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Summary 
Politics o~en gets "a bad rap" from planners, who perceive it as problematic or undermining, and as something to be negated or 

neutralized. Daniel Kemmis, in his Community and the Politics of Place, presents a more positive view of a higher politics, interpreted 
here as a form of "democratics". From this vantage point, much of the politics that planners decry is possibly more akin to "plutocratics" or " 

autocratics". However, it is also possible that, deep down, planners really want a default form of politics, namely "technocratic", that would 
play more to their own traditional strengths. What could be more politically correct? 

Sommaire 
La politique est souvent ma/ vue par /es urbanistes qui y voient une source de problemes et d'embuches; pour eux, elle est un element a 
soustraire ou a neutraliser. Daniel Kemmis, dons son ouvrage intitule Community and the Politics of Place, brosse un portrait plus 
favorab/e de la politique de haut echelon, interpretee ici comme une forme de « democratie ». Dons cette optique, maints aspects de ce 

que Jes urbanistes reprochent a la politique devient eventuellement plus proche de la « plutocratie » ou de « l'autocratie ». Par contre, ii se 
peut aussi que dons le fond, /es urbanismes desirent en fait une forme de politique par defaut, une « technocratie » qui correspondrait plus 

etroitement a /eurs forces traditionnelles. D'un point de vue politique, quelle forme est la plus correete? 

Is your planning politically correct? I was 
not formally socialized into any particular 

school of planning in a political sense. 
I slid into the field by the back door of 
geography and associated qualifications 
in research. My planning education 
occurred on the job, in a naturally 
political environment, partly under the 
tutelage of a superior who proudly 
identified himself as a graduate of " the 
school of hard knocks", and partly at 
the hands of the people of the Peace 
(River Country). I eventually obtained 
my professional credentials, but what is 
probably of greatest significance for the 
present offering is that my personal 
practice of planning was politicized 
before it was professionalized.Yet, where 
politics is concerned, I still wrestle 
with reconciling the personal and the 
professional. I do not expect that I will 
ever get it correct, but here is the current 
placing of politics in my planning. 

The Politics of Place 
The political has always been an intrinsic, 
integral part of my personal relationship 
with planning, and with my sense of 
planning professionalism. It has infused 
my planning practice, so much so that it 
seems unnatural to contemplate a 
separation of planning 

But who can say if my particular notions 
of planning, or politics, or place making 
are at all in accord with your own? We 
have much "common-meaning making" 
to undertake. My planning may not be 
your planning; my politics may not be 
your politics; my sense of place may not 

be your sense of place. 

and politics. Planning
especially planning in 
the public domain, 
seeking to link social 
learning and collective 
action-needs to be 
conceived as a part of, 
rather than apart from, 
politics. This comes 
easier in the context of 

I believe that 
These potential differences 
would be less problematic 
if we were both pro
dialogue and mutually 
inclined to identify 
common ground (about 
shared understandings, as 
well as about the essence 
of points of disagreement), 

we can make a 
more positive and 
constructive place 
for politics in our 

planning. 

my current concern to advance the 
notion of post-modernized planning as 
place making, casting planners as "big
time" mediators of what might be 
rendered as "the politics of place." 

and especially if we were 
both integral in our professional practice. 
In this way, I believe that we can make a 
more positive and constructive place for 
politics in our planning, a place of 
congruence for our professional a~d 
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II 
personal selves. But first we need to 
address, and overcome, some incongruities. 

Politics and Planning Practice 
Given my obvious partiality for a place
making perspective, I found myself 
rather disconcerted about the seeming 
bad rap directed at the politics of place 
in the recent CJP Professional Practice 
Manua/.1 The author of the manual, 
drawing on his dissertation survey of 
practising planners, opens the relevant 
section ( 1.5) as follows: 

If planners have one fundamental 
defining characteristic, it is this: 
planners work in a political culture, 
where they frequently address 
allocation issues and interface on a 
regular basis with elected officials, 
their representatives, interest groups 
and citizens. 1 (p. 29> 

A majority of the survey respondents 
were particularly sensitive to this 
characteristic, complaining about having 
to "work in an overly political 
environment" and assessing their 
planning practice as "often compromised 
by the politics of place:• There was a 
strong sense of the Canadian planning 
profession being in "a state of crisis", 
with a majority believing the cause to 
lie in "the political nature of planning." 

Clearly, many of my fellow planners 
were reading the politics of place 
differently. They perceived it as problematic, 
as undermining, as something to be 
negated or neutralized. It was not a 
welcome part of their planning; it was a 
source of dissonance and something 
from which to distance one's self. I have 
to wonder if we are talking about the 
same thing when we use terms such as 
politics and place(For me, place is not a 
simple geographicM1dentifier or locality. 
It is a totality that integrates the physical, 
the functional and the spiritual. It is 
continuously being made, and re-made, 
by the people in the place with or 
without the assistance of planners and 
other professionals. Politics underpins 
this place making, constituting the 
dialogue, confirming common meanings, 
clarifying disagreements and framing 
collective action. 
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Community and the 
Politics of Place 
My particular positive view of the 
politics of place derives in large part 
from a close reading of Daniel Kemmis' 
book, Community and the Politics of P/ace.2 

Kemmis argues for a reinvention of the 
practice of politics as, in the words of 
one perceptive (book-jacket) reviewer 
(David Mathews, President of the 
Kettering Foundation), "the most critical 
of public work", whereby people "join 
together as citizens of their political 
community." The underlying theme is 
one of"re-inhabitation", a notion that 
will be familiar to those schooled in 
bioregionalism, whereby politics would 
be literally and figuratively "regrounded" 
in a moral and political ecology of place. 
Kemmis' politics of place also anchors, 
for me, a rather neglected part of the 
public domain of planning, that of small
"p" political community, which has 
tended to receive short shrift from 
most planners in comparison with the 
other parts of the public domain: the 
state, the market and civil society. 

The politics of re-inhabitation advocated 
by Kemmis is summed up as "the art of 
the possible in the home of hope:• This 
captures the dual meaning of politics as 
not only "the art of the possible", a 
popular modern maxim, but also-as in 
the ancient meaning of politics-as the 
project of inhabiting a po/is.2 The latter 
meaning is also contingent, for Kemmis, 
on a consciously expansive sense of 
politics as the art of the possible, in 
contrast to the more normal restricting 
usage, where it often tends to be 
invoked "to end debates by reminding 
someone that the proper realm of 
politics is not the ideal, but the real: the 
restricted realm of what is, in fact, 
possible."2 (p. 109> Kemmis equally values 
the alternative glass-half-full perspective, 
whereby "referring to politics as the art 
of the possible might also be a way of 
invoking the possibilities inhering in the 
world-a way of drawing attention to 
what is not, but could be."2 (p. 109l It is 
difficult to imagine a more natural 
enlightening outlook on politics where 
planners are concerned, especially if our 
frame of reference is a new post-modern 
form of polis. 

Today's polis is, for Kemmis, a political 
place in the making, describing what a 
politics of possibility might look like: 

There are two levels upon which this 
transforming work might occur. On 
the individual level, it requires a 
revitalized sense of what might be 
meant by "citizenship". On the level 
of the body politic, it implies a renewed 
understanding of the polis.2 (p 111 > 

The revitalization of citizenship is 
characterized by a concern for 
collaboration, which in turn is 
represented-following Robert Reich
as "the next American frontier", which 
defines the "unoccupied territory ... 
between the actual solutions and 
potential ones,"2 (p 11 6> that can be spanned 
by collaborative problem solving: 

But from the outset, this is a very 
strange kind of frontier. Its one 
inescapable characteristic is that it 
can only be occupied by adversaries 
venturing into the territory together. 
Either party, alone, cannot occupy the 
territory.2 (p. 116> 

Planning in the Service of 
Place Making 
There may be a recipe of sorts for 
planners hereabouts, not only in our 
own practice when mediating adversarial 
interests, but also in approaching a 
healthier, less adversarial relationship 
between planning and politics. Planning 
in the service of place making may 
underpin both for, as Kemmis observes: 
"If collaboration does allow such 
adversaries to move, together, into new 
arenas of possibility, then in an important 
way they occupy 'a new place'."2 (p. I l7) 

And this new-place making can in turn 
open up the possibilities for revamped 
forms and structures, including reinvented 
notions of the polis. Here, Kemmis 
draws especially on Jane Jacobs'3 ideas 
to argue for city-region economies 
being constituted as "city-states". For 
Kemmis, this notion of the city-state and 
the polis are interchangeable; they 
define "the root of all politics:• 

It is no accident at all that the very 
concept of practice (what the Greeks 
named praxis) arose in the context of 
the po/is. The common willing of a 
common world is an eminently 
practical undertaking, not in the least 
abstract ... the result of the exercise 



is always this world, this actual, physical 
setting, these precise relationships 
among and between this people and 
this place.2 (p 122l 

For myself, Kemmis' work opens up the 
prospect of a reframed politics as 
"democratics". It is just such a recast 
politics that I want to actively profess in 
my planning. This line of thinking helps 
me to appreciate other, perhaps less 
noble, less inspiring, views of politics, 
which nevertheless may be in the minds 
of fellow planners when expressing an 
opinion on the subject. The problematic 
view of politics held by a majority of 
Canadian planning practitioners, 
reported in the C/P Professional Practice 
Manual,' could be interpreted in various 
ways. Perhaps the politics that these 
planners have in their critical sights is 
more in the realm of "plutocratics" or 
"autocratics". Less charitably, their 
critique of such forms of politics could 
reflect an opposing underlying 
preference for a de facto "technocratics" 
to put politics in its place, so to speak 
(under the weight of the planners' 
professional expertise). 

This is where dialogue and common
meaning making are needed. I might 
prefer to think that most planners 
would be more appreciative of a politics 
that was effectively more of a democratics, 
but could some secretly harbour a 
preference for a politics as technocratics, 
playing to their own traditional 
professional strengths? Democratics 
gets my vote, along with the post
modernization of planning as common 
place making on a grand scale.Am I just 
being politically correct, or na"ive? • 

Ian Wight, PhD, MCIP, an associate professor, 
is Head of City Planning at the University of 
Manitoba in Winnipeg. Well ensconced in the 
planning academy since I 994, he continues to 
cherish his previous two decades or so in professional 
practice in Alberta and British Columbia. This was 
when and where he was much exercised by the 
interface of politics and planning - and first 
encountered, and relished, the insights of Daniel 
Kemmis on Community and the Politics of Place. 
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• Municipal Planning 

• Down town Revitalization 

• Traffic and Corridor Management Planning 

• Economic Development and Tourism 

• Historic Resources Evaluation 

• Environmental Assessments 
and Impact Statements 

• Wetlands and Coastal Zone Management 

• State and Federal Permitting 

• Site Assessments, Phase I and II Studies, 
Remediation Plans and ECRA Compliance 
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