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CHAPTER 27

Doing Democracy Up-Close

Culture, power, and communication in community planning

Xavier de Souza Briggs

The planner who

approaches the cultural framework with tech-

nical expertise alone soon finds others’ perceptions of his role

quite narrow and his operating arena and impact highly circum-

scribed . . . On the other hand, focusing on process alone limirts

the planner to symbolic emotional support roles and unduly
hampers his capacity for professional judgment.

(Bolan, “Community Decision Behavior:

The Culture of Planning” (1969, 308))

le\nw/L = CGWLM‘)Q\JM, = E['I\\l.!--.

Decades have passed since Bolan insisted that
planners be more than technicians or sources
of “emotional support” in the communities
in which they work, and the stakes are higher
than ever. With ethnic diversity on the rise in
traditional “settler states” such as the United
States, Canada, and Australia, as well as
in Europe, and with increased attention to
diversity in many younger democracies in the
developing world, professionals and others
engaged in local planning and problem-
solving (hereafter, “planners”) face higher
expectations that they behave in culturally
competent ways and promote more inclusive
decisionmaking (Sandercock 2000). This is
perhaps most visible in the ways that plan-
ners communicate and handle power dynam-
ics within and among groups. Yet despite
relevant and even provocative contributions
in planning theory and the social sciences
over the past two decades, there has been
remarkably little effort to examine culture
and power in face-to-face communication,
such as in the planning meetings on which
so much local work hinges. More specific-
ally, researchers have often treated these
topics as abstractions for theorizing, not as
concrete problems and opportunities for the
planners involved (Forester 1985). Many

practitioners, for their part, have either
adopted “cookbook™ recipes for handling
groups and situations (generic rules for facili-
tating successful meetings or resolving dis-
putes, for example) or have generated a rich
craft knowledge from trial and error—but
not necessarily in forms that are conscious,
shareable, and open to debate.

I focus on face-to-face planning episodes !
rand planners’ choices within them, examin-?
ing a brief ethnographic account of talk="
rbased, face-to-face interactions or “speech’
occasions” '(Austin  1961; Searle 1969).
The accounts are derived from my field
notes as consultant to a large-scale, mult-
neighborhood community planning and
development initiative in a northeastern US>

city. I emphasize that planners and other

public service professionals should k s
e com-

understand and respond to the diverse <
munication co power relations
at e lace- uneers,

th' ¢

provide advice on how o do both" .
detatls, see Briggs T98). Such wmdersm
and reSponse—“knowing-in-pmcncc. ’ ‘\
use Schon’s (1982) phrase—are CSI“"f"lr-‘
crucial where planners aim to &¢f rf’“l‘_
while meaningfully involving various I‘“.'
lics” or stakeholders in Jecisionmaki'e
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.\' ‘i';.::‘m | diverse sociery \\‘I“.\Trl_l[,,‘l.,lt .1|m|1g
ATt h levels ot contusion, dis-

at nm”c:j.\l:-ul‘ug‘ resentment. The nisk and
uste 28 jnes entailed in such interactions
“ﬂ'?rt‘l‘”.], ,m- senificant when planners enter
‘:n ‘j\_;chd areas, as is the case with many
s ~planning_ettorts. But the prin-
\.\\!"‘-Ttie\'élopcd here apply to most face-to-
i and are part of a larger effort
democratic societies from
communication “distortions™  (Forester

g:pl ‘
fce encounters
(o free planning 1n

DOING DEMOCRACY UP-CLOSE

years ago, notes Brown (1983, 136), “to
explain the relationships between the prac-
tice of language and the exercise of power.”
This study thus addresses an important
gap in research and reflective practice, using a
major community planning initiative to high-
light cross-cultural confusion, power rela-
tions, and other problems in face-to-face
meetings and, to a lesser degree, the contexts
that surround them. For my purposes here,
“community planning™ is synonymous with

“neighborhood planning™: efforts by which

residents and others in a spatally_dehned
B

area, OftelT WOTKIT in tandcem With planning

1989}, not to mention irrelevance.

wHY COMMUNITY PLANNING IS
IMPORTANT AND HARD

Increased social diversity—in the U.S., it
comes alongside growing economic inequal-
itv—has sharpened the focus on politics
and public participation in local planning
and decisionmaking in democratic societies.
Friedmann (1987, 14), for example, argues
that the pace of change and complexity of
problems in the public arena call for “a '
renewal of politics, initially at the local scale *
of citizen encounters.” Innes (1996) offers
consensus building, and underscores the role
of “communicative action” (Innes 1995), to
redefine the ideal of effective planning.
Influential voices outside the planning field

professionals, seek to develop a blueprint for

their collective future—to protect what they

have and secure improvements in their qual-
ity of life. In America, the roots of such plan-
ning efforts run deep, at least as tar back as
the reformist era of the late nineteenth and
early twentieth century, when sertlement
houses began to appear in crowded industrial
cities (Rohe and Gates 1985). Community
planning is policy development on the micro
level, often with deliberation at its heart, but
it is also an effort by local stakeholders to
write themselves a story. Baum (1997, 295),
in a detailed study of two community plan-
ning processes in Baltimore, describes such
planning as the effort to help move residengs’
conversations with themselves and with tech-
nical experts from “communities of memory”
to_future-oriented “communities of hope.”

At all stages, clear, trustworthy face-to-face’

likewise agree that /trong democracy is / Gommunication among actors is crucial to

threatened by the loss of activities and °
‘associations that engage people locally, face-
t-face' (Barber 1984; Fung 2004). Renewed
efforts now aim quite often to build local
social cohesion or “social capital” (Putnam
2000), empowerment and “community cap-

\ 2aty” (Chaskin et al. 2001).

getting significant and sustainable results.
There are several reasons for which com-
munity planning, after roughly two decades
in obscurity, is once again attracting great
interest nationwide. First, where such plins s

ning is participatory, it reflects a broad effort  +

to shift public and private decisionmaking /
toward - models that favor stakeholder -

* Democracy is a labor-intensive business,
e = - » - .
“specially Tn diverse societtes. But relatively simvolvement, from site-based management in

E#F—Wion-oricnted research has considered
"levlm'“ at business work at the micro
€

g, through ralk—avith plan-

ymaking as a part. For the most

PArt, we have “how to” guides on public

Meetings and other media-that are terse on
TR N

ower and cultureAn general, rhet-

; ay, as it was 2,000

business to models for “reinventing govern-
ment” (Fung 2004; Osborne 1993). Second,

community - planning is increasingly pre-
“seribed as a trigger for efforts to revitalize =,

low-income urban neighborhoods, and life in

“such neighborhoods came back on the screen

‘politically in the 1990s. /
But as Chaskin (2005) observes, many
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. . o epeees face rerfu
community planning processes fa “’I\“ 3
vl ey v ¢ sy O
tensions  between « cmocracy ((l“ cthos

: T\, sediicracy. (the
assocational action) and Dl acy (the
A ————————————————

imperatives of YORTAMS hlldgclh‘. illld

authorites), Grassroots  activists, who
founded community-based nrg;lni/:n.mm. to
plan for and revitalize fnrgull}‘n neighbor-
hoods, now worry that some ol these organ-
izations have outgrown their cnnstilucm:n:s
(Gonzalez 1993). Mayors and planning
departments worry, as before, that loc'ali
visions will favor parochial interests over cit
vawide priorities. ind those who engage in
community planning, whether as consult-
ants, public officials, or citizen planners,
worry, as always, that the fruit of their efforts
may occupy little more than shelf space.
Whereas earlier research and commentary
on community planning focused squarely on
issues of culture, power, conflict, and the
legitimacy of the planner’s role (e.g., Peattie
1968; Rein 1969; Arnstein 1969; Bolan 1969;

Ecklein and Lauffer 1972), most récent work

celebrates programmatic best practices or

-stories of winning advocacy campaigns! With

a few notable exceptions, this work is quite
journalistic, thin on'¢oncepts to guide analy-"7

sis or show why the “formulas” fail in some 9

contexts! Descriptive accounts and profes-
sional primers, both old and new, mostly

. . . N —
allude to the miscommunication, cross-

cultural gaps, and subtle power relations that

characterize public_encounters, Fortunately,
a large body of research in anthropology, :
communication, sociolinguistics, and soci-

ology has addressed these issues in detail.

PREVIEW AND APPROACH

shgle planning episode, empha-
sizing how key aspects of community plan-
ning .

yracuce ref

e Hy—shaped,—and (alk-base
public_interactions or speech oce
which participants play roles much like per-
formers in a play (Goffman 1959). I focus on
broad patterns of social performance com-

mon 1o a range of face-to-face
encounters in which pl

d

asions in

Citizen
anners and other pyh.

bias.
e

lic service professionals may find the

R s mselyeg
not the intricacies of group behavior F!Cner,
ally, to which a vast and distinct “‘ﬂ'mrure

is devoted. The speech occasion presente
below was edited from Ticldnotes Ttook ~

c""(m.sllltilllf to |.!l‘};t'-\c.'i|c planning process

inTive densely populated, high- m

dommantly African-American_and [agng

n . 1) s 1 \-\
nclgﬂmrlumds in a single city (I use pseud-

Bnyms for person and place names below), |
am a mixed-race, male planner, and these

aphic _accounts—drawing on both
observation y and
i

informal

rviewing—are, by natore—-

personalistic and subject to interpretive

=%

It’s 8:30 PM on a mid-winter night in the
Clydewood neighborhood, an overwhelmingly
African-American and Latino area where
almost half the population lives below the pov-
erty line. The planning task force made up of
residents and chaired by a local communiry
development corporation (CDC) is meeting for
the third time at a neighborhood youth center.
The room is small for the 16 persons present,
and long tables have been arranged in a *U”
shape to face the front. Fred, the CDC execu-
tive director, chairs the meeting, welcoming
participants, reminding residents of the larger
objectives, and leading everyone in a prayer at
the start, group hug at the close. Like most
of the task force members, he is African-
American and over 50. Two hired planning
consultants are standing: Julio, a 30ish His
panic planner, is facilitating, and Karen, 3
. white Anglo (non-Hispanic) planner in her
mid-40s, is recording comments on large sheets
of butcher-block paper on the wall. The plan-
ners met with Fred before the meeting ©
go over meeting roles and review a tentative
agenda. Julio and the residents are doing Mot
of the talking. He asks general questions Jhﬂl.“
social services in the area and probes on thﬂf_
responses; from time to time, he encourdse
residents to explore different topics "F‘d w
modify the comments recorded. A\l'd“..'l“.
through the meeting, the group is discussiné
the rehabilitation and conversion of an aban
doned city-owned building for use as 2}
center. Shari, one of only two teenage™ ¥ -
ent, is standing in one corner as she L‘-"NN.
strong concerns that the facility be 4>
with youth [“users™ in the planning i.ugf") _
mind. She is African-American, 17 years ¢

"l'.lt
p[(""
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never get asked L. Shan, who stands a
._._&::;“'m-,: s"lwn;: o-toot-2,1s pumping the air
:\1‘ her outstretched tingers and moving her
w12 trom sude to side across her shoulders for
\‘\\ 1 make a mental note that her body
:“;\m-_: as much as
,\ more specific about how the proposed
:.-c::th faciliy: should be designed: “Ok, so
what do vou want to see there? Enter it in your
and's eve—whart does it look and feel like?”
E\;,-f\i on earlier conversations and her com-
ment 2 moment ago, | get the sense thar this is a
guestion Shan 1s seldom asked, and Shari
seems caught off guard. She is stll and silent
a5 Julio probes turther. 1 see that Karen is star-
ing ar Shari and quivering with (what looks
like) fear. Later. when the meeting is wrapped
up. | confer privately with Karen, who tells
me how threatened she felt by Shari’s
behavior. Julio and [ then talk to her about
the verbal and nonverbal cues that different
people use ro communicate. Julio said that he
“read” Shari as emphatic, impassioned but

not at all threatening to the planners or
Process.

In this encounter, a technically able planner,
due perhaps to her life stage, as well as her
class and ethnic background, was unable to
decode the speech of a community resident, a
young woman who, among other contribu-
tions, played an important “bridging” role,
connecting the local task force to youth in

her neighborhood. F m being threaten-
ing, Shari was, by local reputation, an ambi-

tious and outspokcnm

peers—well-liked by Tocal leaders and by

project staff because she cared deeply about
the issues our planning effort emphasized. To
Karen, though, Shari’s emphatic outburst
connoted threat. Because Shari was (literally)
standing tall in a sit-down meeting, and
tcause her body language underlined her
urong feclings about the issues at hand,
aren was silent and visibly on edge for the
remainder of the meeting.
’ ’an_ning cfforts struggle over situations
f'rl:fmth('-‘il ‘jnc, wh_erein p]z}n'nch: (Z}) diffffr
sengc ”th \er mecting participants in - their
~ the proper bounds of the social per-
a‘ZFWHQCc :md_ of the various n.ims of sgcial
tors in the situation; and (b) fail to reliably

DOING DEMOCRACY UP-CLOSE |

decode the speech of their resident constiru-
ents, let alone encode their own speech for
tlu_wsc constituents to understand (the latter
being a feedback problem not evident in the
narrative above but one with which Karen
struggled in many other instances). These

L T _p_rnhlmns, different conceptions about what
s 3 » “ S . = el hiet
IS tO come M _a meeting and code confusion
once talk begins, can have devastatine effects,
b 1 =3 v ' " 1 ‘~ d \ \
i_hﬂ:mng participants, threatening the trust

needed to develop and act on plans col-

Tszomtivﬂ?ovcr time, and inhibiting_valu-
able exchange and learning, -

Speech occasions like the one presented
above are “socially performed.” People
(social actors) assume roles in face-to-face
Interaction in order to manage the im-
pressions of fellow actors (Goffman 1959).
Moreover, social actors rely on verbal and
nonverbal forms or “codes” that are familiar
to them (Hymes 1974; Kochman 1981).
Goffman’s performance framework captures
the broad parameters of the situation: Actors
seek to manage the impression of other act-
ors, not necessarily to manipulate but to
maintain a normal, understandable exchange,
in other words to “uphold the situation”
(Goffman 1971, 23). Code concepts, on the
other hand, reveal the substance of com-
munication and confusion, as well as specific
talk strategies within those parameters.

For example, the planners described above
wanted to project objectivity and respect for
resident views while steering discussion in
ways that informed their work, and these
planners may not have reached a tacit or
explicit consensus on these situational, as
opposed to technical, aims in advance, des-
pite the pre-meeting. Based on later observa-
tion and informal interviews, the residents
present brought a range of intentions: to pro-
ject authority as the “old guard,” to ensure
that younger voices were not suppressed by
these older figures, and so on. Staff added
more unstated agendas. Conversations with
Karen reflected scant awareness on her part
of these multiple agendas and role perform-
ances, above and beyond the factual exchange
assumed by rational theories of planning and
policymaking, in which participation merely
generates “input.” )

The raw material of

the encounter
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consisted largely of verbal and nqnverbal
anized along ethnic, class,
The fol-

yze
or

communication org
institutional, and other dimensions.
lowing basic congepts will help us z'mal
this episode: (Scripge are the conventi

expectations that different actors bring to a

particular face-to-face encounter (community

task Torce megnng, public hearing at city hal.],
etc.), and "odes are the specific linguistic |

forms used to—talk (Snville-Troike and Kleif-
gen 1986). The evidence is that Karen and
Shari differed according to the scripts they
brought to the meeting—their expectations as
to appropriate behavior, what constitutes
emphasis versus threat, and so on—as well as
the codes they employed, both verbally and
nonverbally. More specifically, Karen felt
threatened by Shari’s volume and emphatic
tone, as well as her nonverbal signals: stand-
ing for emphasis, pumping the air with her
hands, swaying her head from side-to-side as
she looked at the planners—in other words,
by a style of face-to-face rhetoric rooted in
ethnicity and social class (Kochman 1981;
Gumperz 1982). Karen’s script also reflected
an institutional logic: her tendency to focus
on what Chaskin (2005) labels “bureau-
cracy” in community planning (budgetary
and programmatic imperatives) rather than
democracy (collective voice and action).
Typical of such confusion, neither Shari
nor Karen were aware that there was a
communication problem, nor that code con-
fusion could change the outcomes of the
meeting, as well as furure relations among
the actors involved (Hymes 1974; Wolfgang
1979). When planners and other actors in a
social setting share life stage, ethnicity, class
level, and other social traits, the chance for
code confusion and mistaken intentions are
much reduced: codes and scripts will largely
coincide in homogeneous settings. But in the
practice of community planring, so often
conducted across these social borders, com-
mon communication conventions can hardly
be assumed.

OPTIONS FOR ACTION

Whar-to do) Discussions, whether public
8r private, about acceptable conventions

(scripts), along with the range of §
(codes) to expect, would have hC]ped S(;rm.s
Karen, and others to exchange informgy arj,
This is part of the “norming” that gy, lon,l
do in advance of their work tog?rﬁe\r—(%m’
man . Forester (1989) TVF C;IT:d

explicitly for a focus on planning ag :
“sense making.” But to nm
Eo—ge'mﬁtﬁely, actors involved i 5 situe.
ation @st/be aware that scrip?sd:@ and ()
have some sense of what their }
include.

In general, when verbal and nonverpy
behavior are confusing and even threatening
ask insiders what they think such behayio;
means, and be ready for a range of answers,
While I am not suggesting that planners
become behavioral scientists, the feld
researcher’s healthy concern for the range of
cultural assumptions present in a setting like
the one described, and a willingness to ask
elementary questions, can go a long way
(Lofland and Lofland 1995). Although one
may trigger suspicion and defensiveness with
probing inquiry, my experience is that most
people understand the need to get second,
opinions about “what went on” (to debrief

OWn scripg ey
vl

3 e
theless tend to getjyely fit meanings = [I:ﬁ Ik
kto make sense of them, rightly of wr10;67‘~

an_encounter) and, Tfurther, that people
appreciate being counted enough to offer
their insights. A few relatively neutral probes
that might have been helpful for Karen, with
or without her colleagues’ input after the
meeting, include the following:

What did Shari mean when she said
“young people never get asked”?

Shari, what did you mean when you said
.. .? Say more about. ..

Do other young people feel strongly
that?

I don’t know about that [issue/sentimcm]'
What’s that all about?

about

s and code

Although social performance ]
we never

clashes can be terribly confusing,

based on prior experiences (Garhn
t code and other performance pro
therefore common but fairly invis!
key actors involved, all sides of the €7 :
may become angry, not just uncom P

(4
blems 3¢
ble to

ables
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actors tend to read intentions into
wgone wrong™ in the interaction
1979, 122). These stand-offs are,
highly paternalistic and parochial
are of outsiders with authority

pecause
what has
(Erit’k-‘"‘m
at worst,
on [hl' P
*thest

never get that past the .lm;‘_ril.! P, uscmtiul
o the View Of T t?cnts ( tlms? racist
experts’ are at it again, they don't kl.l()\\'
what 1 know and don’t care to learn it™),
Such inferences may confirm the worst fears
and preconceptions each side of the inter-
sction has about the other.

Where decoding is concerned, because
social meanings are subject to various filters,
itis critical, as suggested above, to ask various
actors—young and old, richer and poorer,
newcomers and long-termers, from various
ethnic groups—what means what and what
actors intend. As for encoding effectively,
planners who are able to
make themselves understowd in pagticular
settings bring undeniable advantages to these
encounters. This practice, also known as
“style switching,” was first documented
by researchers among African-Americans
(Mitchell-Kernan 1972), but is practiced by
members of various_groups~who navigate
across boundaries of communication. More-
over, “going street”—an informamy to
describe switching from standard American
English to a particular group’s dialect—was
de_scribed in literature long before social
scientists deemed the phenomenon import-
ant enough to study. It is a survival skill for
People who must function in two or more
social worlds or “speech communities”
(Gumperz 1968), each with its preferred
Patterns  of communication. As 1 have
e'3bOra_tmi elsewhere (Briggs 1998), power
Ynamics, and notable power imbalances,

“The

Underess;z Zogcepts_focus attention on the
Actorg brl-1 able dlffﬂl’el.lces that hufm:m
SimpliStiClng to these settings and away ron:
nger bf'nalysf_.s that hold confusion anc

¢—always and everywhere—signs

conse; 2 o :
" onscious  prejudice or the will to
Minate,

: tople don't know wha
(l o ;Nm their ideas aren’t helptul, and they
they W R

v see the bigger picture,™ or “we could= iety of public role
Jon't sce . ) ] roles

are often | :
at play in tRese encounters as

DOING DEMOCRACY UP-CLOSE |
DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

Fcould have subtitled this chapter “trouble at
commumty meetings.’
those working in
feld settings

" Planners, especially
neighborhoods or other
ings, are often called upon to be more
than informed technicians, to assume a var-
) that support effective
communication and shared decisionmaking
processes. But knowing what you don't know

Is_important, and the largely unrecogmzed
dynamics T have examined here are also
important, for reasons of legitimacy as well as
effectiveness. Our stll insuthcient atention.

to the Tinks~among communication, culture,

and power, reinforces the belief that, like the
stereotypical technicians of old, planners and
policy professionals work top-down and
write technical reports, diagnosing social
problems and removing pathology “over
there,” with little consideration to local
knowledge, values, or culture (Gans 1968;
Scott 1998; Tauxe 1995). We cannot simply
ignore the performance aspects of face-to-
face interactions or prescribe formulaic
responses to the challenges examined here,
Nor should we simply retreat to value state-
ments about how importantitis to engage the
public in decisions that matter. Rather, we
should collect and share principles for read-
ing communication codes and power rela-
tions, especially in multicultural settings, and
for responding in ways that promote mutual
learning, Such competence is critical for
doing democracy “up close™ in a world of

diverse publics and complex public problems.

NOTE

1. In other sessions, we, the consultant team, sh.\r.cd
with participants some of our conventions lh\r
communicating and listening during the meeting
and asked about their expectations. We a.lsn
debriefed amongst ourselves after c.lch‘ meeting
and shared the tasks of checking our interpret-
ations of events with other actors 'u.wnl\'cd._ lime
and role, of course, constrained us in all of these

efforts.
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