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Durable and progressive planning 

 

Planning is resilient, or so it would seem: in the relatively recent past, it has survived mid-

twentieth century intellectual assaults by the likes of Jane Jacobs, and her broad criticism 

that planners hold “deep disrespect [of the] irrationality or chaos of cities” and 

misunderstand the “relationship of cities […] with the rest of nature” (Jacobs, 1961, 579).  

Despite these and other attacks, British planning during the mid-twentieth century rapidly 

became consolidated as part of state functioning, elevating the role of the discipline as a 

powerful, institutionalised force to guide future societal change distinct from its parent 

professions of engineering and architecture. Despite planning’s more recent market-led 

emphasis, planning theory and practice has maintained its engagement with concerns for 

society and more recently with sustainable development priorities for environmental 

protection and climate change mitigation. 

 

Planning theory also recognises the role, function and importance of ‘world’ cities as seats 

of major political, financial, institutional, cultural and educational power,” (Pain, 2015).  This 

is most clearly expressed in the relatively recent invocation of ‘spatial planning’ – a focus on 

large-scale spatial structures, typically trans-jurisdictional and cross-sectoral in proactive 

ways that look to shape future social, economic and environmental policy needs (see Hall 

and Pain, 2006; Allmendinger and Haughton, 2013; Scott et al., 2013). But whilst planning 

theory recognizes the importance of the routine practices of ‘network economic players’ 

such as in the media, finance, logistics and information industries, in shaping cities of the 

future (for example, Newman and Thornley, 2012), public sector planning – in England, at 

least – remains focused on producing development plans operating within fixed 

geographical boundaries. 

 

This territorial focus of statutory planning stands in contrast to the broad acceptance – at 

least across parts of the social sciences – that capital, goods, ideas and people ‘flow’ within 

a myriad of transnational relations which defy planners’ efforts to constrain them (Healey 

and Upton, 2010), leading some commentators to call for a new planning focus on the 

relational forms of place making (Allmendinger and Haughton, 2013).   In spite of seemingly 

innumerable government attempts to reform land-use planning in England, statutory 
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planning remains a forward-looking function of state activity but with a constrained capacity 

to act beyond local administrative borders (Pain and Harrison, 2012).  Whereas strategy for 

England’s economic development has recently been restructured to focus on ‘functional 

economic areas’, with the demise of a regional focus, ‘spatial’ planning is restricted to the 

local scale.  Ideas of the ‘Big Society’ invoked as part of the UK Conservative–Liberal 

Democrat Coalition’s (2010 – ) ongoing public service reform agenda also emphasise ‘a 

return to the local scale’ through the devolution of power from central government to 

neighbourhoods, encouraging communities to take an active role in shaping and planning 

their local areas (for a recent review of these issues, see Williams et al. 2014).   

 

For all of these reasons, we turn to consider the potential value of historic urban 

perspectives for un-scaling contemporary spatial planning. 

 

Obstacles and opportunities 

 

For some, planning should be forward-looking and unencumbered by the antecedents of 

planning’s (multiple) histories (Campbell, 2005): This is entirely understandable, especially 

when different political parties, think-tanks and civil servants continue to view statutory 

place-based landuse planning practice as having to be ‘fit for purpose’ to help deliver new 

housing, infrastructure, energy generation / efficiency and economic growth .  There is little 

sense that the kinds of ‘traditional’ evidence used by planning historians – such as 

documentary records or archives – or the concern, with which they explore, are being 

incorporated into contemporary planning  processes, that have, for some, become 

transfixed by short-termist policymaking (see Scott et al., 2013).  This is a point elucidated 

by Ward et al. (2011, 250): “[I]n Britain, where recent changes in a planning education 

system very closely geared towards professional needs have tended to marginalise the 

position of historians who are not also [and primarily] engaged in more core areas of the 

planning discipline”.  Recently, planning education (in Britain, at least) has had to respond to 

demand for shorter, ‘intensive’ courses; there has been a significant contraction in the 

planning and development sector post-2008, and an overall reduction in planning students; 

departmental restructuring has, in some cases, resulted in disruption and fragmentation of 

course delivery; while the amount of historical course content has been restricted as 
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consequence of some of these changes (.  And yet, as the planning historian Anthony 

Sutcliffe (1981, 67) argued over thirty years ago, the value of thoroughly engaging with 

different planning histories is to gain fresh insights from evaluating and questioning the past 

in ways that we argue could help ‘loosen’ curricula from current territorial and practical 

agendas.   

 

Much planning history scholarship has been accused of focusing on the ‘great’ plans of 

‘great’ past planners – mostly male, middle-class and Western (Larkham, 2011, 7-8) and for 

producing a (largely) coherent story of linearity and (ostensibly Anglophone) progress (see 

Ward et al. 2011).  And yet, Sandercock’s (1998, 2) critique of ‘modern’ planning has also 

done much to expose the multiplicity of ‘other’ histories and ‘marginalised’ voices.  

Instructive small-scale ‘micro-histories’–) continue to emerge in Western and non-Western 

contexts that are sensitively attuned to different local social and cultural histories, and, in 

some instances, help to disrupt ‘official’ narratives (see Ward et al., 2011, 246-48).   

However, the is also the danger that by over-emphasising the role of localized accounts of 

‘difference’ (along the fragmented lines of sexual, gender, race, socio-economic 

backgrounds, disability, age, and so on) in place-based planning frameworks also risks losing 

sight of the fact that ‘we’ share common ideas about contemporary and future global 

concerns.   For example, somewhat despairingly, Jane Jacobs (2004, 62-3), for example, 

laments how the increasing professionalization of (Western) further and higher education 

during the late-twentieth century led to disciplinary disintegration of knowledge, precisely 

at the point in time when deep ‘joined-up’ critical thinking is necessary in order to make 

“corrective, stabilizing changes” to a world threatened by global socio-economic and 

environmental crises.   

 

Of course, deep engagement with the past can do much to challenge the sense of 

dislocation that rapid urban, environmental and societal change can bring.  And whilst 

planning has not been immune to this increased specialization (Davoudi and Pendlebury, 

2010), there have, been recent valuable academic studies exploring the way in which 

historical urban planning ideas and policies ‘travel’ and have an influence on planning 

practice in Britain and in other geographical contexts (for example, Harris and Moore, 2013; 

Cook and Ward, 2014).  The recent example of English Garden City revival, serves as a 
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reminder that key late-nineteenth century ‘foundational’ planning ideas still hold a 

significant theoretical and political fascination, and are seen by some as offering tangible 

localised solutions to contemporary  and future social, economic and environmental 

problems (TCPA, 2014).  The 2014 Wolfson Economics Prize – an initiative supported by the 

‘UK’s leading [government] think tank’, Policy Exchange (see 

http://www.policyexchange.org.uk/) – focused on creating a new UK-based Garden City.  In 

response to this competition, the late Sir Peter Hall – well-known for his seminal 

contributions to planning history (see Phelps and Tewdwr-Jones, 2014) – and a team of co-

collaborators, prepared a strong, albeit unsuccessful, submission to the competition.  Their 

entry incorporated the late-nineteenth century ‘social-city’ principles of Ebenezer Howard’s 

Garden City, with the more contemporary thinking on sustainable low-carbon forms of 

development being pursued in Freiburg, Germany.   

 

But one obvious danger here is that such thinking arguably leads to seeking refuge in the 

past and the evocation of an idealised world of anti-urban, pre-industrial / pre-modern 

village life. Seeking to integrate historic Garden City ideals – i.e. ideas formed before 

planning became part of state legislation – into a place-based English statutory planning 

system, is proving to be a particularly thorny issue (for example, Rogers, 2014).  There has 

also been a wide range of innovative ‘unofficial’ sustainable development initiatives, 

including grassroots community gardens and allotments, permaculture sites, land-share and 

‘transition towns’ projects, and certain quasi-official institutional frameworks that, in 

various ways, purport to encourage community cohesion and develop more socially just and 

/ or environmentally sustainable forms of localized urban living (for a review, see Hardman 

and Larkham, 2014).   

 

In their different ways, these projects are arguably underpinned by late-nineteenth century 

‘anti-urban’ notions that reify ‘nature’ where a retreat to the local scale can act as a bulwark 

against the (perceived negative) forces of macro-economic and environmental change, and 

social disruption (see Tornaghi, 2014).  But several decades of research across the social 

sciences informs us that state boundaries are inevitably punctured by macro-economic and 

environmental forces; whilst for others, planning – and planners – can also be (sometimes 
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unintentional and / or unsuspecting) participants in the public-private ‘roll-out’ of neoliberal 

globalization strategies (see Lizieri and Pain, 2014).   

 

Whilst various local government, third sector and ‘ecolocalization’ actions of community 

groups carry the very real potential of being ‘incubators of resistance’(Williams et al. 2014, 

2806), a focus on the local scale has a serious constraint: whilst presenting opportunities for 

grass-roots resistance to global forces, local initiatives lack a strategic perspective.  Future 

urban growth will be accelerated by major rural to urban migration focusing on vast, 

expanding mega-city (regions) in both ‘developed’ and ‘emerging’ economies (Harrison and 

Pain, 2012; Pain, 2015).  It is therefore debatable as to whether the future urban society can 

be sustained through the creation of isolated, single-project, approaches that draw their 

inspiration – directly or indirectly – from historic ideas of urban living.    

 

Valuing planning history 

 

Accepting the position that the world is increasingly urban, globalized and interconnected, 

and that state boundaries are subject to countless dynamic virtual and physical flows, one 

might be tempted to look to the possibilities of multidisciplinary and / or transdisciplinary 

research which can offer inventive co-operative opportunities to address contemporary and 

future challenges (see Reed et al., 2014).  And, of course, global exchange of planning ideas 

has also escalated with the rise of international academic conferences and co-authored 

publications (Healey and Upton, 2010).   

 

Although British planning has sought to embed wider perspectives in theory, education and 

practice (see Scott et al., 2013),  we would also support the view that a renewed emphasis 

on history in planning education would certainly have a role to play in halting a perception 

of its increasing professionalization, myopia, short-termism, and lack of criticality  (Ward et 

al., 2011).   As Harrison and Pain (2012) point out, there is a need to learn lessons from the 

past that remain relevant today and, perhaps, into the future, whilst remaining alert to 

recent signature contributions in ways that can stimulate debate about what present and 

future urban form is planned and governed. 
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Rather than thinking through how to create locally sustainable urban spaces, looking only 

through a geographically-bounded (state) lens, or by reference to  arguably overly 

romanticized historic notions of community and urban sustainability, one might argue for 

more exploration of the feasibility of creating global networks of sustainable cities (see 

Taylor, 2014Such an approach does not seek to diminish the importance of creative 

community and local grassroots initiatives; nor do we wish to devalue the contribution of 

public, private and third sector institutions that do much to try to realize imaginative 

sustainable ambitions.  Rather, we seek to stimulate new critical engagement with 

planning’s legacy of thinking that predates the incorporation, and later neoliberalization, of 

British planning practice (and thereby planning education) in the spaces of the state.  
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