And thirdly, 

these characteristics inform the assertion that cities are agile and effective spaces of 

experimentation. However, from this perspective it is not the idea of cities as bounded 

laboratories that can yield results that can scaled-up and across other contexts that is invoked: 

it is a sense of experimentation in terms of opportunities for collaborative learning, trying out 

prototypes, and being creative (see Gieryn 2006). 

In both the taming and the sharing view of wicked problems, a strong epistemological 

imagination underwrites the ascription to urban spaces of task responsibility for addressing 

varied issues. This imagination informs assumptions about the explanatory power of new 

forms of data-driven complexity science, as well as assumptions about the epistemological 

benefits of participatory forms of learning. And in both cases, the city emerges as the 

figurative space in which the limits of expert knowledge under conditions of generalised 

uncertainty can be squared with heightened imperatives to link knowledge to action in 

response to and in anticipation of multiple global challenges. A
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6 CONCLUSION 

The analysis developed here has been informed by a sense that the practical orientation of 

urban thought, in the expansive sense of that term, cannot be adequately understood by forms 

of ideology-critique aimed at uncovering the ruses of ‘instrumental reason’ or ‘urbanology’ 

(e.g. Brenner 2009, Peck 2016). To deepen an understanding of the politics of twenty-first 

century urban thought requires more than ideological exposure or laments about flawed 

epistemological assumptions. It requires instead a form of descriptive analysis of 

problematizations (see Orford 2012). In the case of urban thought, this type of analysis 

focusses on how knowledge-claims about cities are mobilised in institutionalised processes 

which assign capacities to specific actants. The aim of this paper has been to illustrate how 

the analysis of ascriptions of responsibility can serve as a route to better understandings of 

how certain objects emerge into the public realm as actionable fields of intervention. It has 

treated the renewal of interest in the idea of wicked problems as a case with which to 

illustrate the analysis of problematizations. We have seen that the wicked problems idea is 

the archetypal example of the discursive urbanization of responsibility that characterises 

contemporary metrophilia. And reconstructing the revived interest in this idea reveals how far 

the problematization of urban processes in the twenty-first century is intimately related to 

transformations in the politics of expertise. It is an idea that has become an instrumental 

device for the promotion of new interdisciplinary methodologies of complexity and 

participation. And it has also been central to assertions about the importance of urban-scaled 

interventions in responding to varied global challenges. 

Across both perspectives discussed in the previous section, the attraction of the wicked 

problems idea lies in providing a justification for the continuing authority claimed by specific 

fields of expert knowledge under wider conditions of uncertainty, complexity and pluralism. 

While the disturbing force of the original formulation of the wicked problems idea lies in the 

proposition that wickedness might be irreducible, it remains the case that placing an issue 

under the description of wicked problems is, and not nor was it ever meant to be, a disabling 

move. It serves as a preliminary to claims about the potentials of selected professional fields 

of expertise to be able to better address those issues through the application of their specific 

form of expertise (see Wexler 2009). Seen in the light of the preceding analysis of ascriptions 

of responsibility, via the case of the revival of the wicked problems idea, contemporary 

metrophilia no longer appears as a natural response to objectively given problems of A
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urbanization. It is better thought of as one expression of a motivated problematization of 

existing assumptions about the relationships between data, institutional capacity, and 

accountability. The assertive view of the importance of urban-scaled practices found in the 

recent literature on wicked problems, hedged around by varied invocations of 

experimentation, indicates that metrophilia is a function of the opportunities that the spatial 

figure of the city provides for imagining the further pursuit of knowledge-based forms of 

expertise, authority, and influence. 
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