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Urban planning plays an important role in shaping the 
American landscape.  Planning helped mitigate the negative 
side effects of market dynamics in cities by regulating land 
use, fostered the construction of public and affordable 
housing, and worked to eliminate noxious environmental 
conditions.  While the discipline has never been purely 
redistributionist, historically the social equity aspect of 
planning helped legitimize the profession.  However, with 
the rise of neo-liberalism (Harvey 1991) – an economic 
ideology that is dogmatic in its belief that the market will 
regulate itself – urban planning lost much of its original 
sense of purpose.  In many cities in the United States, 
planning became a facilitator of “development at all costs.” 
In doing so, the profession surrendered its capacity to help 
foster more socially just cities.  Further, the ideological shift 
of the United States to the right diminished the political 
space for planning.1  Many conservative regions now 
reject planning not only on economic, but also ideological 
grounds, pushing the discipline to the edges of power.  
Together with the fallout from the recent foreclosure crisis, 
which stemmed partially from deregulation, this outlier 

status creates a unique and challenging space for planners.  
We contend that the urban planning profession can regain 
its purpose and legitimacy only by reconnecting with its 
roots of planning for equity—not just development.

This paper will trace the conditions that led to this 
crisis in planning and offer thoughts on potential solutions.  
In the first section, the current period of stagnation in 
planning is contextualized through a brief overview of the 
historic arc of the profession in the United States.  Then 
the effect of the neo-liberal transition on cities is explored, 
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with workers’ housing frequently built adjacent to factories.  
Outbreaks of infectious disease and tenement fires were 
commonplace.  City Beautiful proponents acknowledged 
the need for development regulation, to mitigate the 
negative effects of industrialization and rapid urban growth 
(Beauregard 2003).  Reforms promoted, ranging from 
land use separation to building codes, benefited the urban 
working class by making their places of dwelling safer.  At 
the same time, the reforms aimed to prevent disruptions 
to industrial capital accumulation and to “civilize” and 
control the growing population of industrial workers.  

As America dealt with the social and economic 
fallout from the Great Depression, rational planning 
emerged as the dominant ideology within the discipline 
(Beauregard 2003).  Like the City Beautiful movement, 
rational planning promoted state intervention to regulate 
market inefficiencies.  For example, progressive forces 
marshaled rational planning approaches to provide for the 
production of housing, developing thousands of middle-
income housing units.  On the federal level, the promotion 
of FHA-subsidized mortgages was seen as the antithesis 
of communism.  At the height of the McCarthyist era, real 
estate developer and production housing pioneer William 
Levitt suggested: “No man who owns his own house and 
lot can be a Communist” (May 2008).

The socio-political context  of the 1960s – emphasizing 
community involvement in urban governance – created 
a backlash against the rational planner, both within the 
profession and among emerging grassroots movements in 
cities.  The rise of advocacy planning allowed the discipline 
to hold on to some respectability in the public eye.  Like the 
City Beautiful and rational planning movements, advocacy 
planning sought to regulate the market.  However, it also 
sought to address the uneven distribution of power and 
services across racial and class lines.  Further, advocacy 
planning was explicitly political, drawing on ideas 
emerging out of the newly empowered civil society.  While 
advocacy planning was oriented towards the needs of the 
underrepresented communities in cities, it  accepted the 
existence of a market system.  It did not seek to disrupt or 
curtail market growth in the city, but rather to “redistribute 
its benefits and burdens” (Davis 2006).

Contextualizing the American Planning Practice in the 
Rise of Neo-Liberalism 

As advocacy planning developed within the urban 
planning practice, the process of liberalization transformed 
the world economy.  This transformation was paired with 
a socio-political shift to the right, and the ascendance of 
neo-liberalism, an economic ideology both averse to state 
intervention and dogmatic in its belief that the market will 
regulate itself.  As an ideology, neo-liberalism evolved 
over time, but its effects on American cities included 
privatization of municipal services, emphasis on financial 
markets, weakening of labor power, outsourcing of jobs, 
and the gradual elimination of the welfare state (Harvey 
2007).  As the state moved away from the role of market 

before turning to a discussion of the state of planning today.  
Ultimately, we recommend steps that the field should take 
to regain its legitimacy.  

Historic Narrative – City Beautiful, Rational Planning, 
and Advocacy Planning  

Urban planning as we recognize it today – a field 
distinct from architecture, public health, and engineering 
– emerged over the course of the last century and a half.  
Primarily, planning began as a response to the development 
of industrial capitalism in the U.S., mitigating the negative 
effects of the market on cities.  From the late 19th century 
through the 20th century, planning progressed through a 
series of eras, each representative of the broader social 
and political ideas of its time.  The discipline’s historical 
framework includes a broad spectrum of influences, 
ranging from radical social movements to authoritarianism 
(Hall 2002).  

Toward the end of the 19th century, the City Beautiful 
movement emerged in response to the unregulated market 
growth of the Gilded Age.  Proponents of the movement, 
including wealthy business owners and Progressive middle  
class reformers, sought to organize the city in a manner that 
would serve the emerging industrial economy (Szczygiel 
2003).  Uncurbed urban and industrial development led to 
overcrowding among the swelling urban working class, 

Mayor Robert Wagner, Robert Moses.  Robert Moses is 
perhaps the best known proponent of rational planning.  Image 
courtesy of the Library of Congress. 
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American centers of international finance such as New York 
and Los Angeles shifted their planning processes towards 
the subsidy of luxury housing, hotels, office buildings, 
and convention centers (Botein 2009; Moody 2006).  This 
orientation toward development that attracts global capital 
was replicated in cities with less global influence, including 
Cleveland, Denver, Oakland, Providence, St. Louis and 
Newark.  The push is for continuous economic growth, at 
all costs, and the equity influence of planning is tokenized to 
a public hearing or to the devotion of a small percentage of 
luxury apartment building to upper-middle class residents.  
Planners, as Beauregard suggests, “are less and less able 
to maintain even the façade of being concerned with those 
outside the loop of economic prosperity.  No longer is the 
idea to improve society” (Beauregard 2003).

Urban Planning in the 21st Century 
Within the neoliberal restructuring of urban planning, 

planners have less power over the process, and are more 
reliant on the needs of business interests in the city.  The 
planning profession’s role is now to facilitate development, 
and city planners operate in the service of business and 
political stakeholders.  This political and economic 
climate, paired with uncertainty about purpose within the 
profession, has decreased the pool of traditional planning 
jobs.  On the local level, there is a slight variation between 
“liberal” and “conservative” cities and states, but the 
end result is the same – fewer jobs and less influence for 
planners.  

In large urban centers that have progressive traditions, 
the idea that the city has to be operated like a business 
prevails under “the veneer of liberalism” (Sirota 2011).  
The business backgrounds of contemporary city leaders 
such as Rahm Emanuel in Chicago and Michael Bloomberg 
in New York City are no secret.  Both presided over the 
influx of private interests into the process of planning 
and governance of their respective cities.  After his recent 
election, Emanuel “quickly filled his administration with 

regulator to allow the market to regulate itself, the very 
purpose of planning came into question.  Reflecting neo-
liberal ideology, the planning discipline assumed a more 
supportive role, facilitating the restructuring of the post-
industrial city for new forms of capital accumulation.  

 The rise of conservative ideology in the mid-1970s — 
linked to neo-liberalism by its distrust of the welfare state 
and hostility towards government intervention — shifted or 
“devolved” responsibility for both urban planning, and for 
project funding, to  more localized forms of government 
(Davis 2006).  As part of a larger conservative goal to 
reduce the role of government, devolution of planning 
was paired with deep spending cuts to programs that 
facilitated the planning process.  The cuts went beyond the 
local planning department, affecting housing, community, 
transportation, and parks programs.  The most dramatic 
illustration of this was President Nixon’s 1973 moratorium 
on funding for affordable housing, which left state and city 
housing departments scrambling to fund programs that 
heavily relied on federal grants in the past.

While there are benefits to local planning, including a 
more nuanced understanding of local needs, the devolution 
of planning responsibilities through the 1970s and 1980s 
coincided with the rise of extreme home rule and hostility 
to regional planning.  Home rule frequently yields 
planning practices that foster socio-economic segregation 
including exclusionary zoning, gated communities, and 
environmentally destructive suburban sprawl.  Likewise, 
devolution makes it difficult for planners to see beyond 
their isolated, individual needs.  As each suburban township 
fights to increase its tax base without regional oversight, 
the needs of the region and of those who cannot contribute 
to the local tax base, are sidelined.  Further, the smaller the 
municipality, the more sway a private developer can have 
over the planning process (Langdon 1997).  As a result of 
decreased government funding, states and cities shifted 
increasingly to public-private partnerships to fund planning 
projects.  Public-private partnerships are not intrinsically 
dangerous to planning.  Partnerships among planners and 
neighborhood or faith-based organizations frequently 
produce plans that are sensitive to local conditions.  
However, such plans are less open to public scrutiny than 
publically funded projects (Beauregard 2003).  Funding 
for any project is rarely provided without stipulations or 
an agenda.  Partnerships frequently increase the role of 
moneyed private interests in the planning process, while 
decreasing the influence of the public planner—this is 
true both in unincorporated townships and larger “global 
cities.” In the case of the unincorporated township, the 
private force might be just one real estate developer, while 
in the case of larger urban centers, it may be a multi-
national corporation.

With the emergence of a globalized economy in the 
late 1970s, the form of city organization – pioneered by 
the City Beautiful Movement and expanded under rational 
planning to respond to the problems of industrial capitalism 
– no longer fit the needs of the restructured market.  

Slum Demolition.  Large scale slum clearance was a common 
facet of urban renewal, popular during the rational planning 
stage.  Image courtesy of the Library of Congress.
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popular support.  To regain legitimacy, urban planning 
needs to reconnect with the historic undercurrent of equity 
planning, embrace planning from the margins, build a 
constituency, plan based on community needs, and propose 
bolder ideas for the future.  

Addressed most explicitly by the advocacy planners 
of the late 1960s, equity planning concerns itself with 
the fair redistribution of resources and uses across space.  
The equity aspect of planning is more relevant than ever 
before because the role of planning as a spatial regulator 
of the negative effects of industrial capitalism is obsolete.  
Further, the residual effects of neo-liberalism that pushed 
planning out to the sidelines, also created a unique space 
for a redefinition of the urban planning profession.

Planning interventions from the periphery of power 
historically augmented the “master narrative” (Szczygiel 
2003) of planning and allowed for a more equitable 
planning process.  Since urban planning is nebulous and 
difficult for many to define, ‘periphery’ does not necessary 
mean the non-profit sector, but rather planning that pushes 
against the non-equitable strains within the profession.  In 
some cases, professionally trained planners presented such 
interventions.  For example, urban planner and community 
activist Walter Thabit worked with the community to 
develop an alternative plan for New York City’s Cooper 
Square, which was slated for demolition under a massive 
urban renewal project in the 1960s.  In other cases, pressure 
has come from outside of the professional and academic 
spheres; the resident takeovers of landlord abandoned 
buildings on New York City’s Lower East Side and in 
the South Bronx in the 1970s forced the city to create 
new policy, allowing the transfer of tenure to the tenants 
(Mele 2000).  For a relatively young discipline, there is a 
rich historic undercurrent of planning from the margins.  
There is space in the public, private, and non-profit sectors 
for equity planning and in order to regain legitimacy 
and purpose, the profession should draw on this historic 
undercurrent.  

Community-centered infrastructure planning and 
participatory budgeting offer additional examples of 
current equity planning and ways to build a constituency 
(Beauregard 2003).  However, such efforts remain 
fractured and localized.  This balkanization makes it 
difficult to confront the root causes of urban inequity.  
Planners need to make connections with each other, with 
other professionals, community organizers, faith groups, 
and elected officials, without losing sight of the planner’s 
role in the planning process.  Most importantly, planners 
have to build a constituency by encouraging meaningful 
participation in the communities that they plan for.  By 
giving communities a real stake in the planning process 
and building relationships with other disciplines, planning 
can begin to regain legitimacy and relevance.  Further, 
stronger inter-professional links and access to community-
based resources can decrease the reliance of planning 
projects on funding supplied by private developers and 
business interests.  In addition, public involvement adds an 

corporate consultants eager to accelerate the privatization 
already under way” (Sirota 2011).  Under Bloomberg, the 
contract budget, which accounts for private companies that 
do business with and for New York City, grew by $3 billion 
(Day 2011).  Private firms are hired not only for technical 
services, but to craft policy, strategy, and management 
(Day 2011).  While some of these jobs may go to private 
urban planning and design firms, many go to managerial 
and business consultants.  Further, top positions in city 
departments employing corporate consultants, like the 
Metropolitan Transit Authority and the Chicago and 
New York housing authorities, are filled with individuals 
with business or banking backgrounds, frequently with 
no experience in transportation or housing management.  
Urban planning in these cities follows the basic neoliberal 
notion that “market ideology is an ethic in itself, capable of 
acting as a guide for all human action” (Harvey 2007).  In 
this environment, an aspiring planner has a better chance 
of landing a position in planning with a Masters in business 
administration than with a degree in planning.  

The climate is even worse for planners in American 
states and municipalities that are traditionally conservative.  
For example, in early 2011, Florida Governor Rick Scott 
turned down $2 million of federal funding for a high-
speed rail and essentially eliminated the Department of 
Community Affairs, the state agency responsible for growth 
management (Pittman 2011).  Scott’s decision cut existing 
planning jobs and rejected federal money that would 
facilitate the creation of future jobs in a state hit particularly 
hard by the financial crisis.  This decision only makes sense 
within a specific conservative worldview that is beholden 
to a mythology of government non-interference even when 
the government intervention facilitates development.  

Regaining Legitimacy 
Today, the planning profession is in a period of 

stagnation—it is stifled by a lack of funding, political and 

Union Station.  Washington DC’s Union Station, designed 
by Daniel Burnham, is an example of a grandiose public work 
project constructed by the City Beautiful movement.  Image 
courtesy of the Library of Congress.
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of a new cultural shift.  According to an opinion piece in 
the New York Times, “we are at the end of the 30-year 
Reagan era, a period that has culminated in soaring income 
for the top 1 percent and crushing unemployment or income 
stagnation for much of the rest.  The overarching challenge 
of the coming years is to restore prosperity and power for 
the 99 percent” (Sachs 2011).  While it is too early to say 
that we are at the dawn of a new Progressive Era or a New 
Deal, there is certainly an opportunity for planners to push 
for plans oriented around equity and for broader changes in 
the accepted planning process.

References
ANHD. (2011). CDCs and the Future of New York: 

Building for a Stronger Community; Building for a 
Stronger City.  Retrieved from: http://www.anhd.org/
resources-reports/policy-reports

Beauregard, R. (2003). Between modernity and post-
modernity: The ambiguous position of U.S.  planning.  
In Campbell, S.  and Fainstein, S.  (Eds.), Readings in 
planning theory.  Malden, MA: Blackwell.

Bloom, N. (2008).  Public Housing that Worked: New York 
in the Twentieth Century.  Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press.  

Botein, H. (2009). New York State housing policy in 
postwar New York City: The enduring Rockefeller 
legacy.  Journal of Urban History, 35(6), 833-852.  

Day, A. (2011, November).  Cost estimate.  City Limits, 
8-11.

Davis, J.  E. (2006). Between devolution and the deep 
blue sea: What’s a city or state to do? In R.  G.  Bratt 
(Ed.), A right to housing: Foundation for a new social 
agenda.  Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press.  

Hall, P. (2002).  Cities of tomorrow: An intellectual history 
of urban planning and design in the twentieth century.  
Malden, MA: Blackwell.  

Harvey, D. (1991). The condition of post-modernity: An 
enquiry into the origins of cultural change.  Malden, 
MA: Blackwell.  

----- (2007). Short history of neo-liberalism.  New York, 
NY: Oxford University Press.  

Langdon, P. (1997). What government can do.  A better 
place to live: Reshaping the American suburb.  
Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press.

May, E.T. (2008).  Homeward bound: American families in 
the Cold War era.  New York, NY: Basic Books.

Mele, C. (2000). Selling the Lower East Side: culture, real 
estate and resistance in New York City.  Minnesota: 
University Of Minnesota Press.

Moody, K. (2007). From welfare state to real estate: Regime 
change in New York City, 1974 to the present.  New 
York, NY: New Press.

Pittman, C. (October 2011). Florida meltdown: Hard 
times in a state that pioneered growth management.  
Planning Magazine, 16-22.

Sachs, J. (November 12, 2011). The new progressive 

additional checks and balances system frequently lacking 
from privately funded projects.  

There are many examples of planners challenging 
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discontent harnessed by the Occupy Wall Street movement 
is seen by some journalists and academics as the beginning 

Cooper Square protest.  The Cooper Square Committee 
organized against urban renewal, providing an alternative 
advocacy planning model.  Image courtesy of  the Cooper Square 
Committee.
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Endnotes
1 The development of neo-liberalism and the socio-political 
shift to the right are interconnected. 




