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By uncompromisingly reducing poverty to a technical problem and by promising 
technical solutions to the sufferings of the powerless and oppressed people, 
the hegemonic problematic of ‘development’ is the principal means through 
which the question of poverty is depoliticized today. — James Ferguson1

The question of whether justice can be planned, or whether exercises in planning can ever have just 
outcomes is one of the perennial questions that face progressive planners.  A generation ago scholars 
of a critical bent made the persuasive case for “no.”  Focusing on the imperatives of the capitalist 
mode of production and on the power asymmetries that expressed themselves in the capitalist state, 
scholars argued that there was little room for progressives to maneuver within the machinations of 
the capitalist bureaucracy. 2 As Foglesong has put it:

[I]f urban planning is necessary for the reproduction of the capitalist system 
on    the one hand, it threatens and is restrained by the capitalist system on 
the other.” 3   

In the end, the imperatives of the “growth machine” or logic of the contradictions inherent in the 
production of urban space in capitalism, would trump whatever small efforts even seemed possible 
in the direction of redistribution or social justice.  More recently, another wave of critical scholarship 
has come to shape discussions around planning and the state; emphasizing the political rationalities 
and modes of expertise rather than objective interests of the bourgeoisie, scholars have to criticize 
the very discourses of planning as complicit in power.4  The very categories utilized by planners 
or other reformers divide and categorize populations, bringing them within the purview of a power 
structure.  Critical planners have, pessimism notwithstanding, nevertheless continued in their work 
in these past decades cognizant of both the rigged nature of the game toward the powerful and the 
contradictory effects that reform can have.  Attention to politics and struggles over both resources 
and meanings has characterized much of the reflexive and progressive practice within planning.5

The more specific question before us is whether justice can be planned today, in the era of 
untrammeled markets and scaled back states.6  More than that, the new rationality of government 
under neoliberalism is one that tends to downplay government solutions to social problems and avoids 
politics altogether; instead it calls forward an entrepreneurial citizen whose main virtues are self-
regulation, taking responsibility for his or her own problems, and a non-conflictive partnerships with 
the state.7   But the answer is not a foregone conclusion.  David Harvey, whose analysis of the 
capitalist city was so important for the critical reading of urban planning in the 1970s and 1980s, for 
example, has recently discussed the possibilities of utopian moments and spaces – spaces of hope 
— in the current era of global capitalism.  He provides a philosophical justification for a dialectical 
utopianism – one grounded in not only temporal possibilities (such as that of an utopian future) but 
also in spatial ones as well.  He calls for a return to attention to “species being” as well as a new ethic 
toward nature, and deploys the image of the “insurgent architect” as a call to this long revolution of 
transformation of practices and imaginations, constantly bridging movements and platforms toward 
the unknown destination of utopia.  Importantly, for Harvey, spaces of hope represent utopian 
possibilities and need not be already realized completed projects.

All of the contributions to this volume in one way or another address issues related to possibilities 
for justice in the current moment.  Some clearly try to offer the outlines of “spaces of hope,” such as 
Foster’s essay on public art, while others discuss the way the context blocks such possibilities, such 
as Fluet and Krogman’s essay on oil production in Alberta.  Others still discuss normative imperatives, 
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like Baxamusa’s essay on redistribution and sustainability, which discusses the theoretical roadmap 
that might take us closer to this destination.  In this closing commentary to the volume I offer a 
reading of these essays for what they say and imply about such possibilities, and connect them to 
some of the distinctive features of the current context.  I group the essays roughly into two groups: 
those that address the limiting features of the current global moment, and those that address some 
of the alternatives available that re-insert a political dimension to planning.

Globalization and the Scales of Democracy
The first distinctive feature of the current era is the heightened pace of globalization. Many scholars 
and activists have faced these changes with alarm, and the list of ills attributed to these changes is a 
long one.  For our purposes, one salient feature is that globalization has produced a tension between 
the idea of the state as a territorially circumscribed regulatory body and democracy as a form of free 
political association.8  To put it differently, the scales of democracy and that of increasingly relevant 
modes of regulation have become mismatched.   As the state “hollows out,’ it does not just “wither 
away’ but its functions are displaced into newer or altered lower- or upper-level state institutions, 
where new dynamics of political contestation emerge. In many settings the local urban state has 
emerged as an especially important site, because it is more porous than national states and is situated 
“in the confluence of globalization dynamics and increased local political action based in civil society” 
(Keil 1998).  Yet, despite the increasing autonomy and importance of the local vis-a-vis the national, 
both local and national agents operate in a context increasingly constrained by global contexts.

Many of the essays in this volume address, in one way or another, the way that these scales constrain 
the local, and thus, room for agency at the local level on behalf of justice. Fluet and Krogman explore 
shortcomings and barriers to reforming the oil and gas industry in Alberta toward a system of 
integrated resource management that is more equitable.  They point to the “structure of property 
rights and tenure systems, particularly for petroleum resources … [that] perpetuates the various layers 
of organization across which undesirable environmental impacts must be addressed.”  They discuss 
the limited potential for reforms to address cumulative impacts, public land management values, and 
ecological values.  One environmental organizational respondent commented after participating in an 
integrated land use initiative that did not influence any land use decisions,

The answer that we came up with is that we’re not on the same political playing 
field, that the power dynamics are not even.  So, ultimately, when the real decisions 
are to be made---not the ones that were made around the table, where all of us 
were…arguing lots but eventually we came to things we all agreed on—but those 
were not the real decisions. The real decisions came afterwards, and they were 
based on where the true power dynamics lie. (emphasis mine)

In a sense, the location of the “true power dynamics” as out of reach of local actors also pervades the 
piece by Julie Hermesse, Cosmology and Disaster, which explores the cultural and social production 
of disasters and continued vulnerability in Guatemala case study.  Tropical Storm Stan passed through 
communities in the Altiplano, but the essay underscores the point that much of the human suffering 
was not a “natural” consequence. “If a catastrophe can be primed by a natural phenomenon, what are 
the cultural, social, political and economical factors that make a particular human community more 
likely to fall in a state of catastrophe?”  As she discusses, “deforestation, construction of inadequate 
dwellings and occupation of zones of high risks are the product of many years of exclusionary economic 
models” which have their roots in a the history of Guatemala as a dependent country.”
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Masa’s piece, “Beyond Land Reform,” describes a cooperative in the Philippines that acquired lands but 
had difficulty in establishing food security despite winning land rights, which by themselves were “not 
enough to mitigate impoverishment.”  A series of constraints and difficulties manifested themselves 
despite the good intentions of local actors.  Notably, the challenges came from strained relationships 
with local bureaucracies:   “Both the Department of Agrarian Reform and the Department of Labor and 
Employment did not properly carry out the community development process by overlooking community 
planning’s important role.”  The piece offers an important reminder that local political games matter 
tremendously, and that local political contexts cannot be ignored in community planning.  

The pieces on Tremé, in New Orleans by Isabelle Maret and Barbara Allen, on Paso del Norte, Texas, 
by Timothy Collins, Sara Grineski, and Martha Flores and on Atlanta, Georgia, by Na’Taki Osborne 
Jelks are also instructive as they turn our attention to the United States.  Each piece details the ways 
that environmental injustice, racism, and infrastructural inequalities are intertwined with particularly 
pernicious consequences for communities of color in the United States.  Although we may be tempted 
to think of globalization having consequences “out there” in the developing world, many of the same 
changes have taken place in the United States as well.  As in much of the developing world, the 
national state has scaled back its commitment to welfare provision over the last two decades, which 
has increased the burden on local governments.  Over the same period, property taxes and local 
finances have become politicized in racially divisive ways. In the U.S., municipalities depend on local 
tax revenues to provide local services to a very high degree, and because these taxes disproportionately 
come from property taxes, they institutionalize the inequitable distribution of funds, because property 
taxes are only distributed at the localities where they come from.  Poorer citizens thus are likely to 
live in poorer municipalities, where the tax base is lower, and where schools, community development 
funds, and social services are funded much less.  Even with federal intervention, the disparities in 
access to resources for services like public education are wildly divergent across districts.9 Adding 
to these inequalities are institutional arrangements that facilitate municipal secession. The breaking 
up of a larger municipality into autonomous suburbs with their own tax base essentially creates 
incentives for White Flight.”10 

These dynamics have contributed to the emptying out, and de-funding, of core cities in favor of 
suburbs, so that today virtually all metropolitan areas have impoverished inner cores and wealthier 
suburbs, and are more racially segregated than before.11 Today, urban areas have higher tax rates but 
are less funded than surrounding suburbs.  And too often middle-class and upper-class whites have 
rallied around property taxes, a discourse that often has pernicious racial overtones.12 The reigning 
ethic that has emerged in the last decades is that, as Robert Reich has put it “if inhabitants of 
another area are poorer, let them look to one another. Why should we pay for their schools?”13  These 
dynamics form the background against which planners and activists must contest with to create more 
just spaces, more just distributions of resources and infrastructure, and the ending of environmental 
racism.  As all the pieces suggest, these dynamics are deeply entrenched. 

Or as Isabelle Maret and Barbara Allen put it on the piece on New Orleans, “More than two years after 
the storm, New Orleanians suffer from a major barrier: investment. After four planning processes, the 
issue is not ideas or vision; the major lack is the capacity to get going.”

Inserting Politics back in: Challenging the New Ideological Landscape of Governance
The rollback of government has not been the only change impacting planning practices in recent 
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decades.  The meaning of government has changed as well.  The ideological landscape – the discursive 
parameters shaping what is thought to be possible has also shifted.  A new lexicon around questions 
of government has emerged, characterized by a now familiar constellation of concepts: good 
governance, NGOs, civil society, grassroots action, decentralization, sustainability, local innovations, 
social entrepreneurship, among others.  The new common sense around governance has partially to 
do justifications for the rollback of government; “big government” is not able to cope with today’s 
problems, “bloated bureaucracies” and “red tape” are part of the problem, and so on.  But it has also 
to do with a new rationality of government that emphasizes horizontal linkages, societal creativity, 
governance and participation.  Governance, a new networked pattern of coordination of collective 
action, has replaced government. 

Central to this new common sense is the importance of participation.  Though officially endorsed by 
International Development agencies like the UN since the 1970s14, “participation in government” has 
been advocated with particular vigor by a wide cast of characters since the late 1990s as panacea 
for an ever wider set of ills.  Critical scholarship has followed, not far behind, taking challenging the 
“heroic claims” made on behalf of participatory approaches15, while taking participatory boosterism 
to task for failing to address questions of power, inequality, and politics.16  More broadly, scholars 
have begun to point to participation, and participatory prescriptions in particular, as part and parcel of 
neoliberal governmentality. Absent from the new common sense is a recognition of the importance of 
politics. Because participation in government is seen as an alternative to conflictive mobilization and 
disruption, it has been argued that politics has no place in governance.

Several of the essays in this volume challenge the normative bases of this new development discourse.  
Foster’s essay, Art is Change, discusses the potential for and role of art and artists in transforming 
cultural practices and ideologies that are the root cause of environmental problems.  She argues for 
the importance of public art, and in particular, what she describes as placemaking art, art which

It is a process whereby people take ownership of their surroundings, staking 
a claim in the narrative that brought them to this point, and reclaiming both 
their visual environment and their community memory from the homogeneous 
corporate forces and banal local development besieging the contemporary 
landscape.  

She describes two such projects, the “Cool Globes” project in Chicago, and the “AMD & ART Park” in 
Vintonvalle, Pennsylvania. In both projects, “Public participation and citizen initiative, as demonstrated 
the above case studies, are ways of ensuring that, in a relatively free society, public art is used to 
raise awareness of issues, to provoke contemplation and perhaps action,” calling for “Planners, in 
their unique position to affect both policy and design decisions, should be increasingly attuned to the 
value of public art in affecting change.”

Redistribution and Sustainability, by Murtaza Baxamusa, which argues that redistribution of power 
is a primary condition for sustainability, presents a conceptual framework for linking empowerment, 
engagement, and equity in sustainability.  The article by Karin Bradley, Ulrika Gunnarsson-Östling, and 
Karolina Isaksson, on Swedish environmental discourses similarly calls for a challenge to apolitical 
discourses that avoid discussing inequality. Lint’s essay, in a similar vein, Addressing Needs as 
Rights, gets to the heart of the issue.  Though the citizens in the piece are very much impacted by 
the processes described above, by the rights violations of communities affected by dams, “global 
economic and political factors are entrenching poverty and inequality and reducing the agency of 
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citizens to influence the processes that affect their lives” (Eyben, Harris, & Pettit, 2006, p.1), she 
imagines an alternative.  In the piece, she examines a rights-based approach to development, through 
the case study of communities and dams in Cambodia and the struggle between development and 
community rights.  A rights-based approach, she writes:

requires tackling the real issue at hand - structural issues of power and 
inequality, that has not been the central focus for development models of the 
past.  

The paper describes how a particular NGO, the Mekong Community Rights Project (MCRP), which 
works on the protection and restoration of river-based livelihoods in Northeast Cambodia, has drawn 
upon the rights-based approach, which, according to Lint, has the following elements: “links to the law, 
inclusion, participation, empowerment, and good governance.”  Calling for “the process of mapping the 
power dynamics should be the fundamental starting point of designing advocacy strategies involving 
issues of poverty, inequality and injustice.”

All four proposals – for public art, for empowerment/sustainability, for a more political discussion 
of the environment, for rights-based approaches to development —find entry points into the current 
discourse on good governance, but all subvert it in significant ways.  They all connect with seemingly 
“unobjectionable” elements of the discourse - no one would be against sustainability, or rights, for that 
matter – and push them to logical conclusions that open up spaces for politics and “tackling the real 
issue(s) at hand.”  These are very much calls for struggles at the interstices of power, but it is perhaps 
there that spaces of hope can be opened up.  BA
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