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ABSTRACT

Bridging the gap between theory and practice in urban planning
is a long-term and arduous process for planning theorists, and
despite serious efforts to do so, theorists have fallen short of this
goal. The lack of success can be attributed to the fact that such
mainstream planning approaches as “theory in phinning", based on
civil engineering, architecture and fragments of social sciences, and
“procedural theory”, based on mathematical models, overlook real-
world conditions and exclude many important political, economic
and social phenomena. The author argues that although these
phenomena have often been ignored in scientific urban planning
studies, real-world conditions demand that they are factored into
studies of planning processes. Therefore, urban planning theory has
not adequately satisfied the need to solve empirical and conceptual
problems in the practice of urban planning.

The author suggests that the ontology, methodology and
axiology embedded in the Laudanian research tradition of urban
planning have inhibited the evolution of urban planning theory and
ultimately hindered efforts to close the theory-practice gap.

On the basis of a critical analysis and modification of related
ontological doctrines, methodological rules and cognitive values, the
author has attempted to construct a framework for the theory of
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planning praxis and break through existing limitations in the
research tradition. It is asserted that the theoretical foci must
concentrate on two fundamental elements. Urban planning theory
should swing towards exploring and interpreting the dynamic
interaction between planning and urban development. It must also
analyse the actions of planners and planning organisations as they
relate to land use within a relevant political, technological and
cultural context.

Therefore, the author asserts that the central question in
planning theory should be: what role does urban planning play in
society? In choosing the effectiveness of urban planning as his main
topic, he emphasises the importance of analysing the role of planning
and the actual planning process so as to clearly define and set
preconditions for effective planning. At the same time, the theory of
planning praxis with heuristic logic is developed.

The author applies the notion of a “dynamic subject” as the
primary element in understanding the mechanism of urban
development. In developing his methodology, he focuses on two
elements in urban planning practice: the institutional basis and the
practical basis. He uses these elements to compare urban planning in
a market economy with urban planning in a planned economy,
identifying the commonalities between the two. Further, the author
argues that the primary planning role is to utilise the dynamics of
urban development rather than drive development directly.

A planning process consists of four fundamental factors:
context, plan-making, planning instruments, and professional
organisation. The context provides the backdrop against which
values in planning are derived. Although the core values
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(environment, equity and efficiency) provide the legal basis for the
legitimate authority of planning, these values are inevitably alienated
by the impact of the institutional context. The author goes on to
argue that planning is only one of the tools used to achieve policy
objectives. Thus, in addition to Simonian boundary rationality
which points to technological aspects, the feature of rationality in
plan-making also symbolises the political biases and processes. On
the other hand, the institutional rationality in a statutory planning
system exists on the condition that relationships within the
government hierarchy, especially between the central and the local
governments, necessarily maintain balance.

As for the field of urban planning, the degree to which the
specialty has been professionalised is relatively low. In social service,
where the key content is physical planning, the heterogeneity of the
planner’s role perception means that “the overall interest” and “the
public interest” are regarded and protected without public consensus
or self-governing. Of the four factors which demonstrate the
planning process, context emerges as the principal influence as it
imbues the others with specific socio-political significance.

The author argues against those pessimistic viewboints that
highlight only the limitations and difficulties that exist within the
planning profession and pessimistically declare the failure of
planning. Instead, he argues for the re-establishment of rationality
in the profession. His study suggests four conditions for a more
effective urban planning field of practice. First, additional rational
theories and methods of planning are needed. Second, planning-in-
action should pay added consideration to political strategy during
plan making and development control. Third, planning should be
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based on wider consultation with communities. Last, professional
self-governing should be retained with respect to institutions,
particularly in terms of ethics codes as the core of a moral
community .

In conclusion, the author suggests that, in order to integrate
planning theory with practice, additional emphasis needs to be paid
to the critical function of planning theory, which is to enlighten,
clarify and unlock planners’ rational consciousness and judgement in
the planning process. Another critical function of planning theory
should also be to rethink and develop the current narrow
understanding among urban planners of “practice” as simply
applying technology, and “theory” as merely providing practical
methods.
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