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Abstract 

 

Neoliberal globalisation is proliferating in Malaysia. As a result, it has gradually been corroding 

environmental and social cohesion. This has further decreased democracy in the country’s 

planning processes. This research attempts to engage with both the tension created by 

neoliberalism’s hegemony and how planning practices have reshaped decision making. This 

reflects the reconceptualised role of planners in the 21st century. Paradoxically, this perspective 

also illuminates the reforms of governance modes that have marginalised the public from 

consultative processes. Foucault’s notion of governmentality, which embodies a certain set of 

practices and way of thinking, was adopted to analyse the planning practices by which actions, 

strategies and techniques are shaped and shifted towards a neoliberal order.  This also enables 

reflection upon what appears to be Foucault’s conception of power that discerns the act to resist 

freely; when there is no form of resistance, then power itself is absent, instead becoming 

outright oppression and domination. This notion suggests that a consultative planning approach 

can both challenge and also reinforce the dynamics of power relations and signal a process of 

de-politicisation in planning practices by (un)intentionally re-orienting decision making 

towards a neoliberal agenda. 

 

This research adopts a mixed-method form of research that is retrofitted to what is, in essence, 

a problem-driven approach. This approach, known as Flyvbjerg’s (2001, 2012) phronetic social 

science approach, is significant for revealing the power relations and core values of the real 

world. As phronetic social science does not relate to any particular research method, this 

research adopts a case study approach to collect, interpret and analyse the data collected. 

Further, the research is inspired by the theoretical framework of evolutionary governance theory 

(EGT) in its analysis of the subject and object formation and adopts the techniques of object 

stabilisation to explain the nature of reality or rhetoric in response to neoliberal globalisation’s 

pressure. 

 

A case study highlighting Malaysia examines how its evolution and historical junctures have 

changed the ways in which the social order is defined and regulated in everyday planning 

practices. Thus, the research investigates the nature of a consultative process on the ground and 

thus offers insight into the possibilities of bringing a more democratic form of planning practice 

to Malaysia’s planning system. The data were drawn from document analysis and in-depth 
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interviews with planners, members of parliament, local councillors, developers and non-

government organisations. 

 

The findings highlighted the tensions between competing actors in the planning system and 

emphasised the imbalance of power under which the public have few options to resist. This 

situation hinders effective consultative processes. The investigation revealed that the conduct 

of planning practices has become incorporated into a set of ‘common sense’ that ultimately 

structure the formation of the object so that it become ‘real’; for example, modifying a ‘green 

lungs’ area to become a new generation city. In these circumstances, planning and the planning 

profession itself may need democratic reform to balance economic, social and environmental 

needs in response to the challenges underpinned by neoliberal mantras. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



iii 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Dedication 

 

To my beloved;  

Parents, Marzukhi and Nooraini 

Husband, Firdaous 

Sons, Izz and Emm 

for all their love, patience and support. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



iv 
 

Acknowledgements 

 

The completion of my dissertation has been a long journey with the shedding of many tears, 

over many days and nights, and losing confidence so many times I’ve lost count. Undertaking 

this PhD has been a truly life-changing experience for me and it would not have been possible 

without the invaluable support and guidance that I have received from many people. 

 

First and foremost, I would like to express my sincere gratitude to my main supervisor, 

Associate Professor Michael Gunder for his continuing support, motivation, understanding, and 

his profound wisdom. Michael, stepped in as my supervisor when my original supervisor had 

passed away; he helped to push me through at critical moments, always being accessible and 

patient. For this, I cannot thank him enough. I am forever grateful. I would also like to give 

heartfelt, special thanks to my co-supervisor, Dr. Lee Beattie, your support and kind words 

always inspire me. Thank you so much. 

 

My gratitude is also extended to all those at the Centre of Studies for Town and Regional 

Planning UiTM, Faculty of Architecture, Planning and Surveying UiTM, School of 

Architecture and Planning UoA, especially Sylvia, Fiti, Robyn and others, who were always so 

helpful and provided me with their assistance in numerous ways during various stages of my 

dissertation. My research participants, especially Mr. Derek Fernandez, have provided me with 

the information and assistance. In addition, I would like to express my thanks to everyone who 

has been significantly involved in this research. Their cooperation and input has enabled me to 

complete this work, your kind help is highly appreciated. This study would not be possible 

without a generous scholarship and the funding received from my sponsors: The Ministry of 

Education Malaysia and Universiti Teknologi MARA Malaysia, as well as the PReSS Account 

from the University of Auckland. 

 

Special mention goes to Hemyza, Helyna, Huzei, Pani, Izza, Aida, Har, Hedaya, Feeza, Inaz, 

Husna, Min, Izan, Kak Syarifah, Kak Fizah, Leeya, Shima, Aini, Hid, Jun, Amy, Azimah, Lin, 

Munie, Che B, Eli, Fazilat, Kerol, Raz, Haqqi, Zul, Farid and my ‘bloodsistah’. I am extremely 

fortunate to have so many valued and trusted friends, who supported me in writing, and gave 

me the incentive to strive towards my goal. 

 

 



v 
 

Last and most importantly, I would like to thank those who have lived this journey with me, 

my family. Words cannot express how grateful I am to my parents, Marzukhi Ibrahim and 

Nooraini Ahmad, and my parents-in-law, Sulaiman Awalluddin and Mashitah Shuja’, for all 

the sacrifices that they have made on my behalf. Your prayers for me were what have sustained 

me thus far. Also, I thank my sisters, Wani, Mar, Baby, my brothers, Abang and Adik, and my 

in-laws for their endless support and encouragement throughout this journey.  

 

My highest appreciation goes to my beloved husband, Firdaous Sulaiman, who has always been 

there through my ups and down from the beginning. Through his love, patience, support and 

unwavering belief in me, I have been able to complete this lifelong dream. He is my most ardent 

fan and supporter. He has taken care of whatever needed tending to without complaint, just so 

that I could focus on completing my dissertation. Your unconditional love carries me through 

always. Thank you with all my heart and soul. To my wonderful sons, Izz Rayyan and Emmir 

Rayyan, Mommy loves you, I always have and I always will. My husband and sons are the 

most important people in my world and I dedicate this research to them. 

 

Above all, I owe it all to Almighty God for granting me the wisdom, health and strength to 

undertake this research task and enabling me to complete it.      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 



vi 
 

Contents 
 

Abstract ................................................................................................................................... i 
Dedication ............................................................................................................................. iii 
Acknowledgements ............................................................................................................... iv 

List of Figures ....................................................................................................................... ix 
List of Appendices ................................................................................................................. x 
List of Abbreviations ............................................................................................................ xi 
 

Chapter One: Introduction ................................................................................................... 1 
1.1 Preamble: The Malaysian Dilemma ................................................................................. 1 

1.2 Neoliberal globalisation and governance ......................................................................... 6 
1.2.1 Evolutionary governance theoretical approach: setting the context ...................... 13 

1.3 Research Objectives ....................................................................................................... 15 
1.4 Research Questions ........................................................................................................ 16 

1.5 Research Constraint ........................................................................................................ 16 
1.6 Research methodologies ................................................................................................. 17 

1.6.1 Applied phronesis and evolutionary governance - a theoretical approach ............ 17 

1.6.2 The case study approach ........................................................................................ 19 
1.7 Research structure and chapter summaries ..................................................................... 23 

 

Chapter Two: Planning the research: Phronetic Social Science and the Evolutionary 

Governance Theoretical Approach .................................................................................... 26 
2.1 Introduction .................................................................................................................... 26 

2.2 Planning the research ...................................................................................................... 27 
2.3 The phronetic social science approach to methodology ................................................. 29 

2.3.1 Foucault on power ................................................................................................. 32 

2.4 EGT as a theoretical foundation ..................................................................................... 35 

2.4.1 Phronetic social science and EGT approaches to governance .............................. 36 
2.5 Subject and object formation in planning ....................................................................... 40 

2.5.1 Subject formation and the regime of practice........................................................ 41 

2.5.2 Modes of object formation .................................................................................... 44 
2.5.3 The technique of object stabilisation and the regime of truth in governance paths

 ............................................................................................................................... 47 

2.6  Conclusion ...................................................................................................................... 50 

 

Chapter Three: Neoliberal globalisation, the art of governance and planning ............. 51 
3.1  Introduction .................................................................................................................... 51 
3.2 Neoliberal globalisation and the challenges in planning ................................................ 53 

3.3  Government and governance .......................................................................................... 59 
3.4  The governmentality of planning and power relations ................................................... 62 
3.5  Sustainable development and governmental reason: the camouflage of neoliberal 

globalisation? .................................................................................................................. 70 

3.6 The art of governance: re-emphasizing the role of planners .......................................... 76 
3.7 Conclusion ...................................................................................................................... 83 

 

Chapter Four: Participatory democracy and the post-political in planning ................. 84 
4.1  Introduction .................................................................................................................... 84 
4.2 Public participation and democratic ethos ...................................................................... 85 

4.3  Communication and power relations: some crucial signs .............................................. 94 



vii 
 

4.4 The paradox of participatory democracy in post-political planning .............................. 98 

4.5 Conclusion .................................................................................................................... 104 

 

       Chapter Five: An introduction to the Malaysian planning system and the case study 

selection .............................................................................................................................. 106 
5.1  Introduction .................................................................................................................. 106 
5.2  Malaysia and neoliberal globalisation .......................................................................... 107 
5.3  Planning for Malaysia ................................................................................................... 114 

5.3.1 The administrative structures of the Malaysian planning system ....................... 114 

5.3.2 Evolutionary perspectives of the Malaysian planning system ............................ 119 
5.3.3 Manifestation of sustainable development in planning policy-making and the 

legislative framework .......................................................................................... 125 
5.3.4 The challenges of participatory democracy in the Malaysian planning system .. 127 

5.4  The case study .............................................................................................................. 130 

5.4.1 Case Introduction: Gasing Hill ............................................................................ 133 

5.5  Conducting the research ............................................................................................... 142 
5.5.1 In-depth interviews .............................................................................................. 143 

5.5.2 The participants ................................................................................................... 145 
5.5.3  The documents .................................................................................................... 147 
5.5.4  The Analysis ....................................................................................................... 148 

5.6  Conclusion .................................................................................................................... 149 

 

Chapter Six: Subject formation and object formation: How a new generation city 

became ‘real’ ...................................................................................................................... 151 
6.1  Introduction .................................................................................................................. 151 
6.2  The formation of subjects in evolutionary governance ................................................ 152 

6.2.1 The actors and their roles in the planning system ............................................... 152 
6.2.2 Modes of governing in the consultative process ................................................. 155 

6.2.3 Communication in planning: The question of power .......................................... 159 

6.2.4 De-politicisation: rhetoric and reality .................................................................. 163 

6.2.5 The antinomies of governance tools in planning practice ................................... 167 
6.3  The formation of Gasing Hill as a desirable object ...................................................... 171 

6.3.1 Gasing Hill and its battle cry ............................................................................... 171 
6.3.2 Framing of reality in response to neoliberalism’s dominance ............................. 176 

6.3.3 Empowerment of planning policies by the logic of neoliberal mantras? ............ 184 
6.4  Conclusion .................................................................................................................... 189 

 

Chapter Seven: Findings and Discussions  ...................................................................... 191 
7.1 Introduction .................................................................................................................. 191 

7.2 Neoliberal globalisation and its influences in the consultative process ....................... 192 

7.2.1 How does the evolution of governance affect regimes of practice in planning? 192 

7.2.2 What role do governance tools, including planning policies and legislation, play in 

stabilising decision-making? ............................................................................... 196 

7.2.3 How does the emergence of power relationships inform (in)effective planning 

practice in the consultative process? ................................................................... 198 

  7.3 How is power exercised by governance in its daily practice in Malaysia? .................. 199 

7.3.1 Who has gained and who has lost in the current mechanisms of power operating in 

the neoliberal spatial agenda of Malaysia? .......................................................... 199 

  7.4   Improving participatory democracy in the Malaysian planning system: What can be    

done?..............................................................................................................................202 



viii 
 

 

7.4.1 What possibilities are there for changing existing power relations in the Malaysian 

planning system? .................................................................................................. 201 

7.4.2 What forms of conduct are expected from governance practice in Malaysia and 

what sorts of transformation do these practices currently seek? .......................... 203 

7.5 Conclusion ...................................................................................................................  206 

 

Chapter Eight: Conclusion ............................................................................................... 207 
8.1 Introduction .................................................................................................................. 207 

8.2 Summary of key findings in relation to the research objectives and research questions

 ...................................................................................................................................... 207 
8.3 Research findings: what really matters ......................................................................... 211 
8.4 Limitations of the study ................................................................................................ 213 
8.5 Recommendations for further research ........................................................................ 214 

8.6 Conclusion .................................................................................................................... 215 

 

Bibliography ....................................................................................................................... 216 
 

Appendices 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



ix 
 

List of Figures 

 

Figure 1:  The image of the proposed new generation city development on part of the 

Gasing Hill area……………………………………………………………… 22 

Figure 2: The location of Malaysia in the Asia Pacific Region…………………….......109 

Figure 3:  Map of Malaysia……………………………………………………….........109 

Figure 4:  Organisation structure of Town and Country Planning Authorities  

In Malaysia…………………………………………………………………..117 

Figure 5:  Location of Kuala Lumpur and Selangor in Peninsular Malaysia……………134 

Figure 6:  Location of Gasing Hill at the border between Kuala Lumpur and Selangor.135 

Figure 7:  GDP by state………………………………………………………………...136 

Figure 8:  Kuala Lumpur and its Conurbation………………………………………… 137 

Figure 9:  Bukit Gasing Recreational Park……………………………………………..138 

Figure 10:  Main entrance to Gasing Hill………………………………………………..138 

Figure 11:  Hiking trails………………………………………………………………… 138 

Figure 12:  Popular place for hikers……………………………………………………. 139 

Figure 13:  View of Kuala Lumpur side…………………………………………………139 

Figure 14:  The image of the proposed new generation city on part of the Gasing  

Hill area…………………………………………………………………….. 140 

Figure 15:  Development boundaries on part of Gasing Hill……………………………. 141 

Figure 16:  Site clearing activity and land levelling……………………………………. 142 

Figure 17:  The participants according to their gender groups…………………………...146 

Figure 18:  The participants according to their ethnic groups…………………………....146 

Figure 19:  The participants according to their professions and groups…………………147 

Figure 20:  Word frequency……………………………………………………………. .167 

Figure 21:  Site under construction………………………………………………………180 

Figure 22:  Site clearing activity…………………………………………………………180 

Figure 23:  One of the entrance to the site……………………………………………….181 

Figure 24:  View of neighboring development taken from the site………………………181 

 

 

 



x 
 

List of Appendices  

 
Appendix A:  Ethics Approval Letter 

 

Appendix B:  Participant Information Sheet (PIS)  

 

Appendix C:  Consent Form  

 

Appendix D:  Confidentiality Agreement Form  

 

Appendix E:  Interview Questions  

 

Appendix F:  Paper cutting (case study: Gasing Hill) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



xi 
 

List of Abbreviations 

 

EGT  Evolutionary Governance Theory 

EPU  Economic Planning Unit 

FTPA  Federal Territory (Planning) Act 

GLC  Government Linked Companies 

MHLG  Ministry of Housing and Local Government 

NDP  National Development Policy 

NEM  National Economic Model 

NEP  National Economic Policy 

NPPC  National Physical Planning Council 

OSC  One Stop Center 

SDO  State Development Office 

SPC  State Planning Committee 

TCPA  Town and Country Planning Act 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



1 

 

 
 

Chapter One 

Introduction 

 

 

 

 

1.1 Preamble: The Malaysian Dilemma 

Malaysia is popularly referred to as an ‘Asian Tiger’ economy: its planning for economic 

development has been a significant feature of the country’s planning system. Malaysia’s 

economic development is often “inspired by images of Western ‘prestigious cities’ that embody 

most aspects of contemporary globalisation” (Qadeer, 2012, p. 231). According to Cheong and 

Lee (2013, p. 221), Malaysia is “one of the best-performing economies in Asia”. However, this 

high growth has come at a heavy price, primarily regarding social injustice and environmental 

deterioration (Aeria, 2005; Sulaiman & Maidin, 2012). This has been highlighted in a number 

of very serious cases that have involved both the public and local governance. On an almost 

daily basis, newspapers report incidents of inappropriate development resulting in landslides, 

rivers being seriously polluted and flash floods, all of which often lead to massive traffic jams 

and unsustainable conditions across the country. These incidents have become typical everyday 

problems faced by the public. A recent bauxite mining (for export) case in Malaysia created a 

public outcry due to the environmental crisis that resulted from the mining (The New Straits 

Times, 2016). Further, an incident in Georgetown, Penang (one of 14 Malaysian states) resulted 

in at least 13 locations in and around Penang Hill being hit by landslides (The Star Property, 

2013). Frequent public demonstrations have raised the peoples’ voice in opposition to 

development, as people understand that it can often result in adverse environmental effects, 

affecting their quality of life. 

 

A classic example that left the public feeling they had not been heard concerns the Highland 

Towers, which collapsed in 1993 in a massive landslide that claimed 48 lives. The landslide 

resulted from tree clearance and preparation for new housing development projects on land 

with excessive water content in the soil. According to the Report of the Task Force on Bukit 

Antarabangsa (2008), this disaster was attributed to a lack of competence in the local and state 

governments when monitoring the hillside development and from them not paying attention to 

residents’ warnings about the dangers. Sadly, the Highland Towers case has not stopped 
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government from approving similar projects on hillsides. Another example comes from Bukit 

Antarabangsa, “which has been cleared to give ways for development of bungalow houses area 

[which] is fear that another landslide will happen as this area is located near the landslide area 

occurred previously” (Sulaiman & Maidin, 2012, p. 3). Obviously, the public knew more about 

the area and how development would affect it than did planners working for the local 

government authority. Hence, the public outcry against inappropriate planning and land 

development is often intense because of the increased complexity regarding environmental 

issues. These cases reflect the perceived marginalisation and public exclusion from planning 

decision-making processes. 

 

Why does this occur? Perhaps because Malaysia’s gross domestic product (GDP) has 

experienced significant annual growth consistently for 50 years. Economic development has 

been a central feature of the administration (Rady, 2010; Tang & Tan, 2012; Yusof, 2010). 

Moreover, Malaysia launched the New Economic Model (NEM) in 2010; this is aimed at the 

country reaching high-income status by 2020 (Report New Economic Model for Malaysia, 

2010). This model seeks to guide fast-growing development in Malaysia, where economic 

expansion is facilitated by the country’s infrastructure and housing developments, constructed 

on a large scale throughout the country. Private sector, demand-driven land development 

activities have become a significant contributor to the country’s GDP growth (Hitam & Borhan, 

2012; Thompson, 2012). Malaysia’s affirmative policy - The Eleventh Malaysia Plan, 2016 – 

2020 - reaffirms the vision of Malaysia as becoming a fully developed country by 2020. 

 

Indeed, Malaysia has been experiencing rapid development since its independence in 1957, 

which has transformed its economic base from agriculture to industry (Dadzie, 2013). 

Malaysia’s rapid industrialisation has driven population migration to major cities for 

employment opportunities and education; this has affected people’s quality of life (Chowdhury 

& Mavrotas, 2005). Rapid urbanisation has itself led to the continued rise of economic growth. 

Malaysia’s economic growth and its historical juncture have led to an acceleration of neoliberal 

market values. In turn, these have (re)shaped Malaysia’s planning system (Tedong et al., 2015). 

Certainly, planning practice has a role in contributing, often directly, to the country’s needs and 

aspirations, particularly in the decision-making process (Porter et al., 2013). However, with the 

progress of development in Malaysia, Maidin (2011, p. 163) has claimed: 
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[i]t appears that the planning authorities are very concerned in ensuring 

successful implementation of the country’s development policies formulated 

to boost the economic rather than taking into consideration the effect of such 

activities on the environment and the public.  

 

This perspective implies that economic development has become a goal at the core of the 

planning system, which consequently, seems to have limited the public’s right to be involved 

in the decision-making process, albeit with the purpose of planning being to implement plans 

and policies for sustainable development. Thus, when economic benefits become a priority, 

local voices tend to be regarded as anti-development, and tend to be marginalised (Siddiquee 

& Mohamed, 2007).  

 

Malaysia’s system of government follows the British Westminster model that supports three 

key branches of government: the legislature, the executive and the judiciary. This system 

operates at three levels: federal, state and local (Maidin, 2012; Nooi, 2011). Malaysia has 

adopted a hierarchical planning system, whereby the federal government formulates policies, 

but planning and implementation responsibilities rest with the state and local governments. 

Local governments must refer to development plans and consider the public’s rights in their 

decision-making processes, including whether to approve or disapprove land development 

activities. As the principal piece of statute regulating town and country planning for the 

Malaysian Peninsular, the Town and Country Planning Act (1976) (the TCPA) highlights the 

opportunities for consultative processes to occur during the publicity stage of structure plans 

(Section 9), in local plan preparations (Section 12) and in the course of the planning permission 

process (Section 21). Thus, a consultative process refers to the statutory procedure in the 

Malaysian planning system that involves various actors such as planners, developers and non-

governmental organisations (NGOs) in decision-making processes. 

 

The TCPA is silent as to the manner of consultation; however, it is an important parameter of 

the Malaysian planning system (Maidin, 2012). The term ‘public participation’ is used 

interchangeably with the term ‘public consultation’ to give the government flexibility in 

considering public views (Maidin, 2011; Shamsudin, 2000). Accordingly, the process of public 

participation in Malaysia is conducted through consultations that take place between a planner 

in local authority, the person who submitted the plan and the public (Nurudin et al., 2015). The 
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term ‘consultative process’ is used to refer to consultations in the Malaysian planning system 

in this research. 

 

The public may be ‘heard’ in the consultative process; however, decisions are probably skewed 

in favour of a neoliberal pro-market approach. Development will occur and problems 

articulated by the public will arise, often in a form worse than the public had expected 

(Fernandez, 2008). What is happening in Malaysia could also occur in other countries. Further, 

what is particularly frustrating in Malaysia is that the public’s importance is acknowledged in 

the statutory provisions of the TCPA that require that the public be consulted in the planning 

process. However, this principle is seldom practiced adequately. Thus, the planning mechanism 

can be regarded as a means to shape decision making through a consultative process that 

contributes to marginalising the public’s voice (Kadouf & Maidin, 2006a). 

 

Given this premise, one may ponder the paradox of governance instruments that favour the 

powerful over the powerless, that stabilise the decisions and shape the conduct of planning 

practice as a set of ‘common sense’. The imbalances of power in this situation may consolidate 

the acceptance of pro-growth planning, suggesting the hegemonic position of neoliberal 

globalisation. This instigates “wariness about ... entrusting decisions to democratic processes” 

(Inch, 2015, p. 421). Sulaiman and Maidin (2012, p. 3) have warned that: 

 

[r]esearch has shown that development plan does not take place in most 

planning decision making processes [and]...submitted that unplanned and 

uncontrolled development which leads to natural disaster is due to the failure 

of the local planning authority in implementing the provisions of the 

development plan.  

 

If decision making does not uphold planning mechanisms, what will happen to Malaysia’s 

planning system? It is worth noting that under these conditions, public consultation can 

encapsulate the publically present tension that will (or will not) produce a resistance that 

articulates power struggles in the the consultative process. 
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Several authors have documented the issues of public participation in Malaysia. The list 

includes Shamsudin (2000), Dola and Mijan (2006), Bruton (2007), Omar and Leh (2009), 

Samsudin (2011), Maidin (2011, 2012) and Dola and Noor (2012). Recently, research has 

drawn attention to the unplanned and uncontrolled development in Malaysia that has led to 

natural disasters caused by poor urban planning and disregard for the public’s rights 

(Fernandez, 2008; Sulaiman & Maidin, 2012). However, this empirical evidence has failed to 

identify reasons regarding why the public’s rights are being denied. This often results in anger, 

unhappiness and frustration for most Malaysians. Relatively little is known about the effect of 

neoliberalism on governance practice in Malaysia, whether from a theoretical or empirical 

perspective. This is despite the fact that development in Malaysia is planned to promote 

economic development (Chin, 2000; Watson, 2013). This research fills that particular gap. 

Therefore, it is important to see what is occurring in actual practice as global markets have 

corroded environmental and social cohesion gradually in Malaysia’s planning system (Dola & 

Noor, 2012; Howitt & Lunkapis, 2010). 

 

In this context, a case study in Malaysia is presented to demonstrate the complex ways in which 

the social order is regulated and framed by neoliberal globalisation’s promise. As such, the 

research will specifically examine governance practices in the planning system, as to what 

extent and through what processes participation matters in the planning process. Specifically, 

this research will investigate the practices of planners in directing decision making that prefers 

development aligned with economic growth (Clifford & Tewdwr-Jones, 2013). It is important 

that the research has empirical merit in the face of accusations that Malaysia’s planning system 

consultative process serves economic interests (Maidin, 2012; Sulaiman & Maidin, 2012). This 

leads to the questions (after Healey, 2012, p. 201): “Who do these privilege and who do they 

marginalise? How do we evolve modes of governance that are more appropriate to the ways in 

which we now think about neo-liberal globalisation?” This tendency reflects the tensions 

present between balancing the need to facilitate capital growth with the need to maintain social 

and environmental cohesion in planning practices. 

 

Therefore, this research investigates whether or not an alignment with neoliberal ideology has 

resulted in a decrease in local democracy in Malaysia, which brings to the fore the question as 

to whether the public are being excluded from their statutory right to participate in planning 

process. As aforementioned, of particular concern is the role of the planner in shaping and 
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persuading the public adherence to the neoliberal agenda. Consequently, it is believed that the 

research will have value and impact in areas of planning practice and consultative process, to 

provide an achievable means for a more effective engagement with consultative processes as 

an essential condition for the improvement of participatory democracy in Malaysia. 

Importantly, few studies have identified sufficient reasons regarding why the public’s rights 

are being denied in the Malaysian planning system. This research intends to engage with that 

question. 

 

Reflecting on this debate, it is crucial to begin the research with an understanding of how 

neoliberal globalisation has emerged as the dominant ideology in governance practice, 

structuring the logic of social and environmental affairs to capitalist market logic (Gunder, 

2010a; Kumi et al., 2014; Purcell, 2009). The following section discusses this emergence. 

 

1.2 Neoliberal globalisation and governance 

This section briefly describes the reliance on governance practice that co-opts neoliberal 

globalisation by using it to frame decision-making processes. Understanding this is important 

for further theoretical and empirical academic research. 

 

For decades, a significant portion of the relevant literature has focused on globalisation and its 

dependency on (or even inter-changeability with) the term ‘neoliberalism’ (Fainstein & 

Campbell, 2012; Hochul, 2006; Scholte, 2005). The proliferation of neoliberalism has defined 

the landscape of urban development by facilitating the emergence of global market values 

embedded in capitalism. Here, the objective is to maximise profit for wealth creation in a 

market economy (Bellanca, 2013; Van de Klundert, 2013). One element central to capitalism 

is the ability to promote economic growth, measured by per capita GDP (DeLong, 1998; 

Gunder & Hillier, 2009). This has been enhanced by the triumph of certain groups that 

dominate and monopolise the market and support economic growth to achieve desired states of 

urban wellbeing (Dean, 2014; Turner et al., 2013). Therefore, neoliberal globalisation has been 

associated continuously with the process of governance transformation that aligns inevitably 

with the economic agenda (Haughton & Allmendinger, 2013; Olesen, 2014; Peck et al., 2009; 

Peck et al., 2013; Purcell, 2009; Springer, 2012; Turner et al., 2013). 
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In such situations, the current processes of globalisation are undergoing a shift towards market-

led development. This is occurring through transferring much of the state’s authority to a new 

governing process, leading to the triumph of market control over the democratic process (Dean, 

2010; Gunder & Hillier, 2009). Clearly, “there is neoliberal pressure to shift from planned 

solutions drawn up in bureaucratic hierarchies to solutions implemented in competitive or 

contested markets” (Sager, 2013, p. 11). This fundamentally reflects the evolution of 

governance and signifies how and why governance frames the conduct of other actors in the 

planning process (Healey, 2012b; Hillier, 2015). Accordingly, this research uses ‘governance’ 

instead of ‘government’ to refer to the emergent trends of the governing process that denote 

the way in which society is governed in the twenty-first century (Gualini, 2010; Healey, 2010, 

2011). The situation foregrounds concern about the way in which the ‘governors’ and the 

‘governed’ conduct themselves in particular situations. At its worst, the neoliberal agenda will 

cause “the increasing control of capital over social life” (Purcell, 2009, p. 144). Further, given 

on-going tensions, regimes of practice in governance may produce political, economic and 

social instability as a result of capital accumulation in neoliberal contexts (Kumi et al., 2014; 

Purcell, 2009; Swyngedouw, 2009; Van de Klundert, 2013). As Lovering (2009, p. 3) has 

stated, this is a “neoliberal disaster”. This can result in perceptions of governance as “a problem 

and no longer as a protective resource” (Healey, 2012b, p. 26). 

 

Yet, while we may know more specifically regarding the complex form of emerging 

governance, we still know little about the relationship between state and society, and how they 

are affected by (and themselves affect) the settings of capital accumulation in the neoliberal 

era. This suggests that if governance is present “there are always forms of participation” 

(Beunen et al., 2015, p. 6). However, in a democratic sense, governance’s changing nature has 

raised concerns, as participatory episodes are revealing some important trends, including the 

disappearance of democracy (Brownill, 2009; Gualini, 2010; Swyngedouw, 2014). This marks 

the strategic interactions between actors in the framing of reality in response to neoliberalism’s 

dominance further limiting public resistance (Gunder & Hillier, 2009; Schon & Rein, 1994). 

 

As such, planning for economic development has become a significant feature of rapid urban 

transformation under neoliberalism’s hegemony, which echoes the disproportionate power 

difference between governance and the general public. In particular, such authoritarian 

characterisation of governance implies that planning causes environmental degradation, 
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corruption scandals, and uncontrolled development that all affect quality of life (Allmendinger 

& Haughton, 2014; Healey, 2006). Perhaps paradoxically, we have reached the point where the 

new forms of governance control the planning process with a consultative approach that shows 

a profound shift towards economic development. This is seen as part of a problematisation that 

may inform (in)effective planning practice (Gunder, 2014; Huxley, 2013). In this sense, 

planning acknowledges that neoliberal globalisation may affect how governance practice 

achieves the desired goals concerning strategies for managing public perceptions of economic 

development. 

 

Due to these tensions, many planning scholars have called for an urgent attention on finding 

alternatives in planning practice that will provide more effective, balanced and cohesive social 

and environmental outcomes, resisting exploitation by neoliberal globalisation (Healey, 2012b; 

Inch, 2015; Porter et al., 2013; Tasan-Kok, 2012). Recent empirical and theoretical work has 

examined the way in which planning deals with society in a neoliberal setting. These studies 

have looked at Ireland (Fox-Roger & Murphy, 2014), the United Kingdom (UK) and Japan 

(Healey, 2012a), the Netherlands (Eshuis & Edwards, 2013; Van Assche et al., 2014a), New 

Zealand (Gunder, 2014), Scotland (Inch, 2015; Matthews, 2013) and Norway (Sager, 2014). 

This research emphasises the dynamics of power, progressive changes in planning and the 

unnecessary distortion that threatens democratic participation. However, this research merely 

mirrors the broader concerns about realising participatory democracy: scant attention has been 

given to the fundamental level of planning, in terms of the planner’s role in consultative process 

(except see Grange, 2013, 2015, 2016). 

 

Here perhaps, after more than 20 years, planning still needs an account of what the practice of 

the planner is all about in this contemporary governance; this is because planning itself has 

evolved (Van Assche et al., 2014a). Indeed, understanding the planner’s role in governance has 

significant implications for the consultative process, as planning occurs in the public domain 

(Friedmann, 1987). Reflecting on this argument, this research concurs with Clifford and 

Tewdwr-Jones’s (2013, p. 152) conviction that: 

 

[t]here is, however, a large gap in the literature, and that is an overview of how 

planners as a professional group are reacting to the on-going drive of 

participation [and indeed, the tensions between this and other government 
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objectives]. This is despite some of the literature suggesting planners have a 

key role in making planning more participatory.  

 

This statement draws attention to the planner’s responsibility for recognising, anticipating and 

working towards counteracting the neoliberal influences that may help to manage conflict and 

other resources. An important dimension of this research is to reveal the wise judgements of 

governance practice in the planning process, with which planners are well-placed to engage 

(Fainstein & Campbell, 2012; Gunder, 2014). 

 

To further the above, this research considers the post-structuralist works of Michel Foucault 

(1980, 1994) that are concerned with notions of governmentality and power. Governmentality 

embodies a certain set of practices and ways of thinking to achieve certain objectives through 

the process of governing (Dean, 2010). In particular, the approach of governmentality will be 

elucidated in the research to generate a more comprehensive understanding of the regimes of 

practice between the state, society and the market, according to which actions, strategies and 

tactics are shaped and shifted towards a neoliberal order (Bayat, 2013; Blakeley, 2010; 

Duineveld et al., 2013; Lelandais, 2014; Swyngedouw, 2005, 2009, 2015). Governmentality 

implies the exercise of power by politicising the practice of managing the public and dictating 

a shift in planning towards market values (Gunder, 2010a). Here, power is concerned with what 

defines a reality that reflects the act of freedom to challenge it.  

 

However, if those acted upon cannot resist, then power is absent (Flyvbjerg, 1998a; Gunder & 

Mouat, 2002). As Flyvbjerg (1998, p. 229) has argued, “[t]he greater the power, the greater the 

freedom in this respect, and the less need for power to understand how reality is ‘really’ 

constructed”. In this sense, this research is concerned with these specific kinds of power 

relations, as they deploy ways of thinking (or use government technologies) to shape and 

legitimate the decision-making process through the logic of neoliberal mantras in which 

planning is engaged directly (Dean, 2013; Foucault, 2007; Gunder, 2006). This has important 

interpretive implications, and it is therefore worth instigating a more detailed discussion about 

the analytics of governance and power. Therefore, the way in which neoliberalism articulates 

the tensions of power struggles between forms of governance and social order succeed, or do 

not succeed, in facilitating the capital accumulation and social cohesion of the country is a 

profound concern of this research. 
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From a governmentality perspective, governance practice is also embedded in the discourse on 

communications and consultations among actors (Dean, 2010; Healey, 2006; 2012). This 

shows how communicative planning through power dynamics can ultimately articulate and 

reveal the tensions that emerge between rhetoric and reality in the way that actors are 

constituted (Beunen et al., 2015; Flyvbjerg, 1998a). In this research, the terms ‘communicative 

planning’ refers to a consultative process that reflects how actors (i.e., planners and other 

stakeholders) behave, communicative and reach agreements in decision making (Matthews, 

2013). Importantly, the characteristics of participation in Malaysia must be viewed as being 

significantly different to that of the communicative planning approach deployed and written 

about in the planning literature of several Western countries. This research argues that the 

Malaysian planning system is predicated on a top-down hierarchical process that, at best, 

appears to ask the public about their beliefs and views (if any)  and consent for the production 

of the Malaysian built environment (Abdullah et al., 2011; Maidin, 2012). Conversely, Western 

communicative planning practices seek (after Healey 2006 [1997]), perhaps somewhat 

optimistically, to involve the wider community and its multiplicity of stakeholders in the setting 

and planning agendas through open and facilitative discussions that seek “to be different from 

more traditional hierarchical approaches” (Nolan & March, 2016, p. 3). 

 

The argument unfolds the roles of dialogue in a consultative process, which warrants a 

“pessimistic account of new forms of participation” (Pellizzoni, 2015, p. 222; see also Brownill 

& Carpenter, 2007; Healey, 2006, 2011; Wilson & Swyngedouw, 2014a). This becomes a 

crucial element in the planning process that signals the process of de-politicisation, which is 

known as a post-political condition under the hegemony of neoliberal globalisation 

(Swyngedouw, 2009, 2011). Post-political conditions are regarded as an arena in which the 

formation of consensus and agreement allows a range of different stakeholders (including 

planners) to determine developments that fuse around ‘public interest’ in decision-making 

processes (Allmendinger & Hughton, 2012, 2013, 2014; Swyngedouw, 2009, 2011, 2014). 

Many scholars claim that the dynamics of post-political conditions have normalised 

unsustainable conditions, in which the consultative process has been framed to create a feeling 

of public empowerment while actually directing decisions to facilitate market interests 

(Allmendinger & Haughton, 2014; Haughton et al., 2013; Swyngedouw, 2014). In this process 

of de-politicisation, the value of planning policy instruments - such as those concerned with 

sustainable development and other governmental approaches - is seen to stabilise and legitimate 
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acts of governance in the decision-making process (Fox-Roger & Murphy, 2015; Gunder, 2006; 

Haughton et al., 2013; Kalb, 2012). Deploying planning instruments through communication 

and consultation within a proliferation of post-political regimes will enable understanding of 

how they can enhance, delimit and modify decision making, directing development (or not) 

towards balancing economic, social and environment wellbeing in neoliberal times (Beunen et 

al., 2015; Van Assche et al., 2014a). Additionally, implementing these governance tools will 

demonstrate that the public has been pushed in a market-oriented direction (Gualini, 2010; 

Gunder & Hillier, 2009; Swyngedouw, 2009). At the heart of this paradox lies the public’s 

marginalisation, which signals to some degree that “modes of governing are reshaped” 

(Blakeley, 2010, p. 133). In fact, the evidence suggests that these government arrangements do 

not improve local democracy and represent a failure to regulate in the public interest (Arsel & 

Buscher, 2012; Kumi et al., 2014). 

 

Given the above, this research embraces a theoretical perspective that offers numerous critical 

insights by illuminating how to think about the practice of governing in contemporary 

governance and how it affects the conduct of others. As such, this research will engage with 

Van Assche et al.’s (2014a) evolutionary governance theory (EGT). EGT draws upon 

Foucault’s work, which looks at “governance evolution, its processes, driving forces and 

mechanisms” (Van Assche et al., 2014a, p. 3) to analyse and understand how these new forms 

of governance have come to dominate the contemporary world, and particularly in Malaysia. 

This aligns with Grindle’s (2012, p. 266) suggestion: 

 

[to] create new institutions, to modify long-existing ones, to build systems that 

are immune to corruption, to bring a citizen voice to decision-making –takes 

theory and practice to the centre of governments.  

 

Significantly, EGT also shares important aspects of the Foucauldian outlook on the dynamics 

of power relations. Notwithstanding other significant fundamental concepts of EGT, this 

research analyses subject/object formation and object stabilisation in a context of planning 

practice (Beunen et al., 2015; Duineveld, 2013). Here, subjects are understood as actors who 

have formed and entered the governance process, whereas objects are regarded as physical 

developments that might be altered in the governing process (Duineveld & Van Assche, 2011; 

Kooij, 2015). 
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Accordingly, to examine how neoliberal globalisation influences subject and object formation 

empirically, the research adopts Flyvbjerg’s phronetic science approach for conducting 

research through a case study. Here, phronesis concerns analysis and interpretation of the status 

of values, interests and current practices of governance with society in relation to a power 

dynamic based on “practical rationality and judgement” (Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 135).  

 

Despite the broad body of theoretical and empirical literature on neoliberalism, “we (still) need 

more research on the global, national and local responses to the crisis (neoliberalism)” (Aalbers, 

2013a, p. 1056), as “[n]on-western states also produce neoliberalism” (Hilgers, 2013, p. 75). 

Indeed, less attention has been paid to research relating to neoliberalism and urban planning in 

the south-east cities of Malaysia, despite the fact that the developmental policies of these cities 

are designed to promote economic development (Beeson, 2004; Turner et al., 2013; Watson, 

2013; Yiftachel, 2012). As Tasan-Kok (2012, pp.8-9) has underlined clearly: 

 

new economic blocks began to arise in the emerging economies of Asia, most 

prominently in Singapore, China, Malaysia, Thailand and South Korea where 

the competitive advantage was enhanced by taking a neoliberal course, 

regardless of the political regime. Each for its own reasons relied on the public 

sector and state planning in close association with domestic and corporate 

capital to promote capital accumulation. (see also Harvey, 2005) 

 

On this basis, this research takes as its starting point the meeting of challenges and 

considerations of some literature examining other parts of the world to fill this significant gap. 

Accordingly, the research considers the neoliberal challenges associated with a significant 

transformation in the mode of governance practice that contradicts public expectations of the 

consultative process (Blakeley, 2010; Healey, 2012a). 

 

This research pays significant attention to the Malaysian planning system. It examines the idea 

of neoliberalism in practice, and whether the planning process is restricted by market priorities 

(see Chapters Five and Six). Obviously, it is important to see what is occurring in actual 

practice, as “each country has its own particular socio-political context and planning culture, 

which, in various ways, have mitigated or reinforced the influences of neoliberalisation over 

time” (Olesen, 2014, p. 290). This is because neoliberalism “does not exist in pure form” 
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(Sager, 2014, p. 22). Malaysia is not the United States of America (USA) or the UK. However, 

to understand Malaysia’s particularity in the neoliberal context, exploring western countries 

with liberal democracies enables understanding of that context. It is true, as Haughton and 

Allmendinger (2013, p. 1) have claimed, that “planners and critics in other countries watch 

carefully the English experience for what they can learn about reforming their planning 

system”. In addition, the British experience has a historical connection to Malaysia, as it was 

formerly a British colony in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Accordingly, the research 

will also help to explain “the phenomena in relation to both contextually specific developments 

and more-than-local institutional, spatial and policy transformations” (Peck et al., 2013, p. 

1094). At the very least, this study represents the dilemmas and complexity of planning in 

Malaysia that, as this research argues, have removed citizens’ concerns from the decision-

making process in a structural way. 

 

This research does not intend to solve all issues: this seems impossible, as Malaysia’s form of 

governance has evolved ceaselessly. Instead, the contribution here is to take the argument 

seriously by focusing on what is actually being done instead of what should be done to mediate 

conflicts and reach effective, sustainable planning in the era of neoliberalism (Flyvbjerg, 

1998a; Flyvbjerg & Richardson, 2002; Ploger, 2001; Rosol, 2014). Therefore, this research is 

significant in that it will not generalise the context within which planning operates, but will 

instead offer “new ways of understanding the material reality of south-east cities (particularly 

in Malaysia), their governance and forms of state-community engagement … (because) it is in 

the global South that the impacts of this relationship have been most starkly felt” (Watson, 

2013, p. 94). Crucially, Hillier (2010, p. 21) has claimed “a lack of contributions especially 

from non-Anglophone scholars in the global South (including South America, Africa and Asia) 

who are directly able to engage with and theorise the framing realities facing spatial planning 

decision making and implementation”. This research is an answer to that call. 

 

1.2.1 Evolutionary governance theoretical approach: setting the context 

This research considers Van Assche et al.’s (2014a) examination of a new and cohesive EGT 

as a theoretical framework for analysing governance practice, particularly the dominant 

position of neoliberal globalisation in shaping governance practice within the consultative 

process. Thus, this section reflects briefly on the insights of the EGT proposed by this research. 
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EGT understands governance as a subject that evolves continuously and is often associated 

with society and market cohesion (Gualini, 2010; Healey, 2012a; Van Assche et al., 2014a). 

EGT’s relevance emerges and draws upon existing and new bodies of knowledge that offer a 

promising framework enabling the understanding and resolving of governance issues (Van 

Assche et al., 2014a). Thus, using EGT may provide insight into the contingency of subject 

and object formation in planning processes, both theoretically and empirically. This approach 

may encourage more participatory forms of planning and versatile institutional regimes of 

governance than has previously been the case. For EGT, the understanding of governance 

reflects two different contexts: governance and community. Both contexts are entrenched in 

this research. As such, the interaction between governance and society can change under the 

influence of other governance mechanisms as a result of governance evolution (Beunen et al., 

2015; Fox-Roger & Murphy, 2015). EGT links to Foucault’s work on governmentality and 

power, which also emphasises the centrality of communication discourse (Pellizzoni, 2015). 

Thus, by analysing subject and object formation, this research will demonstrate understanding 

of how the ‘regime of practice’ constitutes a certain ‘regime of truth’. In this sense, the research 

investigates the path of governance by looking at how object formation “might come in and be 

altered” in a round of public consultation, which also focuses attention on the techniques that 

stabilise the object in planning, within the context of neoliberal globalisation (Van Assche et 

al., 2014a, p. 36). Consequently, object stabilisation is distinguished through the techniques of 

objectification, naturalisation and institutionalisation (Boezeman & Kooij, 2015; Van Assche, 

2014a). Chapter Two elaborates upon this. EGT is important in the analysis of power relations; 

this analysis involves critical reflection on the practice of governance under the hegemony of 

neoliberal governance modes. 

 

Recently, many scholars have attempted to incorporate and address issues in planning by using 

EGT in the academic and practical realms (Boezeman & Kooij, 2015; Duineveld et al., 2013; 

Kooij, 2015). As others have observed, these approaches can address the issues of participation 

in governance that may affect collective decision making (Beunen et al., 2015; Pellizzoni, 

2015). In fact, Beunen et al. (2015, p. 330) have confirmed that “EGT can bring different and 

even conflicting perspectives together”. This can assist governance practice to achieve more 

effective planning and more balanced social, environmental and economic wellbeing. This 

supports EGT’s capability as a theoretical framework and its application in practice that may 

affect society as a whole. 
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Accordingly, it is not the intention of this research to elaborate on the historical development 

and buildings blocks of EGT, but rather to articulate selected key terminologies that are deeply 

connected with the basis of this research. As such, this research posits the analysis of subject 

and object formation in governance paths. The investigation of subject and object formation in 

the governance path will demonstrate the “resistance and opposition against a planned object 

… [that] can even increase the chances of implementation by making it more real, for more 

people” (Duineveld et al., 2013, p. 23). At this point in the reasoning, observation of this power 

conflict is critical to illuminate the process of object formation in governance practice. 

 

1.3 Research Objectives 

The first objective is:  

 

 To develop an understanding of how neoliberal globalisation influences 

Malaysian planning practice particularly in the consultative process.  

 

The research will delineate the emerging modes of governance that have caused neoliberalism 

to thrive. Drawing upon Foucault’s work on governmentality and power, the research will 

articulate and provide insights on governance practice and power relations. It will do so to 

understand the mechanisms through which planning practice guides and shapes the conduct of 

actors, with an emphasis on the planners’ role. The research explores how the state promotes 

participatory democracy through consultative process, brought to matters pertaining to the post-

political condition, within the consensual mode of governance. 

 

The second objective is: 

 

 To identify achievable means for the improvement of participatory 

democracy in the Malaysian planning system, thus leading to more 

effective planning decision-making and balanced social, environmental 

and economic well-being (sustainable development).  

 

This research highlights the discourse, analysis and events that occur within the consultative 

process, demonstrating how power relations in society have been governmentalised to 

legitimise pro-development action in the Malaysian planning system. The objective promotes 
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an empirical look into the role of actors and the discourse within communications in consensual 

settings under the neoliberal globalisation hegemony. 

 

1.4 Research Questions 

To achieve the objectives, the main and sub-research questions are formulated as follows: 

 

1. How does the evolution of governance affect regimes of practice in planning? 

2. What role do governance tools, including planning policies and legislation, play in 

stabilising planning process? 

3. How does the emergence of power relationships inform (in)effective planning 

practice in the consultative process? 

4. How is power exercised by governance in its daily practice in Malaysia? 

(i) Who has gained and who has lost in the current mechanisms of power operating 

in the neoliberal spatial agenda of Malaysia? 

(ii) What possibilities are there for changing existing power relations in the 

Malaysian planning system? 

(iii) What forms of conduct are expected from governance practice in Malaysia and 

what sorts of transformation do these practices currently seek? 

 

1.5 Research Constraint 

There is an inherent need within planning to nurture sustainable development. However, a full 

investigation of the meanings of sustainable development will not be possible here, nor is this 

a core topic of the research. This research will scrutinise how sustainable development, 

notwithstanding its problems, is a useful tool for conceptualising planning practice and 

consultative process in Malaysia. This is appropriate, as topics comprising the debate on 

participation revolve around environmental, social and economic wellbeing issues. 

Specifically, taking sustainable development as a guide (based on the three-dimensional model 

outlined in the Prototype Global Sustainable Development Report [United Nations, 2014], 

which include economic, environmental and social factors), this research will articulate how 

planning is practised in the twenty-first century. 
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1.6 Research methodologies 

The methodology deployed in the research is a mixed method that is qualitative in nature and 

guided by Flyvbjerg’s (2012) phronetic social science approach in relation to the research 

objectives and research questions mentioned above. Essentially, this approach produces 

research that focuses on “what is actually done” by examining the practice of governance 

(Flyvbjerg, 1998a, p. 3). The approach is not about method, but is a guide to investigate the 

intricacies and understand the complexities of planning practice and hence to address the issues 

being studied (Flyvbjerg, et al., 2012a; Schram, 2012). To understand regimes of practice in 

the Malaysian planning system, a review of the academic literature on governance and planning 

has been undertaken. This review provides an understanding of how neoliberal globalisation 

influences (or otherwise) governance practice. As such, the research adopts EGT as its 

theoretical foundation, in addition to using case study to collect, interpret and analyse 

qualitative data (Charmaz, 2014; Van Assche et al., 2014a). In particular, the chosen case study 

approach has been selected to map the planning practice and consultative process in Malaysia. 

Therefore, the research is divided into two parts, with each part is vital for answering the 

formulated research questions. The research methodologies are broken down as detailed in the 

following sections. 

 

1.6.1 Applied phronesis and evolutionary governance - a theoretical approach 

The first methodology considers understandings of the Foucauldian notion of governmentality 

and power, to outline a perspective on how governance, markets and society evolve and 

continuously restructure the regime of practice (Beunen et al., 2015; Van Assche et al., 2014a). 

The research begins with an in-depth literature review that seeks to understand how the 

transformation of governance arrangements can define, shape and guide the public in planning 

processes, by demonstrating how power relations in society have been governmentalised. 

 

Throughout, the research explores a mixed-methods approach that adapts Flyvbjerg’s (2001, 

2004) phronetic social science approach to draft an understanding of social phenomena; this is 

inspired by the works of Foucault (1980, 1982, 1991) on the issue of power. Such an approach 

is based on the concept of phronesis, which derives from Aristotle’s three intellectual virtues: 

episteme, techne, phronesis (Flyvbjerg, 2001; 2004). Phronesis, the most important virtue, is 

defined as prudence or practical wisdom, and lies between episteme and techne: “episteme 

concerns theoretical know why and techne denotes technical know how, phronesis emphasizes 
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practical knowledge and practical ethics” (Flyvbjerg, 2004, p. 287). As a point of departure, the 

phronetic social science approach is relevant to and significant for this research as it places 

power at the core of the analysis (Flyvbjerg, 2001). This includes an analysis of contemporary 

planning theory, and how planning engages with the neoliberal agenda, in which economic 

growth often prevails over social and environmental concerns. According to Bond and 

Thompson-Fawcett (2008, p. 55), there is reason to believe that Flyvbjerg’s phronetic analysis 

is appropriate to address the complexities of planning issues. As they note: 

 

[a] phronetic analysis endeavours to trace how power operates and to what 

effect. It acknowledges that throughout planning and urban governance 

processes, power relations shift constantly as practices, discourses and events 

are articulated and rearticulated.  

 

In this context, this research adapts the phronetic social science approach as an “indicator[s] of 

direction” (Flyvbjerg, 2004, p. 283), to investigate how power relations run through planning 

processes, and to identify how power imbalances could be replaced by a more effective 

consultative process in Malaysia’s planning system. Consequently, deploying Foucauldian 

perspectives on power will determine if any forms of resistance against development projects 

are possible, as a consequence of power struggles in the consultative process. 

 

To elaborate further and to clarify the use of Flyvbjerg’ phronetic method, this research engages 

with EGT as a theoretical and analytical frame that incorporates Foucault’s work on power as 

a theoretical source (Van Assche et al., 2012a). Further, EGT can contribute to a deepening 

knowledge of how neoliberalism has been adopted in planning practice through using 

Foucault’s conception of object and subject formation. As such, analysing the formation of 

objects and subjects will provide understanding of the power nexus in ways of governing. This 

“can serve as the groundwork to understand the shifts in relations between institutions, such as 

the shift between the state and the market” (Kooij, 2015, p. 342). EGT deals effectively “with 

issues that matter to the communities and other stakeholders” (Schdaimah & Stahl, 2012, p. 

122), which is one of the core elements in this research. Reflecting this, planners’ practices are 

contingent to this context and the process that constitutes a new mode of governance, as the 

planning consultative process has changed over recent decades. Accordingly, the following 
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section describes the analytical phase of this methodology that attests to the effectiveness of 

the case study approach. 

 

1.6.2 The case study approach  

As problems may exist regarding the way a study is conceptualised theoretically, an empirical 

study is vital for discovering how issues are dealt with in practice. The empirical part of this 

research aims to understand the interplay between planners and actors who enter governance 

with intentions other than object formation within governance and planning. The research also 

attempts to fill the apparent gap that exists regarding contemporary understandings of 

Malaysian governance practice, particularly in its consultative process. In fact, the Malaysian 

planning system warrants empirical investigation if we want to better understand how 

participatory democracy occurs outside the western world. Hence, it is vital to contextualise 

the research in its local context, as Friedmann (2012, p. 99) has suggested: 

 

[t]he institutional and legal basis for planning, the story of its origin, its 

political-administrative setting, the social background and personality of those 

actively engaged in the process, the role of outsiders such as international aid 

agencies, the professional status of planners, as opposed to other actors, the 

role (if any) of mobilized civil society and so forth.  

 

Therefore, a case study research material that consists of in-depth interviews and document 

analysis will be applied in this research. Interviews give participants the opportunity to respond 

freely and share their opinions and perspectives in relation to conflicts (Vries & Aalvanger, 

2015). The interview process is concerned with the analysis of naturally occurring narratives 

and involves action and strategies (Bond & Thompson-Fawcett, 2008; Bryman, 2008). As 

Strauss and Corbin (1998, p. 14) have noted, the procedures of this method “were designed not 

to be followed dogmatically but rather to be used creatively and flexibly by researchers as they 

deem appropriate”. In this sense, it is important to understand and answer how the social world 

operates and “what makes things [not necessary] happen as they do” (Neuman, 2016, p. 28). 

Importantly, case study can address whether EGT and the justification of governance practice 

in consultative processes ‘makes sense’ in relation to real experiences, and also identify “the 

causes shaping that reality” (Clarke & Charmaz, 2014, p. 59). 
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Reflecting this, the case study approach has been selected to map Malaysia’s planning practice 

and consultative process; this map is constructed from the conceptual framework of EGT. As 

Yin (2003, 2009) has suggested, case studies are appropriate to investigate social phenomena 

and the natural context. In relation to this, Bruton (2007, p. xix) has claimed that: 

 

[p]eninsular Malaysia is particularly appropriate as a case study as it has a well-

established, hierarchical planning system that has evolved and adapted to 

changing circumstances over the last 50 years and has dealt successfully with 

a range of complex problems [derived from] the impact on the environment of 

population growth, urbanisation and economic development.  

 

In this conception of a case study, the strategy for selecting samples and cases is based on 

information-oriented selection to maximise data collection from small samples or a single case 

(Flyvbjerg, 2006, 2013). This refers to analysing a single case in detail over time, using in-

depth data collection involving multiple sources of information (Clarke & Charmaz, 2014; 

Creswell, 1998; Flyvbjerg, 2006, 2012; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). As such, this research 

adopts the form of a narrative enquiry, through written descriptions of the case study, which 

can create a more particular and contextualised version of research (Flyvbjerg, 2006; Savin-

Baden & Major, 2013). 

 

Moreover, this research methodology relies on planning mechanisms, such as policies and 

legislation and local media reports. These planning mechanisms are useful to expose the ways 

in which planners practice through communication and consultation, shaping the conduct of 

others in the planning process (Barnett, 2005). Additionally, the document analysis will 

demonstrate the public’s feeling that development approval is intertwined with market-

directed, rather than people-focused planning decisions. It will also demonstrate how 

governance practice resolves the struggle between public rights and economic growth, and how 

planners continue to shape decisions. Accordingly, the documents collected include The 

Eleventh Malaysian Plan 2016–2020, Kuala Lumpur Structure Plan 2020 and Petaling Jaya 

Local Plan 1.  
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A ‘green-lung’1 area, Gasing Hill, has been chosen as a local case study for consideration due 

to the public’s involvement, the use of planning instruments and media attention (Duineveld & 

Van Assche, 2011; Duineveld et al., 2013). An understanding of the case is helpful to 

investigate three critical aspects: first, the evolutionary perspective of governance practice 

under the dominant values of neoliberal globalisation; second, the use of governance 

technologies to shape planning process; and third, the role of planners in democratic 

participation to face the challenges of neoliberal globalisation. From an EGT perspective, the 

formation of actors in governance as subjects, and the formation of physical sites as objects 

will provide an in-depth understanding of how objects “get articulated, negotiated, gain 

legitimacy, and restructure practices” in neoliberal times (Boezeman & Kooij, 2015, p. 187). 

Therefore, the case study will demonstrate how the public perceived that development approval 

was intertwined with a market-directed planning decision. In this setting, the discourses, 

analyses and events that occurred within the consultative planning process are analysed. 

 

Gasing Hill is located in two adjoining Malaysia states: Selangor and Kuala Lumpur. The 

Selangor site of the Gasing Hill is a forest reserve and the Kuala Lumpur site has yet to be 

gazetted as a forest reserve; it is earmarked currently as ‘a new generation city’2 (Figure 1). The 

development was for a new generation city that comprised 70 bungalows and 1,709 units of 

condominiums (source: https://www.pantaisentralpark.com/index.php/en/residential assessed 

on 10 May 2016). However, the public began to object and raise concerns with the council in 

relation to environmental problems such as the landslides and flash floods that occur in this 

area. Such events have been well documented in local media reports and reports of these events 

can be found in historical copies of local newspapers from 2008 to 2013 when the very problems 

the public were articulating manifested themselves (i.e., in a landslide). Moreover, this case 

study illustrates the foregrounding of tension between a dominant marker of capital 

accumulation and the public’s rights. Thus, the integration of theory and method through this 

case study will explain “why some plans are implemented and others are not, why some objects 

become enacted as ‘real’ and others disappear” (Duineveld et al., 2013, p. 17). It also 

demonstrates a better understanding of the role and perspective of planners who are complicit 

                                                           
1 The term ‘green lung’ has come into use through object formation in the Malaysian planning process.  

The term is synonym to a green ecological area which creates a sustainable living environment 

(Sreetheran & Adnan, 2004). 
2 ‘A new generation city’ was embedded in the goal to highlight the development of a new township 

envisioned as a “safe city, nature centric environment and complete sustainability” to attract home 

buyers and investors (IJM Land sales brochure, 2015, https://www.pantaisentralpark.com) 

https://www.pantaisentralpark.com/
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in this neoliberal age. This perspective has been underdeveloped in the field of urban planning 

in the non-western world. 

Figure 1: The image of the proposed new generation city development on part of the Gasing 

Hill area (source: https://www.pantaisentralpark.com booklet, reproduced with permission of 

IJM Properties on 26 April 2016) 

 

Although a range of potential case studies is available in Malaysia, such as Highland Tower 

(1993), Bukit Antarabangsa (1999), Cameron Highlands (2011), Puncak Setiawangsa (2012) 

and Penang Hill (2013), documentation for these cases is often neither comprehensive nor 

accessible. For instance, the documents and key informants for the Highland Tower case, which 

happened more than 20 years ago, are likely no longer available. Further, limited evidence is 

available about the chronological events of the Puncak Setiawangsa and Penang Hill cases, 

which have only occurred recently and are not yet well documented. In contrast, the Gasing 

Hill development has been identified as a suitable case, as the information about this case is 

accessible and represents a full history of the development process. Specifically, the chosen 

case study chronicles how the local authority used governance tools and upheld decisions that 

conflicted with the public interest, even though the public had complained and initially objected 

to the proposal in 2008. Indeed, in recent newspaper reports (The Star Property, 2013; The New 

Straits Times, 2013), the public claim they still live in fear of landslides occurring in the study 

https://www.pantaisentralpark.com/
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area. This has triggered some forms of resistance against the development, which are significant 

for this study. 

 

In Malaysia, the Town and Country Planning Act 1976 regulates all planning activities, 

providing important provisions relating to development plans. Approval in the decision-making 

process will only be granted if the proposed development conforms to the provisions’ outline 

of development plans. Accordingly, the act advocates “translating the government’s policies 

with regard to sustainable development into action” (Sulaiman & Maidin, 2012, p. 85). 

However, despite the fact that the instrument has the legal effect of delivering and regulating 

land-use planning, some cases in Malaysia operate to mystify this legal doctrine (Sulaiman & 

Maidin, 2012). This analysis highlights the use of existing legal procedures concerning public 

participation in the Town and Country Planning Act 1976 and a sustainable development 

policy; it considers how governance practice has resolved the struggle between public rights 

and economic growth, and how they are adjusted in particular situations. In this way, the 

Malaysian case study will exemplify some critical questions about existing forms of 

governance and consultative processes, in addition to whether the ways of thinking and acting 

in this neoliberal age have eroded democracy generally. 

 

1.7 Research structure and chapter summaries  

The research is structured in eight chapters as follows: 

 

Chapter 1: Introduction. The first chapter outlines the overall context of the research. 

Specifically, it outlines the research issues, which it draws from problems identified in practice. 

The chapter provides an overview of the complex relations between governance, society and 

de facto market structures that influence governance conduct. The chapter also highlights the 

importance of the research, the research objectives and questions, and outlines the research’s 

organisation. 

 

Chapter 2: Planning the research: phronesis social science and evolutionary governance 

theoretical approach. The chapter justifies the chosen research methodology: Flyvbjerg’s 

phronetic social science approach to conducting research. Further, based on Van Assche et al.’s 

(2014a) EGT, the chapter conceptualises the evolution of governance, market and society in 

relation to subject and object formation. The chapter clarifies the significance of using EGT as 
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a theoretical insight that also contributes to an understanding of Foucault’s work on power 

relations. 

 

Chapter 3: Neoliberal globalisation, the art of governance and planning. Specific aspects 

of the neoliberal globalisation context are reviewed in this chapter. The chapter illuminates the 

ways in which the market’s logic has reshaped governance practice, particularly in planning. 

The literature used has been drawn from a wide range of international literature on broad 

definitions of governance and the major shift from government to governance. Following 

Foucault, the chapter reviews the notions of governmentality and power in relation to 

evolutionary perspectives. The significance of power and how it can shape the discourse of 

governance offers a useful preamble to the chapter. Thus, the chapter focuses on the role of 

planners in the consultative process of exploring the force of neoliberal globalisation. 

 

Chapter 4: Participatory democracy, consultative planning and the post-political. This 

chapter explores the literature by detailing the theoretical dimensions; it takes an in-depth look 

at the range and scope of the consultative process in democratic planning practice. Further, this 

chapter considers communication in planning theory and reveals how this discourse is deployed 

through de-politisation in planning, which is considered a post-political condition for 

stabilising decisions in favour of capital accumulation. 

 

Chapter 5: An introduction to the Malaysian planning system and the case study 

selection. The literature relevant to Malaysia’s planning system is included in this chapter. In 

particular, the chapter examines the literature concerned with current practices in public 

participation that have had an adverse impact on local democracy in Malaysia. The institutional 

and legal basis for planning, the story of its origin, its evolution and political-administrative 

setting are described and interpreted in this chapter. The existing planning mechanisms in 

Malaysia are assessed, along with development plans and the Town and Country Planning Act 

1976. This chapter also presents the contextual background of the Gasing Hill development 

case study; this is defined in relation to the consultative process. The plans and procedures for 

the research, which span decisions regarding broad assumptions to detailed methods of data 

collection and analysis, are also explained.  
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Chapter 6: Subject formation and object formation: How a new generation city became 

‘real’. This chapter focuses on data analysis, which draws on real practices and experiences 

through the case study. The chapter unveils the key themes that have been identified from the 

literature and the data analysis findings. A review of the case study documentation is also 

analysed in this chapter. The data collected through in-depth interviews are explained in 

relation to the social background of those actively engaged in the planning process, as well as 

the professional status of planners, as opposed to other actors (developers, public, NGOs and 

politicians). Further, the EGT conceptual framework is applied to demonstrate a better 

understanding of a new generation city as a desired object formation, revealing the use of 

governance technologies in object stabilisation. The collected, well-organised data is described 

and discussed, thus tying up the various empirical strands from the theoretical frame to validate 

the research questions and their reliability. This chapter contains arguments relating to the 

effectiveness of Malaysia’s planning system consultative process, so that opportunities for local 

democracy can be identified. 

 

Chapter 7: Findings and discussions. This penultimate chapter aligns the findings from the 

case study with the literature review of Chapters Two, Three and Four. Results are summarised, 

including a discussion of whether the research questions have been answered and the research 

objectives achieved. 

 

Chapter 8: Conclusion. The conclusion provides a brief summary of the key findings, together 

with discussions on related subjects referred to in the literature review chapters. The limitations 

of and implications for future research in this area of study are also elaborated upon here.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          
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Chapter Two  

Planning the research: Phronetic Social Science and the 

Evolutionary Governance Theoretical Approach 

 

Methodology is a concrete practical rationality (Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 20). 

 

 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter clarifies the relevance of the research methodology in this research dedicated to 

social science research. The approach selected is important to conduct the research and assist 

in answering the research questions as outlined in Chapter One, particularly the fourth research 

question as to how power is exercised by governance in its daily practice in Malaysia. This 

research adopts a mixed-method research approach by exploring Flyvbjerg’s (2001, 2004) 

phronetic social science as a guide to address the research questions. Throughout, this chapter 

elaborates on the way in which an approach of phronetic social science is significant and its 

relevance to the theoretical foundation of the research, Evolutionary Governance Theory 

(EGT).  

 

The first section outlines the research methodology proposed in conducting the research, 

starting from the literature review prior to the presentation of fieldwork. Following this, the 

second section explores what constitutes a phronetic social science approach and how this 

methodology will guide and govern this research theoretically and practically (Flyvbjerg, 2001, 

p. 168). In addition, elements of Flyvbjerg’s method that are grounded in Aristotle’s three 

intellectual virtues are explained in this section. Such an approach also situates the research in 

a post-structuralist methodology that shares common ground with governance practices as the 

product of power relations (Gunder & Mouat, 2002).  

 

In reflecting on the notions of the phronetic social science approach, the research engages with 

the theoretical framework of Van Assche et al.’s (2014a, p. 3) new and cohesive perspective 

of EGT, which looks at the evolutionary perspective of governance, particularly its “processes, 

driving forces and mechanisms”. Following this, the third section will reveal the foundational 

concepts of EGT in analysing governance practice. It further unveils the link between a 
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phronetic social science approach and that of EGT, as both stress the importance of Foucault’s 

conceptualisation of power relations, and, EGT shapes the theoretical and empirical framework 

of this research.  

 

The fourth section elaborates on the main theoretical blocks of EGT – subject and object 

formation – and the techniques of stabilisation, supplemented by notions such as 

objectification, naturalisation and institutionalisation. The section further substantiates the 

stabilisation of the object in understanding the effects of governance tools such as the planning 

policy documents to signify the sense-making of the theoretical foundation as to how the 

formation of the object from a green lung area, can become a new generation city. 

 

2.2 Planning the research 

There are many dimensions to research methodology; hence, an understanding of the process 

of finding solutions through systematic efforts and the various stages of material-gathering is 

critical in the guiding of the research on the ground (Sekaran & Bougie, 2009).  According to 

Kothari (2004, p. 7), research methodology may be understood as: 

 

[a] science of studying how research is done scientifically. In it we study the 

various steps that are generally adopted by a researcher in studying his research 

problem [and research questions] along with the logic behind them.  

 

As such, in order to answer the research questions formulated, the methodological argument of 

the research is divided into two parts. The first part begins with the exploration of an academic 

literature review to understand how governance practices may influence planning process 

towards the economic development. The research discusses an in-depth literature review in 

Chapters Three and Four, that seeks to understand how the evolution of governance can provide 

useful insights into its practice in order to influence and shape decision-making in planning. 

This will include an analysis of contemporary planning theory, looking at how planning 

engages with the neoliberal agenda, where economic growth often prevails over social and 

environmental concerns. To be more precise, this part is significant in answering the following 

research questions: How does the evolution of governance affect the regimes of practice in 

planning? What role do governance tools, including planning policies and legislation, play in 



28 

 

 
 

stabilising decision-making? How does the emergence of power relationships inform 

(in)effective planning practice in the consultative process?  

 

Fundamental questions concerning the role of planners are then explored to provide insights 

into how planners act in their everyday practice, reflective of neoliberal ideology (Fox-Roger 

& Murphy, 2015). The literature review then deliberates on the complicated issues of public 

participation. It does this in a manner that shows how governance practices define, shape and 

guide the public in decision-making, by demonstrating the means by which power relations in 

society have been governmentalised. The evolution of governance towards ‘depoliticisation’ is 

critical in determining the extent of the power imbalance in planning practice. 

 

This is followed by the second part of the research in Chapter Five and Chapter Six, which can 

be understood through the lens of real life experience; hence, the struggles over rhetoric and 

reality can be informed (Nyseth et al., 2010). In this sense, the methodology selected is 

designed to address the next question: How is power exercised by governance in its daily 

practice in Malaysia? This question is significant in explaining the deeper value-rational 

questions that emphasise the crucial implications of power: Who has gained and who has lost 

in the current mechanisms of power operating in the neoliberal spatial agenda of Malaysia? 

What possibilities are there for changing existing power relations in the Malaysian planning 

system? What form of conduct is expected from governance practice in Malaysia and what 

sorts of transformation does this practice currently seek? 

 

Reflecting this, following the suggestion of Flyvbjerg (2006, p. 242), this research argues that 

the chosen methodology should be problem driven in order to “best help answer the research 

questions at hand”. Prior to understanding subject and object formation, and how the object is 

stabilised in the real world through the practice of governance and power relations, the research 

adapts the methodological imperative of the phronetic social science approach as articulated 

by Flyvbjerg (2001, 2004, 2012). In this perspective, the subjects and objects in governance 

“evolve in ways that rely on power” (Beunen et al., 2015, p. 138). Therefore, in order to 

understand the dimensions of the research methodology applied in this research, phronetic 

research is delineated in the next section.  
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2.3 The phronetic social science approach to methodology 

The methodological approach for this research draws on Flyvbjerg’s (2001, 2004, 2012) 

phronetic social science which is a mixed-method approach. Phronesis originates from 

Aristotle’s three intellectual virtues: episteme, techne and phronesis (Flyvbjerg, 2001; 2004). 

Episteme, which is translated as “scientific knowledge” resembles “analytical rationality”, 

whereas the term techne concerns with “craft and art” towards the “application of technical 

knowledge and skills” (Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 56). Flyvbjerg (2012), refers to phronesis as 

practical reasoning, or practical wisdom for effective action; which is greater than episteme and 

techne to understand social science research and real world problems. A more nuanced 

understanding of phronesis is reflected on in three important aspects. Flyvbjerg et al. (2012, p. 

4) elaborated on these aspects:  

 

[a]s content, phronesis is a resource – a stock of experiential knowledge. As a 

quality of persons, it is what enables acquisition and the appropriate use of that 

knowledge – a capacity. And as action, phronesis necessarily involves doing 

something – a practice in which experiential knowledge is both used and 

gained. 

 

Hence, it is not the purpose of this research to elaborate further on the historical development 

of phronesis from the traditional sense of the word. As articulated by Flyvbjerg (2001, p. 140), 

a phronetic social science approach is concerned with the analysis of value and significance “to 

clarify and deliberate about the problems and risks we face and to outline how things may be 

done differently” in planning practice. It is a matter of revealing power relations and core values 

that require ‘real thinking’ about the ‘real world’. Reflecting on this, the research argues that 

the approach offers an important methodology for conducting research. The key questions of 

this methodological approach do not rely on any particular method but depend on “how they 

are conducted”, or “what matters” (Schram, 2012, p. 20).  

 

For analysis, the process of the phronetic social science approach is crucial. Process, “is more 

than a set of techniques,” it is a “road map” to guide the research (Neuman & Robson, 2014, p. 

3: 23). In fact, the process or the story from the findings is itself the result (Flyvbjerg, 2001). 

As Flyvbjerg (1998, p. 5) asserts: “[a]fter all, we tell stories in order to do things differently”. 

This argument leads to Flyvbjerg’s (2001, p. 162) four critical questions:  
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 Where are we going?  

 Who gains, and who loses, and by which mechanisms of power?  

 Is it desirable?  

 What should be done?  

 

Significantly, the phronetic social science approach puts emphasis on the issue of power, which 

is one of the utmost important fundamental concepts in social science research (Flyvbjerg, 

2001). The classical concept of phronesis that was established by Aristotle did not include 

issues of power. Flyvbjerg (2001, 2012) has constructed the modern concept of phronesis that 

is ‘more phronetic’ by including ‘power’ as the core of analysis (see also Bond & Thompson-

Fawcett, 2008). Typically, “power produces its own truths” (Clegg & Pitsis, 2012, p. 74). 

Accordingly, the key element of the phronetic social science approach adapted in this research 

is informed by the analysis of power in order to understand the current practices of governance, 

both theoretically and empirically. This is important “to improve the ability of those people to 

make informed decisions about the critical issues confronting them” (Schram, 2012, p. 20). In 

particular, it is an investigation into the dynamic networks, among both planners and public in 

planning practice, that have significant implications for understanding the power relations in 

governance arrangements.  

 

It is clear then that the application of the phronetic social science approach exists, not only in 

theory, but also in practice. There are many examples of this; (Bond & Thompson-Fawcett, 

2008; Flyvbjerg, 2012; Griggs & Howarth, 2012; Sandercock & Atili, 2012). Howarth and 

Griggs (2012, p. 198), for example, in their studies on the expansion of Heathrow Airport, 

framed the issues from different perspectives:  

 

[o]ne framing of the conflict highlights the tension between unfettered 

economic growth and environmental protection. Another framing of the 

struggle foregrounds the tension between democratic consultation and 

negotiation, on the one hand, and technocratic and so-called evidence-based 

forms of decision-making, on the other.  
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This being said, the approach is based on the debate around participation that involves the 

planners’ roles in balancing economic, social and environmental needs; and the imbalances in 

power relations between planners and other actors in the planning system, all of which are 

deeply entrenched in this research. Also, this is in accord with Schon and Rein (1994, p. 29), 

“it is the frames held by the actors that determine what they see as being in their interests and, 

therefore, what interests they perceive as conflicting”. In this line of reasoning, the phronetic 

social science approach has been chosen because it is useful in understanding governance 

practices that shaped and framed decision-making in the consultative process (Flyvbjerg et al., 

2012b; Schram, 2012). Here, perhaps the phronetic social science approach is the most 

appropriate means for judging planners in their daily practice, as language and values are used 

to influence the planning decision-making process, thereby helping to make changes in 

people’s lives. Clearly, the concern of the phronetic social science approach to the issue of the 

ability to challenge the mechanisms of power in order to produce change and improve society, 

is a concern in which this research is directly engaged.  

 

As the foregoing suggests, it is not the objective of the use of this phronetic method to develop 

a new theoretical imperative; rather it is essential to explore how power works and how it might 

change governance practice through the consultative process (Landman, 2012). This is in line 

with the arguments of Clegg and Pitsis (2012, p. 73): 

 

[t]heoretical reasoning is not privileged over and above practical reasoning: we 

can only really grasp the nature of interests through deep involvement in 

practical contexts of everyday life and engagement in the dialogues that 

constitute these [values and power].  

 

As such, by understanding power relations through communication, the ‘tension points’ that 

can improve the practice of governance can be identified and used to bring about significant 

change (Flyvbjerg et al., 2012b; Schram, 2012). From this perspective, the phronetic social 

science approach operates within the proliferation of communication which is “at all times 

already penetrated by power” (Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 92). Therefore, the research conceives that 

the analysis of power is essential and has a significant effect on social science research. In this 

sense, a phronetic social science approach aligns well with Foucault’s interpretation of power 
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relations that may effectively make a difference, a change in practice. Therefore, to better 

understand Foucault’s dynamics of power, this research turns to the next section. 

 

2.3.1 Foucault on power 

Power is needed to limit power. Even to understand how publicness can be 

established we need to think in terms of conflict and power. There is no way 

around it. It is a basic condition for understanding issues of exclusion and 

inclusion in a democracy (Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 107). 

 

Power is generally associated with “something which a group of people or an institution 

possesses and that power is only concerned with oppressing and constraining” the powerless 

and has “the ability to force them to do things which they do not wish to do” (Mills, 2003, pp. 

33-35). Hence, rather than taking the view that power is something that can be possessed and 

controlled, this research instead considers Foucault’s ideas of power, which differ from the 

generally accepted concepts of oppression and domination. Thus, following Foucault (2008, p. 

93):  

 

[p]ower must be understood in the first instance as the multiplicity of force 

relations immanent in the sphere in which they operate and which constitute 

their own organization; as the process which, through ceaseless struggles and 

confrontations, transforms, strengthens, or reverses them; as the support which 

these force relations find in one another, thus forming a chain or a system, or 

on the contrary, the disjunctions and contradictions which isolate them from 

one another; and lastly, as the strategies in which they take effect, whose 

general design or institutional crystallisation is embodied in the state apparatus, 

in the formulation of the law, in the various social hegemonies.  

 

The work of Foucault develops an understanding of the relations of power, which is also 

oriented toward phronesis that concerns value judgement (Flyvbjerg, 2001). In this sense, 

Foucault (1988, cited in Gunder & Mouat, 2002, p. 128-129) observed: 
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[w]e must distinguish the relationships of power as strategic games between 

liberties – strategic games that result in the fact that some people try to 

determine the conduct of others – and the states of domination, which are what 

we ordinarily call power and, between the two, between the games of power 

and the states of domination, you have governmental technologies. 

 

Therefore, Foucault believes that the question, “how is power exercised?” is rather more 

important than the question of “who” has power (Foucault, 1982, cited in Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 

118). In line with the Foucauldian-inspired planning literature and this different manifestation 

of power, enables this research to look at a wide variety of planning practices and consultative 

processes in this contemporary neoliberal world. This being said, to answer the research 

questions outlined in Chapter One, the understanding of power is essential. Furthermore, 

Foucault’s type of power is codified as “regime of truth” (Foucault, 1980, cited in Hillier, 2015, 

p. 170). This “truth is centred on the form of scientific discourse and the institutions which 

produce it” (Richardson, 1996, p. 282).  

 

In this sense, attempts at making sense of ‘reality’ delineate the restrictions and possibilities of 

governance to steer and manage decisions towards specific objectives, which evolve the objects 

in a manner that relies on power relations (Foucault, 1994; Richardson, 1996). This specific 

form of governing draws on the notion of Foucauldian governmentality that reflects the 

exercise of power in the form of conduct, which is rooted deeply in a mode of action (Foucault, 

2007). Such understanding of governmentality in the study of power is significant to analyse 

how the “conduct of individuals or groups might be directed” particularly through the strategies 

and tactics of governance in the planning process (Rosol, 2014, p. 6). Importantly, this power 

relationship can only exist in the sense of less manipulation and without domination, where the 

subjects have a capacity to resist and act freely (Gunder & Mouat, 2002). Here, too, “power 

produces, it produces reality; it produces domains of objects and rituals of truth” (Foucault, 

1991, p. 194). In fact, these notions of power “are discursive strategies that not only intend to 

shape and reshape truth, but also to alter positions of power” through discourse (Buenen et al., 

2015, p. 139). Foucault interpreted discourse as “multiple and sets of ideas and metaphors 

embracing both text and practice” (Sharp & Richardson, 2001, p. 196). Discourse is important 

because it defines the basis of social order and how it affects power relations that form the 

conduct of governance (Marston, 2014; Quinn, 2012; Van Dijk, 2011b). Importantly, the power 
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relations from communication can be transmitted “by means of a language, a system of signs, 

or any other symbolic medium” (Foucault, 1982). 

 

Of course, the interaction of actors is referred as a signifier to achieving the desired outcome 

through “the act by which understanding passes from premises to consequences” (Hillier & 

Gunder, 2005, p. 1049). This perspective of power that operates within communication is 

constituted thus: 

 

statements (of) people make are accepted as truths, facts or norms, while those 

of others are dismissed…. power also defines what is considered as true 

knowledge, as truth or as reality (Beunen et al., 2015, p. 138; see also 

Flyvbjerg, 1998b).  

 

Communication and interaction are significant as they “can underpin and stabilise rules, 

policies, and plans directly” (Van Assche, et al., 2015, p. 23). Further, this entails a manner 

manifested in power that modifies the assumption on “the form of struggle among actors for 

the recognition, acceptance with respect, and valuation of their identities until all actors possess 

an equal chance to participate” in the planning processes (Hillier, 2002, p. 67). Such a 

perspective captures the phrase “where there is power, there is resistance” (Foucault, 1998, p. 

95). The following is what was reflected upon by Foucault (as cited in Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 102): 

 

[t]he problem is not of trying to dissolve [relations of power] in the utopia of a 

perfectly transparent communication, but to give…the rules of law, the 

techniques of management, and also the ethics…which would allow these 

games of power to be played with a minimum of domination. 

 

In this sense, what this research is concerned with is the specific kind of power relation, whether 

it deploys ways of thinking [or use of governance tools] to shape and legitimise the consultative 

planning process within the power relationships of governance by “producing docile citizens 

that accept the norms and expectations of government as part of the ethical governance of 

themselves” (Gunder & Mouat, 2002, p. 130).  
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In short, Foucault’s dimension of power is significant “in studying the objectivizing of the 

subject” (Foucault, 1982a, p. 778), which is embedded in this research. The argument advanced 

here attempts to articulate how the formation of subjects and objects has been influenced by 

the hegemony of neoliberalism and has been stabilised by planning mechanisms. Therefore, 

this research agrees that the understanding of a Foucauldian interpretation of power relations 

will expose the way in which interactions between actors will shape decisions under the 

hegemony of global neoliberalism. Accordingly, by applying a phronetic social science 

approach to the governance paradigm, it is believed that this research may identify 

opportunities for the public consultation process in the Malaysian planning system to be 

enhanced and improved. 

 

Significantly, EGT shares an important aspect of the Foucauldian outlook on power that “there 

is no power without resistance; power produces its own resistance, or resistance is an effect of 

power” (Pellizzoni, 2015, p. 225). Thus, this research argues that the understanding of power 

in an EGT theoretical framework can assist in analysing governance practice and expose a 

control mechanism intended to shape the decision-making into ‘common-sense’. The insight 

of the EGT in relation to the research methodology selected is elaborated in the section that 

follows.  

 

2.4 EGT as a theoretical foundation 

As communities and their institutions evolve, governance evolves and so does 

planning (Van Assche et al., 2013, p. 180). 

 

This section demonstrates the EGT’s potential in the area of planning in general, and in this 

research in particular, by exploring the selected foundational concept of EGT itself. EGT builds 

on a set of concepts that has emerged from different theoretical sources. Among others, the 

post-structuralist work produced by Michel Foucault (Pellizzoni, 2015; Van Assche et al., 

2015). Accordingly, this research deploys a post-structural description, in terms of the 

relationship of states and markets that includes the manifestation of power on which 

governance practice is based, under neoliberal hegemony. 
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The formation of a foundation, “or an anchor” (Madanipour, 2007, p. 34) is significant in 

developing and justifying the research. In this sense, the first phase of this research is to identify 

the theoretical foundation to achieve its first objective and answer research questions in regard 

to how and what, in order to develop an understanding of how neoliberalism influences 

Malaysian planning practice, particularly in the consultative process. Accordingly, this requires 

a thorough theoretical study to serve as a theoretical framework for the research (Creswell & 

Clark, 2007). Thus, following the basic premise of the phronetic social science approach, the 

research adopts EGT as a theoretical frame since it is useful for understanding the linkage 

between governance practice and power that fits the planning context (Van Assche et al., 

2014a). The theories selected will justify, explain and envisage ‘the story’ behind governing 

practice through the interpretation of this framework (Flyvbjerg, 2001).  

 

2.4.1  Phronetic social science and EGT approaches to governance 

EGT is a new perspective that is helpful for understanding change as a result of evolution, that 

can be applied to explore governance issues in which planning context is embedded. Many 

scholars agree that the transformation from government to governance is the result of 

evolutionary perspective (Gualini, 2010; Gunder, 2015; Hillier, 2015; Kooij, 2015; Van Assche 

et al., 2013; 2015). In evolving governance, “the actors, rules, and organisations developed 

differently in different communities, and the history of their interactions is what mostly shaped 

the current set of institution” (Van Assche et al., 2012). Therefore, governance, as the most 

important context of EGT, acknowledges that planning issues are best described in evolving 

modes of governance (Van Assche et al., 2014a). 

 

A thorough assessment of all the foundational concepts of EGT is beyond the scope of this 

research. Hence, the research will focus on the two selective concepts of EGT that shape the 

practice of governance; this is important to the understanding of governance issues: subject and 

object formation. In fact, in governance, it is impossible to comprehend without reference to 

the subject and object within planning practice. In this research, the subject comprises actors 

in governance that have roles in the planning process. Conversely, the object is derived from 

the construction of the complex interaction in the planning process. In accordance with this line 

of reasoning, the ‘objects have no fixed and given identities, but gradually come into being’ 

(Duineveld et al., 2013, p. 17). This highlights the instability of the object during its formation 

and how this may further delimit and affect participation in planning process.  Fundamentally, 
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this reflects on the phronetic social science approach (as the methodology that is prominent in 

the understanding of the formation of ‘subject and object’) and how the object is stabilised in 

the real world through the practice of governance and power relations (Flyvbjerg, 2001). 

 

Certainly the theoretical framework of EGT is acknowledged in the literature and is significant 

to a better understanding of the relations of power dynamics between actors. Arguably, EGT is 

compatible with phronesis as its conceptualisation draws on Foucauldian insights of power 

relations and that all elements of governance are subject to evolution (Van Assche et al., 2015). 

Likewise, “[p]hronesis is about process” (Clegg & Pitsis, 2012, p. 88). As mentioned above, 

these modes of governing constitute a form of communication which is embedded in, and by, 

discourse. This form of communication is theoretically and analytically useful in analysing the 

practice of governance in planning (Van Assche et al., 2015). Reflecting on this, it is believed 

that the phronesis social science approach fits well with EGT for unfolding the issues of power 

relations in planning within the setting of consultative process. This is because, the 

methodology of the phronetic social science approach that is “close to reality” is vital for 

analysing the research more extensively (Flyvbjerg, 2001). In fact, in understanding this 

theoretical source, it can be seen to be the most effective approach to change and the fight 

against manipulation and domination. In coining the significance of EGT, Beunen et al., (2015, 

p. 5) have pointed out that EGT: 

 

can frame the analysis of governance in democratic and non-democratic 

regimes, in various forms of democracy (each pretending to be the only real 

one), in situations with powerful and ambitious governments and 

administrations, and places where civil society or markets de facto structure 

the collective. 

 

Beunen et al. (2015, p. 5) have further highlighted that: 

 

EGT clarifies why certain governance outcomes are conceptualized as a failure 

and others as a success and how such ascriptions influence the development 

and implementation of alternative approaches and therewith the path of 

governance. 

 



38 

 

 
 

Given this premise, this research argues, although EGT is a new theoretical insight, but it can 

be very helpful to understand a governance context that can change under certain influences, 

which can directly or/and indirectly impact a society. The theoretical framework of EGT has 

demonstrated to be helpful and capable of entailing empirical works that clarify the effects of 

governance on a community (Duineveld et al., 2013; Kooij, 2015; Pellizzoni, 2015; Vries & 

Aalvanger, 2015).  

 

Significantly, EGT is useful for understanding governance transition in relation to other actors 

in participatory democratic regimes with which this research is embedded. This position is 

similar to that of Duineveld et al. (2013, p. 23) who recently identified the complex character 

of planning in a consultative process which involves “interactions between a variety of 

stakeholders marked by different perspectives and diverging interests, allows us to think about 

relations between power, knowledge and reality.” In this sense, EGT is significant to frame and 

underlie “structures of belief, perception and appreciation” and the frames are constructed, 

“either from the texts of debates and speeches or from the decisions, laws, regulations and 

routines that make up policy practice” (Schon & Rein, 1994, p. 23 - 34). Thus, this research 

can be part of an expanding analytical field of governance issues in planning that deserve 

further study, in which EGT can be refined and become more significant in practice. 

 

Currently, the concept of EGT is gradually gaining popularity amongst researchers in their 

theorising and analysing of the relationship of power in evolutionary governance, which has 

been expanded methodologically: to name a few, Duineveld et al. (2013), Gunder (2015), Kooij 

(2015), Pellizzoni (2015), and Van Assche et al. (2015).  Duineveld et al. (2013) and Kooiij 

(2015), through their research in the Netherlands, have demonstrated how the understanding 

and application of EGT can offer new insights into the paradoxes of governance in the planning 

process. The Duineveld et al., (2013) case study highlights the evolution of spatial planning in 

Groningen that articulates how the development of the Groninger Forum has triggered 

resistance, which has shaped the object formation. Here, power has defined a reality in which 

the resistance “shapes the object and can even increase the chance of implementation by 

making it more real, for more people, within more and different networks” (p. 23).  Kooij 

(2015), in his study of the concept of ‘campus’ as a development object/concept in the 

Netherlands contributes to the understanding of object formation, in the case of ‘university 

campus to innovation campus’ in an emerging power nexus. In addition, Pellizoni (2015) used 
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EGT to demonstrate how participative and deliberative forms of governance constitute power 

that may differ between its theoretical and practical contexts.  

 

These examples of EGT in practice demonstrate that this theoretical framework has much 

promise and is constantly developing. However, most of the approaches on EGT do not 

specifically concentrate on the empirical work that demonstrates the complex ways in which a 

social order is regulated, which specifically examines the practice of planners and, to what 

extent and through what processes, public participation matters in these neoliberal times. 

Planning within the perspective of EGT reflects the evolutions that may change and alter the 

systems over time. Of course, this argument contends that planning “reflects the dominant 

ideology of the time, which, in much of the world, continues to be defined by the evolving 

capitalist market” (Gunder, 2010a, p. 309). Therefore, this research believes that the analysis 

of subject and object formation in the planning process can explain how the subject and object 

may be transformed in an evolving system of governance, particularly in a consultative process.  

 

The foregoing indicates that the planning process is concerned with subject and object 

formation in the governance path, which is created by governance practice (Duineveld et al., 

2013; Van Assche et al., 2014a; 2011). This resonance of transformation between subject and 

object in the process of governance that is affected by power mechanisms is one of the most 

important aspects of EGT. As such, a phronetic approach serves as an effective mechanism to 

guide the theoretical argument of EGT to carry out the investigations, as the phronetic approach 

is concerned with structure, agency and power among the actors in planning decision-making 

process (Flyvbjerg et al., 2012a, 2001; Gunder, 2010a; Van Assche et al., 2014a; 2014b).  

Therefore, EGT is well-suited to be used as a theoretical reflection in guiding this research and 

can be applied to enhance the understanding of governance.  

 

Arguably, what is crucial to this position of evolution for planning is the understanding of an 

historical event which will allow the identification of the main factors that contribute to the 

shaping of public behaviour by governance towards regulated capitalism (Dowding, 2009; 

Hilgers, 2012; Van Assche et al., 2015). This argument aligns well with Certoma (2015, p. 28) 

who claimed that, “[i]n order to explore the functioning of power, it is necessary to consider 

the specific historical and geographical contexts where it materialises through the 

establishment of governmentality” which clearly refers to “the practices of town planning” 
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(Huxley, 2010, p. 136). In the following section, it is argued that EGT is significant in the 

reconstruction of the evolution of this historical perspective of planning by understanding the 

formation of subject and object in the planning process, in response to the pressure of 

neoliberalism.  

 

2.5 Subject and object formation in planning 

This section corresponds to Foucault’s (1994) work on power relations in mapping out the 

theoretical foundation of EGT for studying subject and object formation in the planning 

context, which is formed through discourse and is embedded as technologies of power (Kooij, 

2015). Likewise, the study of subject formation and object formation was originally introduced 

by Foucault (1972). However, the development of Foucault’s thought is not within the scope 

of this research. Instead, the research will enrich these conceptualisations of the Foucauldian 

inspired work of Beunen et al. (2015), Duineveld et al. (2013) and Kooij (2015) under the 

pervasive theoretical foundation of EGT (Van Assche et al., 2014a). Arguably, analysing 

subject and object formation aids the understanding of problems and of formulating possible 

solutions. One reason being that, as portrayed by Van Assche et al. (2015, p. 83): 

 

[t]he transformation of actors (subjects) [are the] result of confrontation with 

other actors (subjects) and their ideas (objects, narratives), as well as the 

persuasive effects of the other’s view, their strategic assets and their strategies 

in pursuing their world view (aspects of power). 

 

It seems clear that the roles of subjects are significant in relation to their perspectives and 

interpretation in shaping objects (Van Assche et al., 2012). Therefore, the research argues that 

the formation of an object within this process of power relations is critical as it involves “modes 

of objectivation (how the subject becomes problematised as an object for governmental 

intervention) and modes of subjectivation (the subject’s ethical relation to itself as a governed 

subject)” which is formed through the practice of governance (Cadman, 2010, p. 553). In fact, 

Swyngedouw (2014, p. 174) claimed that:  

 

the process of subjectivation [is manifested] in the ‘passage to the act’. It is 

precisely this process of subjectivation that social science rarely captures, if at 

all. 
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As mentioned earlier, many authors have studied the process of subject and object formation 

in planning, and the governance practices that emphasise the role of power to structure possible 

actions. Therefore, the standpoint that emerges clearly is that EGT provides a promising 

framework which can be used to enhance the understanding of governance context, particularly 

in planning practice. Methodologically, this research will analyse which forms of the subject’s 

expertise are involved and how their role in terms of power relations is defined. Thus, in the 

following section, the research explores the formation of subject and how an actor can stimulate 

change by means of its modes of governing.  

 

2.5.1 Subject formation and the regime of practice 

In future EGT studies it might be interesting to pay particular attention to the 

ways in which knowledge about governance is produced, integrated and 

applied (Beunen et al., 2015, p. 332). 

 

The subject is the product of governance evolution. In governance, subjects can be defined as 

“social identities”, such as the actors’ backgrounds and identities (Van Assche et al., 2014a, p. 

82). In this sense, this research focuses on the dynamic network between the actors in planning 

that emerge in practice and are subject to an evolutionary perspective. In order to map out these 

governance paths, the research focuses on the process of subject formation in governance 

practice, which produces actors that refer to “the specific evolution of governance in a 

community” which pertains to a comment made by Van Assche et al. (2014a, p. 29): 

 

[s]ome actors are formed in governance and others enter it. Some exist as 

organizations or individuals with a specific interest before any involvement in 

collective decision-making; [others do] not. Even those groups and individuals 

interested in certain goals and topics, cannot be considered ‘actors’ before 

inclusion in governance. Once these organizations or individuals are included 

as actors, they are also transformed in and through the interactions with other 

actors and the institutional configurations (p. 35). 

 

Here, the subject refers to the capability of the planners and the public in the evolutionary 

journey of planning and governance. Reflecting this, the research argues that governance is a 

configuration of various actors that are underpinned by the configuration of power relations in 
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a process of collective binding decisions and actions. Thus, the research posits that analysing 

the planners and the public who have been formed and enter governance, and how their roles 

and responsibilities are defined, particularly in the governance arena itself, can help to deploy 

the effects on actors/institutions that may shift the governance path and allow for broader 

changes in society at large. It is argued that the evolution of actors’ roles in the sphere of 

planning implies that roles are seen as the “catalysts and modifiers” of further transformation 

(Van Assche et al., 2012c, p. 999). It is suggested that subjects who are transformed in 

governance should be clearly defined and equipped with knowledge of the planning system 

before entering governance (Inch, 2015; Van Assche et al., 2014a). In this sense, the influences 

on the decision-making process by the actors "can be observed in a positive or negative way" 

(Van Assche et al., 2014a, p. 35).  

 

As the configurations of actors in governance are embedded in and by the mechanics of power, 

the understanding of interactions/communications between actors is vital in order to understand 

these practices that may change their roles and identities, as discussed above (Van Assche et 

al., 2015, p. 24). This is because actors in governance can consult, negotiate, develop rules and 

can even influence and affect decisions (Vries & Aalvanger, 2015). This perspective has direct 

implications for the actors that are being shaped and reshaped through this evolutionary 

approach. In this sense, the research takes cognisance of the fact that subject formation posits 

the emergence of the power relationship that can best be studied in planning as it produces 

certain “truths” in the decision-making (Kooij, 2015, p. 341).  

 

From this perspective, the rhetoric of success and the failure of governance can be analysed by 

looking at the subject formation that is bound up with the planning process, and by the way in 

which these relations evolve together within the domain of power relationships. Therefore, the 

repertoire of the concept of power inevitably requires that an actor, as a subject in the 

governance path, exercises practical judgement, both politically and ethically. As such, a 

population that participates in the process “requires first that people whose lives and actions 

affect one another in a web of institutions, interactions and unintended consequences, 

acknowledge that they are together in such a space of mutual effect” (Young, 2012, p. 335), 

because “governance arrangements never work alone” (Schmitter, 2006, p. 172). This 

perspective further indicates that the “[c]hanges of particular elements always depend on their 

interaction with other elements and on their embedding structure that is the result of the same 
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evolutionary process” (Beunen et al., 2015, p. 5). This also shows a certain degree of 

connection with other elements of governance that shape each other, by “exercising control 

over and imposing their will on others” (Hillier, 2002, p. 50), which gives rise to the issue of 

participation. 

 

Furthermore, Van Assche et al. (2014a, p. 82) claimed that “EGT is useful for analysing 

existing forms of citizen participation in governance” by examining: 

 

which actors or subjects are involved and how their roles are defined [which] 

includes analysing the formal and informal coordination mechanisms, the 

results, and what one can say about implementation, [and] look at which forms 

of expertise are involved and how power relations do play out and alter (p. 89).  

 

This refers to the governance process that “involves ‘rules of behaviour’ as well as the political 

– ideological commitment to fight for collective affairs and public interests” (Pløger, 2001, p. 

224). As mentioned earlier, this brings attention to the ‘conduct of conduct’ of the subject in 

reference to the notion of governmentality. In particular, it brings the public into the analytics 

of governance and power that are concerned with other subjects that enter governance in the 

consultative process. As such, the planning processes highlight the way in which actors in the 

path of governance create certain “ways of thinking and doing [that] become consolidated into 

accepted practices, which then generate resistances to further transformations” (Healey, 2011, 

p. 92). This perception draws attention to the ongoing tensions in planning that make demands 

for a more participatory involvement to achieve balanced and sustainable development 

(Clifford & Tewdwr-Jones, 2013; Gunder, 2006). In addition, this draws attention to the central 

conflict of participatory democracy that exists between the everyday struggles of actors, 

particularly in the planning process. This is because the consultative process “can expand the 

scope and impact of decisions in an organisation and can grant an impact on the making of 

collectively binding decisions in the community” (Beunen et al., 2015, p. 9).  

 

Further, these subjects are significant in the structuring of possible action resulting in ideas and 

strategies, which are the objects that guide planning by using governmental tools (Duineveld 

et al., 2013). Concurrently, in modern governance laws, policies and plans have been presented 

as the governmental tools that were used “as either oppressive weapons of the rich and powerful 
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or as powerless tools of governments incapable of adapting to new evolutions” (Van Assche et 

al., 2014a, p. 4). In fact, “[p]lanning, governance and public policy can also be regarded as 

modes of objectivation of the subject” (Kooij, 2015, p. 341). At this point of reasoning, it marks 

that it is the strategic interactions between actors in the framing of reality that further limits 

public resistance (Gunder & Hillier, 2009). Van Assche et al. (2012), in their study of the 

Georgian planning system, demonstrated that the enabling factors of planning evolution 

represent the role formation of the subject. The subject’s influence and effect on the economic 

fabric of the city, in which the “[un]clear procedures and unpredictable behaviour of 

governmental actors increase uncertainty, thus making larger projects revolve around elite 

support” (Van Assche et al., 2012, p. 1003). This not only moves and immobilises the expert 

subject to the private sector, but it also leads to corruption as a result of dominance and social 

inequality (Van Assche et al., 2012). The argument clearly identifies that planning contributes 

to a regime of practice that relies on roles, rules and interests in response to the consequences 

of neoliberalism, which then create a ‘regime of truth’ in the planning process. 

 

Such an evolution of EGT is especially significant to this research in order to analyse whether 

or not the mode of governance in the Malaysian planning system implicates the contemporary 

neoliberal ideology’s continuing threats to participatory democracy, which may in turn create 

a structure of marginalization among the actors in the decision-making process.  In fact, through 

such a process of transformation, EGT will assist in outlining the outcomes of an object and 

how it becomes ‘real in its implication’ (Duineveld et al., 2013, p. 17). This merits the 

understanding of how such an act of governing constituted subjects as objects that are “seen as 

effects of different aims and objectives, and were only later on put in relation to each other to 

become part of a new assemblage” (Kooij, 2015, p. 342). Thus, subsequently, the next section 

will relate such process in the formation and stabilisation of objects in the regime of practice, 

yielding unpredictablity and instability of objects in the context of planning and governance. 

 

2.5.2  Modes of object formation  

Governance creates objects that lead to decisions. These can be material objects, concepts or 

ideologies (Van Assche, et al., 2014a). From an EGT perspective, an object is not stable and 

certainly has to be constructed as it is “simultaneously a process of object stabilisation and de-

stabilisation, a continuous confrontation of discursive powers in which a wide array of 

strategies and tactics is deployed” (Duineveld et al., 2013, p. 23). It is possible that the 
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transformation will reveal the differences between “how things should work” and “how things 

truly work” (Dobrucká, 2016, p. 155). This is in accordance with Flyvbjerg’s (1998) argument, 

delineated in Chapter One, to observe what is actually being done. 

 

Due to the uncertainty of future outcomes, the nature of planning practice essentially tends to 

be related to risk and ambiguity, which could be embedded in the outcome of a recursive power 

dynamic. So, what does object formation tell us about a regime of practice? Hegemonic power 

struggles in planning practice and the processes of identification are deeply intertwined; this 

illustrates how such processes have fundamentally shaped the object (Grange, 2013; Gunder, 

2010a). This has also led to a co-evolution of existing planning, “through altering the ways in 

which planning is perceived and strategically articulated” (Jensen et al., 2013, p. 234). It also 

means that governance’s attempt to create and construct objects through “the act of governance 

and vice versa” as a result of discursive evolution (Van Assche et al., 2015, p. 20). 

Consequently, when the tendencies of planning show favour towards neoliberal hegemony, 

then planning practice will result in “new forms of governable subjects” to the extent that this 

may have implications for participatory democracy (Newman, 2005, p. 120).  

 

The argument is, that the object is constructed through a discourse of consultation that further 

frames what will happen in the planning process. Such discourse is “capable of envisioning a 

variety of alternatives in the relations between market and politics…in a way that accepts 

contingency and evolution, and allows for multiple realities and rationalities” (Van Assche et 

al., 2014a, p. 13). It is therefore important to take into account the notion of communication 

that reflects how actors behave communicatively and come to an agreement in consultative 

process. In fact, this communicative discourse is used to understand how it can delimit and 

modify object formation. These insights add to the understanding of how governance paths are 

exposed to conflict and are abused in governance. Indeed, “[t]he pathway of governance shapes 

the evolution of a planning arena” in a consensual setting, which is further likely to transform 

the object (Van Assche et al., 2012, p. 184).  

 

Inspired by the Foucauldian perspective of object formation, Duineveld et al. (2013) and Van 

Assche et al. (2014a; 2015) outline the process of object formation in governance practices. 

Duineveld et al. (2012; 2013) and Van Assche et al. (2014a) make a distinction between objects 

formed by three techniques: reification, solidification and codification. First, reification is the 
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recognition of an object which differs from its environment and becomes identifiable in the 

network of an object. The emergence of an object through this process “enables an object to 

surface within discourse” (Kooij, 2015, p. 343). The second technique is solidification, or ‘a 

grid of specification’ in Foucault’s term. It is the assemblage part that links the concepts or 

ideas within an object. The third technique is codification, which refers to the process of 

determining what is included or excluded in the object’s boundaries. Accordingly, this research 

discusses the techniques of object formation, and is further interested in understanding how 

object formation “might come in and be altered”; this draws attention to the techniques that 

stabilise the object in planning process (Van Assche et al., 2014a, p. 36).  

 

In this regard, this research demonstrates how object formation and stabilisation techniques are 

deeply intertwined with the matter of materiality and power relations (Lata, 2015). As such, it 

highlights the way in which the actors in a path of governance create certain “ways of thinking 

and doing becoming consolidated into accepted practice, which then generates resistance to 

further transformations” (Healey, 2011, p. 92) as the case of the Groninger forum outlined 

above. This signifies a particular regime of practice that frames “the conduct and decisions of 

actors” (Hillier, 2015, p. 171). With regard to EGT, it is believed that certain inescapable 

practices lead to consequences of policy failure in which EGT can reveal how the new modes 

of governing can “divide and rule the world on the basis of the distinction between the powerful 

and the powerless” (Dix, 2015, p. 212). 

 

In order to document the process of the construction and formation of an object, Pellizzoni’s 

study, in the debate of participatory democracy in neoliberal forms of governance, opens up 

stimulating perspectives on EGT (Pellizzoni, 2015; Van Assche et al., 2015). Notably, it is the 

articulation of governance practice, power and discourse within the hegemonic agenda of 

neoliberal points, that has evidenced that EGT may offer “a promising framework for bridging 

the diverse readings of the hopes and perils of public deliberation” (Pellizzoni, 2015, p. 228). 

However, Pellizzoni did not describe the details of EGT’s potential, or of how its function is 

able to empirically address the issues of governance practice. Therefore, to better understand 

how EGT can offer valuable opportunities in planning practice requires further investigation in 

empirical research to better understand ‘how neoliberalism is implanted and implemented’ 

through the consultative process that marks new modes of governing in the Malaysian planning 

system. This research will address that particular gap.  
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Arguably, EGT’s framework may open up a useful avenue for understanding and addressing 

the rhetoric of governance issues in this era of neoliberal globalisation, which could inspire 

planning practice to achieve sustainable development. In this sense, the present research may 

contribute to the understanding of these relations through the analysis of object formation and 

subject formation within the emergence of power relations that are marked by resistance. In 

fact, “[r]esistance also shapes the object and can even increase the chances of implementation 

by making it more real, for more people, within more and different networks” (Duineveld et 

al., 2013, p. 23). Thus, taking the research of Kooij (2015) further, this research argues that 

these analyses can serve as the theoretical foundation for the understanding of change, and the 

influence of other governance tools in relation to the development of an object in planning.   

 

Further, Duineveld et al. (2012; 2013) and Van Assche et al. (2014a, p. 37) distinguish three 

types of techniques for object stabilisation – objectification, naturalisation and 

institutionalisation – which refers to the processes of transforming an object as “objective truth” 

in decision-making by using scientific governmental tools. In this line of reasoning, the present 

research argues that a focus on these three techniques of object stabilisation could facilitate the 

understanding of how an object can become real in the planning process. In fact, the key 

terminologies presented are critical and deeply intertwined with planning practice. Thus, this 

evolutionary perspective may be able to demarcate both current and potential practice in the 

Malaysian planning system for more effective planning decision-making, as well as balanced 

social, environmental and economic well-being. These techniques are further elaborated in the 

following section. 

 

2.5.3 The technique of object stabilisation and the regime of truth in governance paths 

According to Van Assche et al. (2014a, p. 81), the evolutionary paths of governance refer to 

“the development of collectively binding decisions, under the form of policies, law and plans, 

that are expected to be collectively binding” and to continuously co-evolve. This is to say that 

the path taken can determine the outcome of (un)successful implementation (Duineveld et al., 

2013; Hillier, 2002). Therefore, the analysis of the governance paths in which subject and 

object emerge provides a deeper understanding of any mechanisms that may be involved during 

the process. Further, the interaction between actors in the pathways of governance creates 

power relations that can have influence on governance practice (Van Assche et al., 2015). It 

transpires that EGT can assist in nuancing the strategies and tactics used by governance to 
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transform itself in the direction planned by the products of governance that can “shape the 

evolution of a planning arena” (Van Assche et al., 2012b, p. 184). This means that, the 

governance path will have implications for the formation of subjects and objects. This process 

in turn can lead the object to be considered as ‘real’ in its existence. 

 

In reflecting on the above, the notions of research can also be conceptualised and understood 

through the process of object stabilisation using three techniques: objectification, naturalisation 

and institutionalisation. Objectification is referred to as the process of transforming an object 

into “objective truth” in decision-making (Van Assche et al., 2014a, p. 37). This reflects on 

Foucault (1980, p. 131, cited in Hillier, 2015, p. 170), “each society has its regime of truth”, 

which Foucault described as: 

 

the types of discourse which it accepts and makes function as true; the 

mechanisms and instances which enable one to distinguish true and false 

statements, the means by which each is sanctioned; the techniques and 

procedures accorded value in the acquisition of truth; the status of those who 

are charged with saying what counts as true. 

 

Drawing on these perspectives, this research endeavours to examine the story of the issues 

relating to consultative process in the decision-making, in which the planner is one character, 

and the other actors (the public, the developers, NGOs) are the others. This research is 

concerned not only with the analysis of naturally occurring talk, since practitioners also use 

various kinds of documents in their work (Bryman, 2008).  

 

Naturalisation is the process of normalising an object as part of the natural order. Within this 

process, “the constructed character of the object is hidden or masked and the process from 

which the object has originated is forgotten” which then leads to the development of a new 

object “which is perceived as real and what is fiction or artefact and fact, disappears” 

(Duineveld et al., 2013, p. 18). As mentioned earlier, this relates to the autonomy of discourse, 

in which the interaction between actors can create power relations that are embedded in EGT. 

As a result, their interaction and strategies will inevitably transform the objects in governance 

(Van Assche et al., 2015). This implies that the evolvement of discourse in the planning process 

are associated with the performance and performativity (Hillier, 2015). Performance can be 
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referred to “as a process of interpretation and objectification”, whereas, performativity can be 

characterized as “things appear true because of the evolvement of prior discourse” (Van Assche 

et al., 2014a, pp. 55-57). In relation to regime of truth, performativity implies that:  

 

everything we believe is the result of performativity, because everything is 

discursively constructed. This does not mean that every product of discourse is 

experienced as reality and becomes performative. People can recognize lies, 

and they can distinguish fiction from non-fiction (Van Assche et al., 2012a, p. 

55). 

 

Accordingly, performance and performativity may influence each other and have a direct 

impact on the outcome of governance, whether a success or a failure, as a result of discursive 

transformation (Beunen et al., 2015). In this sense, the process highlights that the reality may 

shape decisions that arise within a particular situation (Clarke, 2005). 

 

Institutionalisation is referred to as the “codification of discourse” which this research ascribes 

to the policies and legislation within an organisational setting in governance that binds the 

collective decision-making (Van Assche et al., 2014a, p. 37). Therefore, particular attention is 

paid as to how governance practice uses legal formalism to persuade the public in the decision-

making process through the notion of communication. In this sense, the research refers to the 

use of planning instruments such as sustainable development policies and legislation. 

Therefore, the analysis of how planners use the planning documents that are generated by the 

requirements of the planning legislation may expose the ways that language and practices 

articulate in the consultative process, as it involves “actions, movements, in their observation” 

and execution (Van Assche et al., 2014a, p. 12). 

 

Consequently, this research investigates this pathway of governance by looking at how actors 

legitimise development by using techniques of object stabilisation to shape and change 

perspectives within the context of neoliberalism (Duineveld et al., 2013; Van Assche et al., 

2014a). Indeed, “it takes clearly defined actors, roles, with incentives to further stability” (Van 

Assche et al., 2012c, p. 1012). Certainly, focussing on these three techniques can aid the 

understanding of how the object can become real in the planning process and stabilise object 
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formation. Therefore, the application of EGT holds significant potential for delineating whether 

planners intentionally articulate consultations in favour of the dominant neoliberal values. 

 

2.6   Conclusion 

This chapter has endeavoured to present the methodology that guides the conducting of the 

research analysis to answer the research questions of the research. In this sense, the phronetic 

social science approach is arguably significant in the conducting of the research as it is a 

combination of theoretical and empirical imperatives (Flyvbjerg, 2001). This methodological 

consideration is set out in a contextual background in relation to the theoretical framework of 

EGT. 

 

Further, the aim of this chapter was to explore the idea and insights of EGT as to how it can be 

applied to enhance the understanding of governance issues in response to the research questions 

formulated. Accordingly, EGT builds upon a wide variety of sources and inspirations: one of 

these is the entwining of the Foucauldian conceptualisation of power relations (Van Assche et 

al., 2015). In this sense, EGT may generate a new perspective on the relationship of power as 

it is theoretically and analytically useful in analysing governance practice in planning (Beunen 

et al., 2015; Van Assche et al., 2014b). In this research, the subjects and objects that are 

constituted in the act of governance are used in examining the consultative process which 

includes the influence of neoliberalism. Indeed, a dynamic network shared by the actors in the 

planning, economic, and legal domains of governance is possible in practice and subject to the 

evolutionary perspective.  

 

Benefiting from both a phronetic social science approach and EGT is the standpoint of this 

research for investigating governance issues in the Malaysian context. In this sense, the 

research ascertains that an evolutionary perspective is necessary, in which the use of EGT as a 

theoretical frame can help to reveal and map out governance issues in the Malaysian planning 

system. Therefore, the understanding of evolutionary perspective is essential to understand the 

general evolution and historical transformation of urban planning in Malaysia. Acknowledging 

this, the research is expected to contribute to the understanding of governance perspectives, 

particularly in the urban planning field under the pervasive discourse of neoliberalism. Thus, 

prior to understanding this task, it is to this that the research turns in the following chapter. 
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Chapter Three 

Neoliberal globalisation, the art of governance  

 and planning 

 

We are in an age of what we may broadly consider neoliberally driven hyper-

reform of the public sector and governance context within which the profession 

and practices of planning are situated, and one might ask to what degree 

planners and other welfare state professionals are complicit in the 

implementation of such modernisation of the state (Clifford & Tewdwr-Jones, 

2013, p. 5). 

 

 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter will demonstrate that planning often gives the appearance of balancing the 

conflicting interests of sustainable development, when, in fact, it often tends to favour the 

interests of  economic growth over those of social or environment wellbeing (Allmendinger & 

Haughton, 2011, 2012, 2014, 2015; Brenner et al., 2010; Raco, 2013; 2015; Tasan-Kok, 2012). 

Further, this trend is often associated with the overarching hegemony of competitive 

globalisation through “deploying some variation of the rubrics ‘world or global city’” (Gunder 

& Hillier, 2009, p. 96).  Through an extensive literature review, this chapter delineates this 

struggle and reveals how planning has evolved and reformed its practice to subsume market 

imperatives under the hegemony of neoliberalism. The findings of this chapter will answer the 

research questions: 1) How does the evolution of governance regimes affect regimes of practice 

in planning? 2) What role do governance tools, including planning policy and legislation, play 

in stabilising planning process? 

 

The first section explores the literature in regard to the emerging modes of governance in 

neoliberal times and details to what extent these governance practices have facilitated 

neoliberalism to thrive (Allmendinger & Haughton, 2010, 2012; Clifford & Tewdwr-Jones, 

2013). This perspective will illuminate the way in which neoliberalism reflects the logic of the 

market to a greater extent than social and environmental needs (Purcell, 2009). Underlying 
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such argument, section two will review the process of transformation of traditional practices of 

government into that of governance (Healey, 2011, 2015). 

 

Drawing on the Foucauldian ‘analytics of government framework’, sections three and four 

explore the paradox of government, governance and governmentality, with emphasis on the 

mechanisms through which governance practice guides and shapes the conduct of actors. This 

section is important “to make sense of such [a variety of neoliberalism] interpreting, resisting, 

facilitating and overcoming the contradictions and tensions within the dynamic tenets of 

neoliberalism” (Allmendinger & Haughton, 2014, p. 36; see also Haughton et al., 2013). The 

section examines Foucault’s conception of power relations that produces discourses and 

realities, which constitutes much of the theorisation on governance (Van Assche et al., 2014b). 

This analysis will assist in understanding the effects of power relations that form the conduct 

of governance, particularly in planning. 

 

Section five develops the theoretical debate as to how the deployment of a universal theme 

such as sustainable development, substantiates the hypothesis that planning practices have 

embraced neoliberalism (Fox-Roger & Murphy, 2015; Gunder, 2006; Swyngedouw, 2007, 

2010). These developments have led to concerns that planning is (in)directly using these 

concepts to legitimise policy decisions and rationalise the market (Porter et al., 2013). Such 

details of how planning unfolds within each descriptor are beyond the scope of this section. 

Instead, the aim is to exemplify how planning has involved the deployment of the concept of 

sustainable development so as to command agreement with that of capital markets through 

planning policy formulation and practice. To explore further, this research has selected the 

literature that is relevant to this study from among many such research projects from cities 

around the world. These examples from Sweden (Baeten, 2012), Canada (Andrew & Doloreux, 

2012), and Ireland (Fox-Roger et al., 2011, 2015), demonstrate the acceptance of the economic 

development imperative under competitive globalisation. Taken together, the examplars 

identify why it is vital to document the degree of neoliberalism’s influence in planning practice 

which may vary according to their local context (Holgersen, 2015; Hytönen, 2016; Olesen, 

2014). Following this section five, the critical discussion of planning will be extended in 

Malaysia to recognise and acknowledge the contextual differences (Healey, 2013; Wah & 

Ojendal, 2005b). 
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When speaking about governance, its practice needs to be taken into account. One important 

dimension of the practice of governance in these neoliberal times is interpreted in a variety of 

actions and strategies that are structured around capital accumulation within the uncontested 

neoliberal frame. Following this, the last section of the chapter will contemplate the role of 

planners and its impact on the planning process, which may (or not) be dominated by the 

neoliberal discourse; this is achieved by a review of the relevant literature. 

 

3.2 Neoliberal globalisation and the challenges in planning 

This section will elucidate the inevitable process of neoliberal globalisation and its impact on 

the practice of governance. The discussion of ideas on neoliberalism has become increasingly 

central in the literature, particularly in political studies (Benz & Papadopoulos, 2006a; Jessop, 

2013; Rhodes, 1996) and recently in planning (to mention a few of the discussions, there are 

those of, Allmendinger & Haughton, 2012, 2013, 2014; Clifford & Tewdwr-Jones, 2013; 

Gunder & Hillier, 2009; Purcell, 2009, 2011, 2013; and Tasan-Kok & Baeten, 2012). Despite 

the divergent array of discussions on neoliberalism, many scholars are still grappling to 

distinguish its definition (Aalbers, 2013a; Brenner et al., 2010; Collier, 2012; Hilgers, 2012); 

hence this thesis does not intend to explicitly analyse the range of definitions of neoliberalism 

since it is already extremely well-documented (Brenner & Theodore, 2002; Hart, 2008; Harvey, 

2005; Jessop, 2002; Springer, 2012).  

 

Most people use the term neoliberalism, which is sometimes used interchanged with the phrase 

‘neoliberal globalisation’, in order to explore how forms of governance have emerged and 

shaped planning processes (Altvater, 2005; Gunder & Hillier, 2009; Hochul, 2006; Scholte, 

2005). Neoliberalism, or, neoliberalisation, to refer to it as a process (Olesen, 2014; Peck et al., 

2009; Purcell, 2009), is regarded as “an economic and political ideology that aims to subject 

social and ecological affairs to capitalist market dynamics” (Kumi et al., 2013, p. 3), which is 

embedded in the use of the GDP per capita as the determinant of development progress (Gunder 

& Hillier, 2009; Mulok et al., 2012). Indeed, the current processes of globalisation have 

undergone a shift toward market-led development, where “it has greatly speeded up the process 

by which the entire globe is being integrated into a single capitalist economic machine” 

(Purcell, 2013, p. 3). 
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The idea of neoliberalism originally emerged in the 1940s (Harvey, 2005) and was famously 

used in the era of Ronald Reagan in the United States and Margaret Thatcher in the United 

Kingdom from the late 1970s (Clifford & Tewdwr-Jones, 2013; Fainstein & Campbell, 2012; 

Sanyal et al., 2012; Tasan-Kok, 2012) and was “exported across the globe by the World Bank 

and International Monetary Fund (IMF)” (Turner et al., 2013, p. 483). Hence, throughout the 

period, many countries “were increasingly forced to participate effectively in the global 

market” as conditions of development loans offered by the World Bank and the IMF (Purcell, 

2013, p. 7). Not surprisingly, some posit that the emerging of neoliberalism undermines state 

control or the ‘end of the state’ by the transferring of sovereignty over the guardians of 

neoliberalism – the World Bank and the IMF – as a significant outcome of the process (Brenner 

& Theodore, 2002).  

 

Scholars such as Aalbers (2013b, p. 1087) believe that, with post-2008 recession government 

bailouts of corporations, and banks privatisations and the policy of austerity prevalent in many 

parts of the world were compelled as “the modus operandi of neoliberalism”. These neoliberal 

practices have facilitated the emergence of the global capitalist order by shifting from “a logic 

of sovereignty to a logic of regulation in defining political power”, as a result of neoliberal 

demands (Gualini, 2010, p. 79; see also Foucault, 1997; Huxley, 2002). This most recent world 

financial crisis leads to the profileration of the “neoliberal discourses and policy formulation… 

[that] mask evidence of a more deeply rooted transformation of policies, institutions and 

spaces” (Peck et al., 2013, p. 1091). In fact, following the crisis, Aalbers (2013a, p. 1055) 

claimed that “[w]hat we are beginning to see is perhaps a new phase of neoliberalism, certainly 

on an ideological level” (see also Gunder, 2010). 

 

Despite the recession of 2008, Baeten (2012) and Peck et al., (2013), among others, claim that 

neoliberalism is still expanding and evolving in diverse ways that continue to reshape the socio-

economic landscape of countries. Importantly, such perspectives demonstrate how neoliberal 

ideological reform has, to some extent, involved a rethinking of the role of the state (Haughton 

& Allmendinger, 2013; Haughton et al., 2013). The debate over the role of the state has given 

rise to two perspectives on the regulation of social order. One offers an instrumentalist 

(functionalist) perspective, which looks at the adaptation of globalisation that is more suited to 

a pro-market development, while the second is a structuralist perspective, which is closely 

bound to “historical trends” that reflect neoliberal belief (Peters & Pierre, 2006, pp. 29-30; see 
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also Chin, 2000; Jessop, 2002; Pinto & Balanco, 2013). Notwithstanding differences in the 

perspective on how such states transform, arguably, neoliberalism has regulated the social order 

towards its dominant ideological perspective by reshaping and restructuring the contemporary 

society via the practice of governance. These realms should be investigated to understand the 

impacts of neoliberalism on social, economic and environment well-being. As Aalbers (2013b, 

p. 1087) argues, “[t]he global crisis may have started in the West, but it quickly spread to ‘the 

rest’…the real problems are more severe in many countries of ‘the rest’”. Therefore, the 

resurgence of globalisation indicates the need for understanding the continued dominance of 

the neoliberal regime shift in different local, national and international contextual conditions 

(Jessop, 2002). 

 

Further, there is increasing concern in the literature that the dominance of neoliberalism may 

lead to mobilized populations demonstrating against what they perceive as state induced 

tyranny (Cooke & Kothari, 2001; Enwere, 2013; Huxley, 2013; Laclau & Mouffe, 2001; 

Purcell, 2009; Tironi, 2015). These examples from the literature encapsulate the degree of 

tension among the public to defend their rights by demanding that their governments, for 

example, retain employment and reduce taxes; such public action may have an ongoing impact 

on governance (Purcell, 2013). This protest is in many ways the expression of resistance as the 

result of social injustice and political struggle (Allegra et al., 2013). In fact, many authors have 

attempted to draw together many and varied origins of protest, for example, about the, so-called, 

Arab Spring, a multi-national public outcry which was initiated by the suffering caused by the 

flaws of neoliberalism (see for example, Allegra et al., 2013; Bayat, 2013; Enwere, 2013; 

Kaboub, 2013). Enwere (2013, p. 63) observes that neoliberalism challenges the citizens of 

Africa to “show their dissatisfaction for democratic regime[s]...[by] trigger[ing] off the violent 

protest, revolution and acts of terrorism against the state and its sham democratic institutions".  

 

Not surprisingly, the movement and the ensuing uprising of waves of protest have been 

occurring around the world (The Economist, 29 June 2013) and this urban violence has also 

reached Southeast Asia (Watson, 2013; Winston, 2004). This point is particularly important in 

the understanding that, if neoliberalism is not managed properly, it could lead to the destruction 

of democracy (Purcell, 2013). The definition of democracy referred to here is; where a mass of 

people is empowered to have meaningful options in formal consultative planning process 

(which will be further developed in Chapter Four). In addition, Kumi et al. (2013) and Enwere 
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(2013) have observed that neoliberalism creates an avenue for corruption. In this sense, “[t]he 

main stream view of the political economy of development is that corruption is an integral part 

of the political process, since the close links between state and capital are central to achieving 

rapid economic growth” (Gomez, 2005, p. 214). What is crucial, Gunder (2010a, p. 309) 

contends, is that, “the world continues to be defined by the evolving capitalist market” under a 

dominant neoliberal ideology. 

 

Accordingly, currently, discussion in regard to planning also seems to revolve around aspects 

of neoliberalism for example, Allmendinger & Haughton, 2013; Clifford & Tewdwr-Jones, 

2013; Fainstein & Campbell, 2012; Gunder, 2010; Olesen, 2014; Purcell, 2009, 2013; Sager, 

2013; Watson, 2009, 2013. Haughton and Allmendinger (2014, p. 30), in their discussion on 

planning in England, note that neoliberalism – for the past 30 years – has underpinned planners 

and planning as a “compliant scapegoat for neoliberal ideologues” (see also Gunder, 2016). In 

fact, “the influence of neoliberal thinking on planning has been fast mutating, multidimensional 

and multidirectional” (Haughton et al., 2013a). Clearly, there are some possible actions and 

practices of the state to govern and manage people in planning by causing them ‘to adapt’ to 

the desire for economic growth. Reflecting on this debate, the particular concern of this thesis 

is that of Purcell’s (2009, p. 143) argument on the effects of neoliberalism where he claims 

that: 

 

[i]n order to ensure its long-term stability, neoliberals [have made] 

neoliberalism into a dominant ‘common-sense’, so that market competition – 

creating a ‘business-friendly’ climate – comes to be seen as a necessary (and 

even the only) value in decision-making. 

 

It is clear from the preceding discussion that neoliberalism is brought to bear on contemporary 

planning concerning the implications of neoliberal globalisation. This thinking reflects how the 

neoliberal agenda has become a new technology of governing in planning that is completely 

entangled and then presented as common sense. In fact, this “neo-liberal ideology has led to a 

significant transformation in the core idea of planning” (Olesen, 2014, p. 291). Such has been 

the recent pace of capitalism reflecting a specific mode of governing that has a controlling role 

by imposing a certain set of guidelines and acts (Aeria, 2005; Dadzie, 2013; Pinto & Balanco, 

2013; Sager, 2013; Turner et al., 2013).  
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Furthermore, doubts have been raised concerning the effects of neoliberalism in planning that 

have resulted in environmental degradation such as flooding, erosion, global warming and 

radiation leaks (Hillier, 2010; Purcell, 2013; Sager, 2011, 2013; Tasan-Kok & Baeten, 2012). 

These calamities have been enhanced by the triumph of certain groups that dominate and 

monopolise the market and who argue for the supremacy of economic growth to achieve 

desirous states of urban well-being (Dean, 2014; Gunder & Hillier, 2009; Nyseth et al., 2010; 

Turner et al., 2013; Wah & Ojendal, 2005b; Watson, 2013), or, as named simply by Howitt 

and Lunkapis (2010), as ‘colonialism’. What is at stake here expresses the dimension of how 

the state appears to capture and conceive capital values which seem to ‘swallow’ democracy 

under its neoliberal agenda.  

 

Consequently, neoliberalism “has increasingly shaped state policy to benefit capital rather than 

citizens” (Purcell, 2009, p. 143) and “often tends to overemphasize economic values above 

social justice goals and environmental concerns” (Kumi et al., 2013, p. 6). As a result, it has 

produced “democratic deficits” (Purcell, 2009, p. 144) and a “democratic gap” (Eshuis & 

Edwards, 2013, p. 1069), in which the mass of people has been significantly disempowered 

over the interests of capitalism, resulting in the instability of political, economic and social 

issues. In relation to these global issues, some scholars suggest studying neoliberalism in 

planning by investigating the practice of governance (Dean, 2013, 2014; Haughton et al., 2013; 

Rosol, 2014), developmental state paradigm (Dadzie, 2013), and, right and possession (Porter, 

2014). Others encourage the finding of solutions for confronting neoliberalism: such as radical 

counter-hegemonic movements (Purcell, 2009; Torfing, 2009); positioning for a more radical 

strategic spatial planning (Albrechts, 2015; Olesen, 2014); demanding quality for citizens in 

the democratic planning process (Inch, 2015); and, making analyses more evolutionary and 

complex (Van Assche et al., 2014a).  It is salutary nonetheless to point out Allmendinger and 

Haughton’s (2013, p. 9) argument on neoliberalism in planning, where they state: 

 

[n]eoliberalism is not anti-planning: There is an important market supportive 

role for planning. Neoliberal planning also involves the capture and 

reorientation of planning. In other words, planning is both an object and subject 

of neoliberalism.  

 



58 

 

 
 

In this respect, Tasan-Kok (2012) suggested that it is not necessary for planning to cater only 

to the needs of private market demand; instead planning should also cope with the effects of 

neoliberalism. Porter et al. (2013, p. 530) called for urgent attention to finding alternatives for 

“more progressive, socially and environmentally just alternatives…that is a direct resistance to 

the exploitation and alienation” of neoliberalism. From this viewpoint, the thesis rallies to the 

call of Tasan-Kok and Porter, who suggest that, although neoliberalism is devoted to the 

dominance of market control, the views show how planning provides the potential for 

contemplating the needs and interests of society in order to balance the economic, social and 

environmental well-being of the country. As Hillier (2008, p. 35) stated, “planning and 

governance practices need to be flexible, able to adapt to contingencies and to the unexpected”.  

 

In this sense, the thesis argues that neoliberalism may have a significant influence on the ways 

governance conducts itself and others in certain ways to achieve the desired goals. In a way, 

neoliberalism is arguably a problem that leads to more problems (Aalbers, 2013a, 2013b). As 

Gunder and Hillier (2009, p. 111) claimed, "[i]n the economic development axis of spatial 

planning, social reality is indeed divided!" This tendency leads to the debate that “revolves 

around who wins and who loses from any given set of rules, who is coerced, how, when and 

why” (Inch, 2015, p. 421). It is very clear what these tendencies exemplify: the regimes of 

practice convey the ideas on the modes of governing that may reshape the planning process and 

thrust them under the spotlight of the economic development agenda (Blakeley, 2010). This 

calls for an explanation that has become deeply entrenched in this research. 

 

However, it is not the intention of this research to totally solve all the issues; this appears to be 

impossible as governance has evolved “in an endless process of formation” (Kooij, 2015, p. 

354). Instead the study’s contribution is to take the argument seriously, by empowering a 

planning that engages with the social and the environment, at the same time prioritising 

economic growth in order to mediate conflict and arrive at an effective system of planning. It 

is necessary, therefore, to understand how governance shapes this ideology of neoliberalism 

into dominant common-sense, particularly in planning practice. Tracing this through, 

discussion of the shifts from government to governance is essential to understand the changing 

form and functions of the state in relation to neoliberalism (Gualini, 2010; Jessop, 2002), which 

brings to the detail put forward in the following section. 
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3.3  Government and governance  

This section highlights the important dimension of the process of transformation from 

government to governance. It is essential for the analysis of this evolution to understand the 

shift from typical a state-centred capacity towards new forms of governing activity that are 

denoted within multi-societal domains. 

 

Over the past two decades, a number of researchers have sought to determine different theories 

and perspectives on government and governance (Healey, 2010, 2012; Newman, 2001, Peters 

& Pierre, 2006; Stoker, 1998). The term ‘government’, according to Healey et al. (2002, p. 10) 

"means the organisations and procedures of the public sector as such, including both formal 

political and executive functions" that commonly place an emphasis on the level of hierarchy 

and applies a top-down approach in the structure of government organisations. However, the 

term has shifted to 'governance' which involves more than 'government', and this sphere of 

governance was commonly referred to as the dimension of governance practices on its ability 

to govern that implies cooperative and consensus-based action (Blakeley, 2010; Healey, 2011; 

Sanyal et al., 2012). In this sense, the essence of “new governance” signifies “change in the 

meaning of government, referring either to a new process of governing, a changed condition of 

ordered rule, or the new method by which society is governed” (Rhodes, 1996, cited in Gualini, 

2010, p. 57) “that are situated at the core of the state [and] increasingly affect the rationale of 

its action” (Gualini, 2010, p. 69; see also Clifford & Tewdwr-Jones, 2013; Dean, 2010; Peters 

& Pierre, 2006). This is what Foucault (1997) refers to as a shift from a rule of sovereignty to 

a rule of regulation that includes a collective mode of planning. Gualini (2010, p. 79) provides 

details of this rule of regulation which is worth sharing: 

 

[a] logic of regulation defines the way by which politics is primarily inscribed 

in actual rules of conduct, frames and practices, rather than by the way it fits a 

system of rights and deeds. Within a logic of regulation, political power finds 

its expression through the institution of a ‘body of practice’, rather than by 

defining and applying a legal framework of sovereignty. Its foundation is hence 

a technology, rather than a juridical model, and its effectiveness and legitimacy 

are increasingly defined as inherent to the selective contingency of concrete 

practices and of their goal- or performance-orientation, rather than by reference 

to a universal system of rights. 
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These notions are consistent with Healey’s (2011, p. 95) interpretation of governance, as she 

expressed it: 

 

collective action promoted as for public purposes [which] signals a shift of 

intellectual attention from the description and evaluation of government 

activity in terms of formal competences and laws to a recognition that the 

spheres of the state, the economy and daily life overlap and interact in complex 

ways in the construction of politics and policy, and in the formation of policy 

agendas and practices. 

 

Thus, following Gualini and Healey, this research uses the term ‘governance’ in the sense that 

‘government’ is too narrow to encompass the mode of governing in dealing with the planning 

process. Along this line, the research emphasises the modes of governance that change the role 

of the state; it is not referring to the traditional hierarchical governance setting, rather, it is 

concerned with the new and emergent configurations that reside in the state, market and society 

in a consensual setting. By this, Žižek (2002, p. 303 cited in Swyngedouw, 2010) recapitulated 

this emergence as “the growth of a managerial approach to government: the government is 

reconceived as a managerial function, deprived of its proper political dimension”, often known 

as post-politics (which will be further developed in Chapter Four). In addition, a convergence 

of governance is seen as related to a paradigmatic shift in European planning traditions that 

occurred in the 1990s, with the proliferation of communicative planning practice 

(Allmendinger & Haughton, 2012; Healey, 2006, 2012a). These are of particular relevance as 

governance deals with multiple actors through communication within the public sphere that are 

concerned with the process of governing (Forester, 2012; Grindle, 2012). This argument is also 

further discussed in Chapter Four. 

 

Embracing the notion of governance, following Foucault (1982, p. 790), the process of 

governing, in this sense, “is to structure the possible field of action of others” as “the conduct 

of conduct” that ranges from “governing the self” to “governing others”. Here, conduct means 

“to lead, to direct or to guide, and perhaps implies some sort of calculation as to how this is to 

be done” concerning actions and behaviours (Dean, 2010, p. 17). This principle can even be 

found in the works of Plato and Aristotle, in which “every political community consists of those 

who rule and those who are ruled” (Arendt, 1958, p. 222).  
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Although some scholars argue that governance practice “need[s] to be flexible, able to adapt to 

contingencies and to the unexpected” in order to address the uncertainty of an urbanised world 

(Hillier, 2008, p. 35), yet, “the extent to which the potentials for collective action and for 

democratic and emancipatory social practices” are still questionable (Gualini, 2010, p. 62). In 

a related vein, further critical accounts on the paradigm shift from government to governance 

are; that a conflict has emerged as to how this paradigm shift possibly marginalises certain 

groups or “underplays contradictions between political objectives and action” (Allmendinger 

& Haughton, 2011, p. 91; see also Lemke, 2007). This perspective states clearly that the new 

modes of governing that have emerged in a context shaped by neoliberalism are structured 

around capitalism and the market economy. Importantly for the research, this has resulted in 

ideas and strategies that guide the planning process (Duineveld et al., 2013; Swyngedouw, 

2011; Van Assche et al., 2014a). Such strategies are managed through the tools of governing 

to shape decision-making (Ploger, 2001). As Elander and Blanc (2000 cited in Healey et al., 

2002, p. 13) summarise, 

 

[n]ew forums for decision-making are often not as open and transparent in the 

way that traditional government decision-making is now expected to be. Real 

decision-making often takes place behind closed doors....'new' governance 

forums for decision-making often do not include any mechanisms for 

democratic accountability. 

 

From this vantage point, then, a further implication can be seen on the role of the state that 

deals with other actors through strategies and mechanisms, particularly in planning process. In 

fact, Tasan-Kok (2012, p. 8) claimed that it is the role of the state that “has been the defining 

factor in neoliberal institutional restructuring”. This has long been evident in the planning field. 

Hence, it is no surprise as Gunsteren (2006, p. 88) claimed, the role of the state in the neoliberal 

era has not dissolved but the new effort “to restore regime resilience”, which involves “the 

articulation of rules of behaviours” and the shaping of people’s mind has emerged (Healey, 

2006, p. 206; see also Certoma, 2015; Eraydin, 2012; Pløger, 2001, 2008, 2010). In this respect, 

Turner et al. (2013, p. 485) have contended that this shift towards governance can cause the 

type of state failure that “had been captured or interfered with by particularistic interests” which 

are “typically regarded as worse than market failure, [that] lies at the bottom of the neo-liberal 

critique of planning” (Sager, 2014, p. 4). 
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This obviously bears insightful implication that needs further analysis, since “[g]overnance 

absorbs, reflects, and creates realities” (Van Assche et al., 2014a, p. 11). This further suggests 

that the practice of governance needs to be questioned, as governance is not immune to the 

effects of inefficient institutions and the lack of democratic accountability (Low, 1991; 

McAuslan, 2003; Purcell, 2009). Schmitter’s phrase “governance is no panacea”, informs the 

idea that it is important to study how governance is practiced (Schmitter, 2006, p. 172; see also 

Benz & Papadopoulos, 2006a; Dean, 2010). Arguably, the answer, from the perspective of this 

research, will explain whether this ‘governance practice’ strengthens or weakens the planning 

process and how the process can change the way people think which “creates the possibility 

that the ‘ways things are’ could be transformed into something different” (Healey, 2006, p. 58). 

This raises a further issue that this research goes on to explore. 

                                                                                            

 However, the extent of the failure, this research argues, depends on the context of the 

governance actions and practices on the form of distortion to effectively legitimise its goals 

and objectives in the milieu of neoliberalism. In fact, for many years, as governance has 

evolved, what remains highly questionable is, the extent to which this decisional structuring 

has marginalised the public in planning. These aspects bear important interpretive implications 

and are, therefore, worth a more detailed discussion that brings to the analytics of governance 

that are concerned with other subjects that enter governance and, in particular, how ‘governors’ 

and ‘governed’ conduct themselves in the context of the neoliberal agenda. Having sought to 

understand this governance practice that “defines, shapes or has effect in creating particulars 

and identities” (Huxley, 2002, p. 142), the research now turn to the concept itself, 

governmentality. 

 

3.4  The governmentality of planning and power relations 

The purpose of this section is to articulate the logic of the concept of ‘governmentality’ in the 

way that the state intends to persuade the public to adopt a preferred outcome. In this sense, an 

understanding of power relations is essential to the analysis of a governance practice that 

engages with the current context of neoliberalism. In fact, as Healey (2010, p. 42) stated, “such 

understanding [of governmentality] should encourage those doing planning work to position 

themselves knowledgeably and carefully if they are to avoid merely becoming handmaidens of 

a neo-liberal hegemonic agenda”. 
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Many scholars in politics, social policy, anthropology, and their adjacent disciplines have 

discussed neoliberalism in relation to governmentality studies (Brenner et al., 2010; Collier, 

2012; McKee, 2009; Peck & Theodore, 2012; Wacquant, 2012). A review of the literature 

highlights that, in this era of a globalised world, governance practice has become “a new 

technology of government that mirrors Foucault’s notion of governmentality” (Gualini, 2010, 

p. 7), which can enable us to understand and analyse the effects of neoliberal globalisation 

(Clifford & Tewdwr-Jones, 2013; Eshuis & Edwards, 2013; Giroux, 2004; Kiersey, 2009; 

Lemke, 2007; Rosol, 2014; Rydin, 2007). Alongside this, there is also an increasingly common 

approach which draws on the Foucauldian notion of governmentality to understand the 

neoliberalism involving modes of governance in planning, such as can be found in, 

Allmendinger & Haughton (2011, 2013, 2014), Clifford and Tewdwr-Jones (2013), Flyvbjerg 

and Richardson (2002), Gunder and Hillier (2009), Purcell (2009, 2011, 2013), and Sager 

(2009, 2013, 2014).  

 

The theories of Michel Foucault, are core to the study of governmentality, which he defined as 

“the art of government” that exercises power in societies that are concerned with certain ends 

(Dean, 2010, p. 27; Foucault, 2007), or the “art of affect”, as coined by Gunder and Hillier 

(2009, p. 5). The notion of governmentality was originally concerned with the ways of thinking 

and exercising of power in relation to certain societies which emerged from Foucault’s lecture 

series in the 1970s (Cadman, 2010; McKee, 2009; Rosol, 2014) in which Foucault created the 

term “by combining the verb to govern with the noun mentality”3 (Blakeley, 2010, p. 132). 

Hence, the usage of the term has advanced to a broader definition that is concerned with the 

practice of governance that became a phenomenon in the late 1990s (Dean, 2010; McKee, 

2009). For Foucault (1994, p. 318), practice is defined as: 

 

more or less regulated, more or less conscious, more or less goal-orientated, 

through which one can grasp the lineaments both of what was constituted as 

real for those who were attempting to conceptualise and govern it, and of the 

way in which those same people constituted themselves as subjects capable of 

knowing, analysing, and ultimately modifying the real. 

 

                                                           
3 The word ‘governmentality’ was originally used by Roland Barthes (1958). 
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In short, the practice of governance describes the new mode of governing that has been 

mobilised into the alignment of certain objectives and goals through the notion of ‘mentalities’. 

This idea of mentalities suggests the use of imagination (Dean, 2010), fantasy (Gunder, 2014) 

and metaphor (Van Assche et al., 2014a) to shape people's preferences within a discursive 

(Schon & Rein, 1994), or ideological frame (Gunder & Hillier, 2009). In the words of Gunder 

(2010a, p. 309): 

 

[g]overnmentality is a mentality of governance and management on the part of 

the state to set standards of normality for populations co-variant with a 

mentality of self-governance of individuals in society to conform appropriately 

to what is expected of them as responsible citizens: i.e., to act normally.  

 

Thus, the practice of governance becomes more significant to generate and facilitate market-

oriented values; it has even normalised the public interest to suit contemporary ideas and 

development. Dean (2010, p. 27), suggests “to analyse mentalities of government [by 

analysing] thought made practical and technical” through specific form of governing. As such, 

the understanding of Foucault’s governmentality emerges to be useful in the analysis of 

governance practice; according to which the actions, strategies and tactics are shaped and 

shifted towards the neoliberal order (Bayat, 2013; Blakeley, 2010; Duineveld et al., 2013; 

Lelandais, 2014). Blakeley (2010, p. 132) provides the most practical and realistic engagement 

of neoliberalism with governmentality, according to her argument: 

 

[n]eoliberalism denotes both a new rationality of government and a new set of 

techniques or “technologies” for governing which underpin this new 

articulation between the state, civil society and the market (see also 

Swyngedouw, 2005, 2009). 

 

Therefore, eventually, the rise of neoliberalism is seen to support the forms of governmentality 

(Allmendinger & Haughton, 2011, 2012; Swyngedouw, 2009). In this light, the ultimate sign 

of governmentality, of course, is to answer the question of “how to govern and be governed by 

analysing the conduct of conduct” (Torfing, 2009, p. 114; see also Dean, 2010). Here, the 

research agrees with Cadman’s (2010, p. 548) rhetorical question on the potential impasse 

arising between governors and governed:  
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[d]oes (neo)liberal governmentality stifle the critical attitude by absorbing it a 

priori into its own rationality (by which it is no longer an attitude but a failed 

promise to respect the citizen as an autonomous capacious subject by 

governing her or his freedom), or does it, instead, constitutes a political 

flourishing of it (through government’s awareness of the critical capacities of 

the governed)?  

 

Importantly, the field of urban planning may be considered as part of this discourse. Indeed, 

the ideas of governmentality still have relevance and much has happened that reflects the 

repertoire of planning practice in the twentieth century (Allmendinger & Haughton, 2012; 

Duineveld et al., 2013). In fact, this new form of governmentality is seen to redefine and 

restructure planning in theory and practice (Tasan-Kok, 2012). This ambivalent position of 

planning further became more problematic and complex as a result of the broader effects of 

neoliberalism (Raco, 2012b; Tasan-Kok, 2012). Arguably, governmentality has a potentially 

valuable contribution to make in thinking through the reforms to planning. 

 

Many scholars argue that studying governmentality, does imply an action in orientating 

towards the form of power (Blakeley, 2010; Dean, 2010; Flyvbjerg & Richardson, 2002; 

Healey, 2010; Hillier, 2002; Swartz, 2013). The distinction of power is explored by scholars 

such as Dean (2013), Gohler (2009), Morriss (2009), Tilly (2009) and Van Assche et al., 

(2014b). Thus, there is more than one definition for what is defined by the word ‘power’. From 

the traditional perspectives, power is normally “located in a dense field of distinctions and in 

relation to with many other terms [such as] authority, domination, legitimacy, jurisdiction, 

violence, government, coercion, control, capability, capacity, ability, force, and so on” (Dean 

(2013, p. 2). In other words, such ‘causal power’ is understood as a negative connotations and 

“repressive act” (McKee, 2009, p. 471). 

 

On the other hand, Foucault endeavours to reinterpret power in relations to governmental form, 

where power “takes effect not by disciplining or controlling individuals but in the form of 

conducting conduct, particularly by encouraging certain forms of conducting the self” 

(Foucault, 2007 [1978], cited in Rosol, 2014, p. 6). From a Foucaltian perspective, when the 

public are incapable of acting freely, the situation is known as domination rather than power 

(Gunder & Mouat, 2002; Shirato et al., 2011; Torfing, 2009), which Weber defined as authority 
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(Weber, 1978 in Jenkins, 2009). Also, according to Gramsci, it involves “military and civil 

coercion” (1971, p. 120; cited in Davies, 2013, p. 8). Importantly, as Foucault (1988, cited in 

Gunder & Mouat, 2002, p. 129) observed, “[i]f there is no scope for resistance, then only 

domination and oppression may occur resulting in violence and victimization on those acted 

against” and, between the two, are regimes of governmentality applied through governmental 

technologies. 

 

These governmental technologies enable certain forms of conduct might be directed and lead 

to an agreement and normalisation (Dean, 2010; Foucault, 2007; Gunder, 2010a). Therefore, 

as delineated in Chapter One and Two, the ideas of Foucault take this forward, by seeing power 

as something not owned but “exist[ing] only when it is put into action” (Foucault, 1982b, p. 

219), in which power can only happen “when those acted upon are free to exert power back – 

resist” (Gunder & Mouat, 2002, p. 129). Power, therefore, is everywhere and always present 

(Blakeley, 2010; Ploger, 2001). This form of power will thus be central for this research. 

Drawing on Foucault, a dictum of Gunder and Mouat (2002, p. 131) can be used as a 

springboard: “planning as a regime of governmentality often strives to stifle resistance”. In 

other words, power relations have been governmentalized. In this sense, “[r]esistance also 

shapes the object and can even increase the chances of implementation by making it more real, 

for more people, within more and different networks” (Duineveld et al., 2013, p. 23). In fact, 

Foucault (1982a, p. 780) suggested the use of this form of resistance to investigate the power 

relations, as he phrased it:  

 

I would like to suggest another way to go further toward a new economy of 

power relations, a way which is more empirical, more directly related to our 

present situation, and which implies more relations between theory and 

practice. It consists of taking the forms of power resistance against different 

forms of power as a starting point. To use another metaphor, it consists of using 

this resistance as a chemical catalyst so as to bring to light power relations, 

locate their position, and find out their point of application and the methods 

used. Rather than analysing power from the point of view of its internal 

rationality, it consists of analysing power relations through the antagonism of 

strategies. 
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Significantly, with the understanding of Foucault’s conceptualisation of power relations, this 

research will show how governmentality able to control and guides resistance that has, 

explicitly or implicitly, exacerbated decision-making by giving no element of choice to resist 

for those acted upon. In some ways, it is more the ‘management of resistance’ as a form of 

governmentality. As mentioned above, this power relation incorporates “governmental 

technologies that direct the conduct of the governed, who in turn conduct themselves 

accordingly…both ‘governors’ and ‘governed’ become subjected to the same mode of the 

objectification and subjectification of their conduct” (Cadman, 2010, p. 549). At worst, these 

“power relations have come to be more and more under state control” (Foucault, 1982a, p. 793). 

One concern here is, that this form of power that Foucault (1980, p. 131) called the “regimes 

of truth” engaged as objects and subjects of governance. In this context, “subjects have the 

ability to react to, and resist, governmental ambitions to regulate their conduct” (Mckee, 2009, 

p. 471). This has important implications for the research because, “governmentality involves 

modes of objectivation…and subjectivation…These are formed and modified through games 

of truth” (Cadman, 2010, p. 553). 

 

This further reflects on the regimes of governance in relation to power and resistance that 

illuminate the challenges for planning in the dominant forms of neoliberal global governance. 

In line with the Foucauldian-inspired planning literature, this research attempts to understand 

this different manifestation of power that enables us to look at a wide variety of planning 

practices in this contemporary neoliberal world. This constitutes a significant point in the 

research as it takes into account this notion of power and whether or not the public is able to 

resist oppression. 

 

Based on the foregoing discussion, the need for empirical analysis on how power is mobilised 

in the networks of governance, is not a new observation. In fact, Flyvbjerg (1998) long ago 

wrote an elegant empirical analysis on the Danish town of Aalborg that entailed the 

ascertainment of the way power saturates everyday practice. The case of Aalborg demonstrated 

how planning through the mechanism of power adopts a strategy that shapes the decisions in 

favour of dominant market interests. Flyvbjerg (1998) termed this strategy: ‘realrationalitat’. 

Thus, what is at stake here is the question of how planning can shift a “formal rationality” to 

‘realrationalitat’ within the dynamics of power relations, in which “power defines what counts 

as rationality and knowledge, and thereby what counts as reality” (Flyvbjerg, 1998a, p. 227). 
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As well as Flyvbjerg (1998), Versteeg and Hajer (2010) have called “to acknowledge the 

importance of discursive power and politics for the planning process [and] to further develop a 

sophisticated account of the specific ways in which power manifests itself within the material 

dimensions and the (re)presentation of the planning process”. This further establishes the 

modes of action through mechanisms that constitute power relations, which Foucault referred 

to as “strategy” (Foucault, 1982a, p. 793), which “involve threats, manipulation, and 

withholding information” (Sager, 2013, p. 35). This power relation plays a significant role in 

shaping and controlling “people’s option for action” (Hillier, 2002, p. 57).  

 

Indeed, power can politicise a practice (Gunder, 2010a); therefore, this research contends that 

it is significant in determining how relations of power and forms of resistance are linked, and 

how such regimes are contested. What is particularly relevant for this research is that the 

exercise of power by governance “can produce as much acceptance as may be wished for” 

(Foucault, 1982a, p. 789) and be able “to control the shape and degree of resistance precisely 

through the notion of the private autonomous individual” and for governmental reasons 

(Clifford, 2001, p. 121). In this sense, by using Foucault’s conception of power, 

governmentality is a “better place” with which to denote “different forms and practices of 

government and the techniques, tactics and strategies used to govern” that help to deepen the 

analysis of planning practice (Blakeley, 2010, p. 132). In fact, Van Assche et al., (2014b, p. 3) 

offers a line of reasoning on how planning can benefit from using these kind of power relations, 

as they succinctly put it:  

 

[w]e argue that planning theory can benefit from the understanding of power 

as essential to the daily functioning of a planning system, the continuous 

evolution of a planning system and the dynamic relations with its environment. 

Understanding these different manifestations of power can shed a new light on 

the way planning comprehends itself and its environment, and on the ways it 

tries to organise itself and its environment. 

 

As argued earlier in relation to neoliberalism, the value of governance practice as a lens for 

understanding how governance serves or fails to serve is significant in theoretical and empirical 

implications. Critically, “the degree to which acts of resistance [in the planning process] 

destabilize or reinforce existing power relations” render the practice of governance that is solely 
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concerned with the economic agenda (Death, 2010, p. 249). In this sense, governmentality is 

very useful for the examination of power relations in the context of neoliberalism, which offers 

an inspiring and suitable idea in analysing the art of governing in planning process (Flyvbjerg, 

1998a; Gunder & Hillier, 2009; Ploger, 2008; Van Assche et al., 2014b).  

  

In this context, this research suggests that the articulation of power and social order constitutes 

a significant dimension in the analysis occurring of communications between actors in the 

consultative process. Arguably, approaching the research from this perspective, can perhaps 

measure the effects in practice by determining how power is being positioned to influence the 

decision and action in planning. Indeed, “planning is, after all, the main mechanism through 

which the state seeks to manage (development) changes” (Allmendinger & Haughton, 2012, p. 

94). Perhaps, this may evidence the delineation of the way in which planners represent the 

people (or, themselves), through the full comprehension of these forms of power relations to 

provide a more appropriate and effective planning practice. Therefore, it is important to study 

the relationship of power as it is a necessary condition to understand governance and planning 

dynamics (Flyvbjerg, 1998a; Irazabal, 2009). These characteristics are significant in providing 

the empirical merit in this research as planning works varies in different ways according to 

their local context (Hytönen, 2016, p. 223).  

 

Theorising power relations in a neoliberalism context, however, creates challenges if there is a 

failure to understand the complexity of norms and practices that are observed by society; this 

is particularly so in the case of Malaysia, where the system works differently than compared to 

that of western countries. Thus, by taking into consideration the literature above and the 

changes that have occurred, it is important to analyse (Chin, 2000: 1039, this researcher’s 

emphasis):  

 

[t]he manner in which shifting bases mode of governing (and the corollaries of 

power relations) undergird the regulation of social order. Such analyses can 

contribute to deepening knowledge of how neoliberal ideology is adopted and 

contextualized in different countries, hence variations in capitalist 

development paths; and how expressions of resistance are related to, dependent 

on, and/or fragmented by the changing bases of state power that shape the 

modes of governance to one another, under conditions of neoliberal rhetoric. 
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Underlying such arguments, it is interesting to examine how the impact of neoliberalism has 

influenced governance practice by the use of ‘technologies of governing’ in planning. Policy 

instruments such as planning policies, legislations and guidelines have been selected to provide 

an overview of how neoliberalism has had a profound effect on the decision-making process 

through the rationale underpinning it and its practice of governance (analysed in the next 

section). 

 

3.5  Sustainable development and governmental reason: the camouflage of 

neoliberal globalisation?  

This section will initially clarify the value of sustainable development and other governmental 

reason, as to whether this concept may be clandestine, particularly in the planning process. As 

Gunder (2006, p. 209) observed, sustainable development has emerged and been used by 

governance to merely “justify policies that are not necessarily sustainable or even socially just” 

under the primacy of neoliberalism. This section will assist to generate a better understanding 

on the emergence of this concept of sustainable development as an object reflection that can 

function as an enabler of economic development (Kooij et al., 2014). As Van Assche et al. 

(2014a, p. 4) observed, this sustainable development ideal often appears to be “either 

oppressive weapons of the rich and powerful, or as powerless tools of governments incapable 

of adapting to new evolutions”. Further, this section endeavours to illustrate how sustainable 

development is perceived as ‘uncontestable discourse’ and practices that provide insight into 

the development of an object that are desirable. 

 

Over the past two decades, a large amount of literature was published on sustainable 

development following the release of the Brundtland Report (Brundtland Report, 1987, p. 43), 

in which sustainable development is defined as “development that meets the needs of the 

present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. 

Obviously, sustainable development advocates the balancing of economic, environmental and 

social well-being, in which the theme has become dominant in planning practice (Gunder, 

2006). In the light of this, sustainable development became more important at the time when 

the Rio+ summit of the United Nations in Brazil in 2012 launched a set of sustainable 

development goals (SDGs) which were integrated into the Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs) and converged with the post-2015 sustainable development agenda (Kumi et al., 2013; 

the Report of the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development, 2012).  In fact, 
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“[m]any governments in both developed and developing countries, including Malaysia, are 

focussing on strategies to achieve sustainable growth” under the discourse of sustainable 

development (Cobbinah et al., 2013, p. 468). 

 

Despite the adoption of sustainable development as a universal concern to balance economic, 

social and environmental well-being, the desired ends are not often achieved in the sustainable 

development rhetoric, or in Dean’s (2010, p. 19) words, “rational attempts to shape conduct”. 

In this sense, this concept is indeed a profoundly significant label that materialises the 

neoliberal values which are set via the practice of governance. Reflecting this, it is worth 

quoting Gunder (2006, p. 209) at length: 

  

[t]his interpretation of sustainable development constitutes new purpose, 

legitimacy, and above all, authority for the discipline of planning and its 

practitioners, but it also risks sustaining existing social and environmental 

injustices, not to mention inducing new forms of social disparity and 

environmental degradation. These are injuries that stem from society’s still 

dominant cultural imperative of the marketplace driven by capitalist 

competition and globalisation. 

 

Gunder’s critique lies in the fact that sustainable development has become the hidden trap with 

which to claim immunity for promoting neoliberalism. In a similar vein, Swyngedouw (2009, 

p. 602) cautioned these ideological markers as “apocalyptic imaginary” that attempt to 

naturalise the unsustainable condition. What is worse, this thesis argues, the public has been 

severely pushed and orientated in a market-oriented direction through the deployment of this 

universal theme.  

 

In this sense, the planning discipline in this twenty-first century can be seen as the result of an 

economic domination that is entangled with ideals such as sustainable development. In fact, 

there is mounting evidence that exemplifies how sustainable development is being shaped by 

the logic of neoliberal economic regimes in planning, for example in, Arsel and Buscher, 2012; 

Gunder, 2006 and Kumi et al., 2013. In this regard, Gunder (2006, p. 212) observed that 

“[p]lanners regularly use these ambiguous terms [sustainable development], often as 

justification for their professional actions – that is, we must do this if we want a sustainable 
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city or we must do so in the interests of social justice”. This thesis supports these findings by 

Gunder but puts the emphasis, not on a full discussion of sustainable development, but rather 

on debate concerning the deployment of this universal theme of environmental, economic and 

social well-being in the planning process, and whether the governance arrangement can be 

viewed as a means to reduce participatory democracy in these neoliberal times. As Haughton 

et al., (2013, p. 223) stated: 

 

neo-liberalism provides a broad, abstract philosophical base for the emergence 

of recent policy, but how it has been interpreted and translated into policies, 

programmes, and institutions has changed over time, requiring attention to 

identifying the mechanisms through which neoliberal thinking is translated, 

codified, and operationalized at national and subnational levels. 

 

Furthermore, there is a broad body of empirical literature in neoliberal governance that has 

provided evidence that the use of sustainable development and other governmental reason does 

not improve local democracy and has been a failure in regulating public interest (Eraydin, 2012; 

Fox-Roger & Murphy, 2015; Gleeson & Low, 2000). Haughton et al. (2013, pp. 230-231) have 

provided practical evidence in England on how the new form of governmentality in neoliberal 

times has led a “presumption in favour of development” to a “presumption in favour of 

sustainable development”. Gunder and Mouat (2002, p. 124), in their empirical research 

examining the New Zealand Resource Management Act of 1991 demonstrated that this 

theoretically consultative legislative structure produced “symbolic violence and institutional 

victimization [which] allows no element of choice, or freedom to resist, for those acted upon”. 

In analysing the democratic consultative process in Norway, Ploger (2001, p. 230) revealed 

how the use of law (Norwegian Planning and Building Act 1985) can play a directorial role in 

a decision-making process which favours “those who in one way or other have either some 

kind of strength-of-will or some kind of formal institutional power”. In a similar manner, Fox-

Rogers et al. (2011) investigated the nature of legislative change in Ireland, which showed 

favour towards development capital over the interests of the public. The same argument was 

presented by Aalbers (2013b, p. 1085) as he claimed that, “[a]lthough there is now a lot of talk 

about more regulation, much of it may be beneficial to the neoliberal agenda”. Moreover, 

Andrew and Doloreux (2012, p. 1302) in their empirical analysis in the city of Ottawa, 

illustrated the relationship between economic development and social revival on the scale of 
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city-region, which raised an interesting outcome that responds to the tension of how the 

governance “tends to reproduce the silos of compartmentalized modern society” through the 

use of a legislative framework. 

 

In addition, the case studies of Eshuis and Edwards (2013, p. 1066) suggest that, in the 

Netherlands, responses to neoliberalism, have shown how other governance strategies – such 

as branding – have been widely applied as “a form of spin that prevents the public from gaining 

a proper understanding of their government’s policies”. Interestingly, drawing on the literature 

on governmentality and neoliberalisation, it is outlined that the agenda of governance responds 

to the needs of the public and that the branding processes “establish the rules in participatory 

arrangements, shaping citizens’ behaviour” towards neoliberal policy (p. 1069). In many 

respects, such views reflect the ideological shift of planning practice to a position that supports 

economic growth and capital accumulation. On this account, this thesis argues that 

neoliberalism, driven by ‘too much’ focus on economic growth, places emphasis on a 

governance regime that conveys ideas on the role of the state, on how the practice in the 

planning process has pushed the other symbolic representation towards an economic 

development agenda.  

 

The findings from the afore-mentioned works support the argument that the adoption of 

sustainable development as a desired ideal guides planning legislative action, as it fosters 

economic development at the expense of social justice, environment, and that the “planning 

legislation predominantly facilitates the interests of elite groups in society over those of the 

common good” (Fox-Rogers et al., 2011, p. 639). All the cases mentioned have indicated that 

there is a reason for questioning whether the allegations in using particular concepts and ideals 

may have had a significant impact upon governance practice that seems to command agreement 

in the planning process. In a sense then, a recent significant trend in shaping and influencing 

ideas in the planning process was drawn up, which involved “the manipulation of rights rather 

than their realization” (Earle, 2010, p. 21). In other words, neoliberalism instils a form of 

practices used by governors to manage the governed, which raises a further issue that this thesis 

goes on to explore. It is necessary, therefore, to understand how governance shapes the ideology 

of neoliberalism into dominating ‘common sense’ via their everyday practices.  
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A further, and perhaps more significant, criticism has argued that neoliberalism “undermines 

the ability of developing countries (including Malaysia) in achieving sustainable development 

because of its emphasis in promoting the interest of the market at the expense of social and 

environment development” (Kumi et al., 2013, p. 6; see also Swyngedouw, 2010). In light of 

this debate, the question to ponder is whether or not sustainable development and other 

governmental reason is continuously used as a form of manipulation and means to facilitate the 

market over the interests of the public. Sustainable development gives the appearance of 

balancing social, economic and environmental goods, but this actually eventually resulted in 

the protection and advancement of economic growth and capital accumulation (Gunder & 

Hillier, 2009). Thus, in pursuit of this reflection, Haughton et al. (2013, p. 226) suggested: 

 

[u]nderstanding this process requires analytical attention to how neoliberalism 

as a political project, involving particular strategies of spatial-economic 

development [sustainable development] and associated regulatory forms 

[legislation], is ridden by contradictions and crisis tendencies.  

 

Emphasising economic growth as a means in planning process, the cases studied (England, 

New Zealand, Norway, Ireland and Canada) indicate some similarities with Malaysia. This is 

because Malaysia has become one of Asia’s new economic blocks which has been enhanced 

by taking a neoliberal course (Tasan-Kok, 2012). Arguably, this thesis agrees that the 

underlying premise of sustainable development has, to some extent, been able to influence the 

planning process and suggest the continuous analysis of the regime of governance practice in 

this governmental reasoning. In this sense, sustainable development presents a conception of 

an inter-relationship between economic, environmental and social well-being, raises some 

questions about its meaning from those who structure it, which are often at variance with the 

ideology of neoliberalism (Barton, 2000; Swyngedouw, 2009). It also shows how sustainable 

development has evolved in governance that can “enable, delimit and codify planning” (Beunen 

et al., 2015, p. 11). Therefore, by exploring this dominant concept in planning, or what Versteeg 

and Hajer (2010) termed as artefacts, provides a useful understanding on “how [the] techniques 

are related to, and implicated in, the forms of power to which they are opposed” (Death, 2010, 

p. 244).  
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In sum, “[p]lanners are particularly well-placed to engage in such an ethics of care and 

responsible action” in this neoliberal time, but they often operate within the constraints of 

democracy and bureaucratic procedure (Clifford & Tewdwr-Jones, 2013, p. 215; see also 

Campbell, 2012; Fainstein & Campbell, 2012; Gunder & Hillier, 2009; Sager, 2013; Tironi, 

2015). As Harper and Stein (2006, p. 263) argued, planning is supposed to be a democratic 

process; thus, it may turn out “to have undercurrents that serve certain [elite] interests other 

than those it purports to serve”. This dilemma is further complicated and reflected in the 

decisions that planners must make. These decisions capture the struggles and challenges facing 

particular groups that increasingly have no resistance options. The argument draws a 

dichotomy between the neoliberal condition’s social, environmental and economic spheres that 

often “[make] the planning profession schizophrenic” (Baeten, 2012, p. 210). Arguably, this 

argument fosters a possibility that the consultative process often attempts to give an illusion of 

certainty “because that is what we think it wants and hence what we have to do” (Gunder & 

Hillier, 2009, p. 187). This issue needs careful attention. 

 

This research argues that this is why planners embody the institutional form of power relations 

in their practices (Ploger, 2001). In this sense, a consultative process actually “serves as a 

legitimising strategy for powerful interests given that it essentially disguises the manner in 

which power operates, privileges the already powerful” (Fox-Rogers & Murphy, 2014, p. 249). 

Further, the problem may be summarised in very simple questions, with which this research is 

concerned (adapted from Clifford and Tewdwr-Jones, 2013, p. 59):  

 

[h]ow have planners responded to the changes? And what perceptions do they 

have of the changing roles they have to perform? Do planners resist the 

changes, or might we view them as collaborators in the ongoing reform of the 

state and public sector?  

 

The next section, therefore, aims to provide an understanding of these questions, with a focus 

on exploring the forces of neoliberalism calling for a paradigm shift for the planning profession 

itself. 
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3.6 The art of governance: re-emphasizing the role of planners  

Planning tends to adapt very quickly to reflect the dominant ideology and 

priorities of the age. This is not too surprising, perhaps: planning is, after all, 

the main mechanism through which the state seeks to manage (development) 

changes (Allmendinger & Haughton, 2012, p. 94). 

 

The theoretical and empirical debates on the role of planners have received significant attention 

in planning studies (Fox-Roger & Murphy, 2015; Grange, 2016; Gunder, 2014, 2016). Indeed, 

the rich literature indicates that it is the responsibility of planners to deal with uncertainty 

(Gunder & Hillier, 2009; Hillier, 2010; De Roo, 2010; Nilsson, 2010) and be able to adapt to 

the consequences of neoliberalism (Allmendinger & Haughton, 2012; Baeten, 2009, 2012; 

Clifford & Tewdwr-Jones, 2013; Grange, 2013, 2014, 2016; Gunder, 2010a, 2016; Low, 1991; 

Sager, 2010, 2013). In line with this, neoliberalism fundamentally reflects the practical 

judgement of planners in the planning process. Therefore, this section will demonstrate the 

challenges of planning and of the planning profession itself in response to the conflicts 

underpinned by neoliberalism: particularly, the role of planners in this process. 

 

The notion of governance, which has been influenced by the roles of the state, market and civil 

society, is a matter of urban and regional planning (Porter et al., 2013; Sanyal et al., 2012). 

Besides, planning must adapt to a rapidly changing world in order to survive (Friedmann, 

1993). This is especially so, because planning obviously plays a crucial part in arranging “the 

order of power” by “structuring the possible field of action” in the decision-making (Ploger, 

2001, p. 227). As alluded to in section 3.2 above, critics claim that planning in this era of 

neoliberal times may produce political, economic and social instability as well as 

environmental pollution and periodic collapse in market processes, as a result of capital 

accumulation (Healey, 2012b; Hillier, 2010; Kumi et al., 2013; Purcell, 2009; Van de Klundert, 

2013). This is because “[p]lanning is the ideology of contemporary neoliberal space” (Gunder, 

2010a, p. 308). 

 

Therefore, after more than 20 years, research is essential to investigate the practice of planner 

in this contemporary governance because planning has evolved (Van Assche et al., 2014a). 

However, despite the growing body of literature that sheds light on the good value of planning 

(Sager, 2014), Howitt and Lunkapis (2010, p. 113) claim that “planning is certainly not as 
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neutral and innocent as has been thought” it has a “dark side that needs to be acknowledged” 

(Huxley, 2010, p. 135; see also Flyvbjerg, 1998a; Flyvbjerg & Richardson, 2002). Such 

practices of planning, “involve delicate day-to-day choices about whether to follow the rules, 

or whether to change them to transform the structure” (Healey, 2006, p. 47). On this matter, 

Healey (2010), in parallel with Hillier (2002, 2010), underlines the difficulty faced by planners 

in making decisions and action that provides a logical basis for some planners to ‘manipulate’ 

the situation and produce “unintentioned pernicious effects” (Gunder, 2006, p. 213). This is 

especially so when planners tend to use concept such as sustainable development as mentioned 

in section 3.5 above, which are seen as necessary to recognise ‘good planning’ and the pursuit 

of a rational outcome, whereby “the real intentions, the process, or the effects are in some way 

camouflaged” (Sager, 2013, p. 81). 

 

Much of this critique derives from the relationship between planners and the public in the 

consultative democratic process within a consensus setting; as Matthews’s (2013, p. 144) 

claims, “[p]lanners are always doing and acting in a power-full way within the governmentality 

of planning systems”. Such authoritarian characterisation of planners is claimed to cause 

environmental degradation, corruption scandals and uncontrolled development that affects the 

quality of life. Indeed, “[t]he planner has become more an enabler of development and therefore 

run the risk of being less preoccupied with community impact or environmental quality” 

(Sager, 2013, p. 133). On a more critical note, “urban and regional planning is not just a 

progressive arm of government, but also has the potential for oppressing subordinate groups” 

(Yiftachel et al., 2001, pp. 117-118). As succinctly put by Fox-Rogers and Murphy (2014, p. 

247): 

 

[t]hus, rather than being custodians of the public interest, planners are viewed 

as state agents who must necessarily favour powerful economic interests rather 

than the common good. In this regard, the power of individuals or groups to 

shape planning outcomes in a manner that serves their own vested interests is 

inherently linked to their economic power. Such conception raises serious 

doubts surrounding the democratic nature of planning and undermine the 

notion that formal planning structures such as participatory exercises offer an 

effective means of ensuring that powerful interests do not dominate in the 

shaping of planning outcomes. 
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A recent study by Tasan-Kok and Baten (2012, p. 206) addressed the question of “how planners 

respond to the overruling profit principle in land allocation and to, what is left of, non-profit 

driven development” to show the adherence to the hegemony of neoliberalism in planning. 

Flyvbjerg (1998) advanced this perspective in relation to planning practices by providing 

practical evidence from the City of Aalborg, Denmark (as discussed in Section 3.3 above). 

Further, in the past two decades, Forester (1999) has drawn attention to the paradox of 

neoliberalism among planners. Consequently, there is an urgent need to develop a better 

understanding of how actions and interactions have interacted, particularly the way in which 

the public and state have interacted in the planning system (Bond, 2011b; Grindle, 2012). As 

Shatkin (2011) and Watson (2013, p. 95) pointed out, it is important to understand the “terms 

of engagement between forces of globalisation, the practices of local planning actors, and the 

tactics and strategies aimed at countering or engaging with [planning’s role relative to the 

market]”. Thus, the current research recognises that planning constitutes the ways in which its 

processes unfold at different scales to (dis)empower the public. A lack of understanding of the 

implications of planning in neoliberal times has often jeopardised society and well-intended 

developments. 

 

This further leads to questions about how planners practice and make judgements in the context 

of uncertainties within neoliberal governance. These are the type of planners that Flyvbjerg 

suggests need “to study planning theory [and practice] if we are to make progress” (Flyvbjerg, 

1998a, p. 387). In fact, these are also the types of planners that Healey (1992, p. 19; 2007) 

wrote about in her article of more than a decade ago ‘A Planner’s Day: Knowledge and Action 

in Communicative Practice”, in which she suggests: 

 

[t]he detailed study of planners at work should not only greatly assist our 

understanding of what skills expert planners use, but should also lead to an 

understanding of the circumstances in which planners can increase the overall 

sum of knowledge available to the communities they serve, and when they are 

merely serving powerful established interests.  

 

Arguably, a contribution such as this, helps us to understand planning ideas and practices, or 

in Hillier’s (2010) words, the raison d’etre of planning, in the twenty-first century. Such work 

has the potential for examining the ways planners “constitute themselves as subjects capable 
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of knowing, analysing, and ultimately modifying the real” (Foucault, 1994, p. 318). Thus, this 

research supports Healey’s (2010, pp. 38-40) view that the “planning field is full of narratives 

about how good planning ideas were subverted to oppressive and exploitive purposes, or were 

linked to the interests of self-regarding elites [and it involves] how governance work is actually 

done, and how planners think it should be done”. Surely, this exemplifies that planners use 

power in the planning process and must find solutions for equal treatment of social, economic 

and environmental well-being. Further, it is clear that the debates surrounding the merits of 

planning practice are linked to the existing power (im)balances within the planning system that 

reflect how decision-making is being shaped by neoliberal ideology.  

 

Admittedly, over the past five decades, many scholars have sought to enrich planning by 

exploring the potential of various planning approaches that reflect their theoretical viewpoints 

across different institutional settings (Sager, 2013). Examples of planning approaches include 

advocacy planning (Davidoff, 1965), radical planning (Friedmann, 1987; Sandercock, 2004), 

critical pragmatism (Forester, 1993; 2012) and equity planning (Metzger, 1996). Recently, 

Olesen (2014) and Tironi (2015) have attempted to revisit the radical planning approach (see 

John Friedmann, 1987; Sandercock, 2004), in which they claim that it is still relevant to solve 

issues in planning practices. Hence, it is not the intention of the research to explore all these 

types of planning mode; rather the research seeks to highlight the varying degree of power in 

the planning process, in which planners may (or, may not) influence the changes. 

 

A number of scholars have also analysed how planning discourses deal with public interests in 

neoliberal settings such as The Netherlands (Eshuis & Edwards, 2013; Van Assche et al., 

2014a), New Zealand (Bond & Thompson-Fawcett, 2007; Gunder & Mouat, 2002), Scotland 

(Inch, 2015; Matthews, 2013) and Norway (Sager, 2014). For example, Inch (2015), suggested 

that a comprehensive review is needed of the forms and practices of how ‘good citizens’ and 

‘bad citizens’ can influence the decision-making processes that draws on elements of the 

deliberative and agonistic practice of shaping the democratic agreement. He also called “for 

further consideration of what political participation requires of citizens, the forms of democratic 

learning that they engage in, and the broader significance of their political participation”, 

particularly in Scotland (p. 19). 
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Some of this work emphasises the dynamics of power relations, the progressive change in 

planning and the unnecessary distortion that threatens democratic participation; however, 

arguably, it only mirrors broader concerns about realising democracy. Thus, at least at the 

fundamental level of the planning discipline, the planner’s role in practice affects and is being 

negotiated to facilitate neoliberalism. The works of Clifford and Tewdwr-Jones in England 

(2013), Fox-Roger and Murphy in Ireland (2014, 2015) and Grange (2016) in Sweden, are 

noteworthy exceptions in this regard as they essentially explore the manner in which planners 

perceive their role in response to neoliberalism. In this sense, Fox-Roger and Murphy (2015, p. 

41) have claimed: 

 

[d]espite the broad body of theoretical and empirical literature investigating the 

role of the planner, relatively few studies have explored the views of planning 

practitioners themselves, making it difficult to judge whether such theories are 

actually shared by those in the field. 

 

Accordingly, this research concurs with the conviction of Clifford and Tewdwr-Jones (2013, 

p. xii) that: 

 

what has been missing to date, is the planner’s own responses to and 

perceptions of this maelstrom of change. In fact, the voice of the planner has 

been curiously absent from both conceptualisations and analyses of planning 

reform over the last 20 years. 

 

Indeed, the extent to which the planners’ views reflect their roles remains as a significant gap 

in the literature, despite the fact that the planners themselves can recognize, anticipate, and 

work to counteract the neoliberal influences; this may further may help them to manage conflict 

and other resources (Clifford & Tewdwr-Jones, 2013; Grange, 2016). Notwithstanding the 

value of the aforementioned studies, their contribution regarding the role of the planner that are 

inherently linked to power relations is somewhat limited.  

 

Associated with the emergence of neoliberal globalisation, in Malaysia, planners have often 

needed to justify their actions to ease public tension and to prevent the public from questioning 

authority. This has been coupled with concerns for using the concept of sustainable 
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development in planning policy or legislative mechanisms to justify their decisions and actions 

that facilitate economic development (Maidin, 2012). In this regard, it can be argued that the 

planners in Malaysia may be compelled towards pro-development interests; this echoes 

similarity to many other countries that are dominated by market forces. Indeed, it is particularly 

true as stressed by Gunder (2016, p. 23) that planning has become “the chief remaining 

scapegoat of neoliberal governance”. Thereby accepting Clifford and Tewdwr-Jones, Grange, 

and, Fox-Roger and Murphy’s views, as discussed previously, this research brings attention to 

the facilitation of a rethinking of the role of planners in the neoliberalism context by identifying 

power relations in the arrangement of governance to suit contemporary planning ideas and to 

remain relevant to the local planning context.  

 

Further, a more fine-grained and nuanced aspect of planning is that it also concerns the 

practices with other actors (Dean, 2010; Healey, 2006). In this sense, it must be acknowledged 

that the position of the individual planner is capable of adopting “more interpersonal relations 

between different planning actors” in the reformed planning process (Clifford & Tewdwr-

Jones, 2013, p. 215). In fact, as Friedmann declared nearly a half century ago, “being involved 

in action means that the planner interacts with external actors of various skills and roles, also 

representatives of interest groups” (Friedmann, 1969, quoted in Sager, 2013, p. 99). 

Significantly, this “action is oriented to reaching understanding” (Huxley, 2000, p. 370) and it 

is “intertwined with a whole range of other participants and their networks, each bringing to 

the process a variety of discourse types, lifeworlds, values, images, identities and 

emotions…[in which] [p]lanning cannot achieve empirical reality through the work of planners 

alone” (Hillier, 2002, p. 4).  This is because “[p]lanning is a very complex and messy process 

that involves many actors in a variety of roles (politician, planner, other professionals, 

developer, and citizens)” (Harper & Stein, 2006, p. 160). In fact, the “interaction between 

planners and other actors in governance network can give many feedbacks in the decision-

making process” (Van Buuren et al., 2012, p. 225). Therefore, the understanding of the extent 

to which planners may shape the planning process by the dominant discourse of neoliberalism 

is important. This may be achieved by exploring the orientation of power relations between 

planners and other actors in order to reduce the potential for ‘destructive conflict’ (Healey, 

2012a). 
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Consequently, as discussed explicitly in the above literature, taking neoliberalism and 

governmentality into account, this research investigates whether the development agenda that 

takes place in local context genuinely ‘consents to the rules of the public’ in planning process 

by highlighting the notion of ‘conduct of conduct’ or “the way in which one conducts the 

conduct of men” in the process (Foucault, 1979/2008, p. 186), and whether the outcome is in 

line with what the public needs within the context of a market-led development. In the twenty-

first century, the experiences of some western countries highlights the challenges faced by 

governance to manage this “people-centred governance, or participatory democracy” in these 

neoliberal times (Healey, 2012b, p. 34). Brownill and Parker (2010) made a call to 

geographically expand the sources of governance practice and theory, particularly on 

participatory democracy in planning; this was in order to broaden the critical perspective, 

primarily from the south-east (see also Watson, 2009; 2013). This is because most of the studies 

have focussed on the western part of the world, and less in the global south-eastern cities 

(Appadurai, 2001; Roy, 2010; Watson, 2013).  

 

Reflecting this, this research is also concerned with other actors’ experiences, as they could 

potentially provide insights into their interest in the consensus modes of the planning process. 

Arguably, consensus can lead to ‘democratic problems’, even if it has been “presented as 

(being) compatible with social and environment improvement”, which also provides agreement 

and negotiation among the actors within the practice of planning policies such as sustainable 

development (as discussed in Section 3.5) (Allmendinger & Haughton, 2012, pp. 92-94). Thus, 

following Allmendinger and Haughton (2012, 2013, 2014), the aim of this research is to 

identify how planning is applicable as a platform on which to mediate conflict “by highlighting 

the strategies, mechanisms, actors and networks that are constituted by, and have facilitated, a 

concrete form of post-politics” in this twenty-first century (2012, p. 90). Consequently, this 

research concurs with Hillier (2010, p. 448), where she sees: 

 

planning and governance as experiments or speculations entangled in a series 

of modulating networked relationships in circumstances at the same time both 

rigid and flexible, where outcomes are volatile: where problems are not 

‘solved’ once and for all but are rather constantly recast, reformulated in new 

perspectives. 
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This underlying tension is something to be redirected to participation as an axiomatic 

democratic subject in the planning system; this is analysed in Chapter Four that follows. 

 

3.7 Conclusion 

This chapter points to the idea of a neoliberalism that invades everything, including planning. 

Paradoxically perhaps, the foregoing demonstrates that the market, through new forms of 

governmentality governs the social order. Therefore, the chapter strove to present a literature 

account of neoliberalism as governmentality, as it is concerned with the analytical dimensions 

of the relationship between peoples, through the ‘conduct of conduct’ that involves strategies, 

technologies, and techniques of governance (Gunder & Mouat, 2002; Inch, 2015; Springer, 

2012; Tironi, 2015). Therefore, by using Foucault’s insight on governmentality and power, the 

research can provide useful insights on how the practice of governance can influence and shape 

planning process.  

 

The planning ideological beliefs are then made to legitimate the acts of governance; this is by 

using concept such as sustainable development and other governmental reasons, which have 

been permeated by the nexus of neoliberal market practices to the disadvantage of public 

interests (Gunder, 2006; Raco, 2016a). In particular, the research argues that neoliberalism 

basically represents the art of governmentalisation through the formation of consensus and 

agreement which have normalised the unsustainable conditions. This, of course, brings into 

question the role of the planners and how the planning profession needs to be transformed for 

a more democratic planning in this neoliberal world. As Couldry (2010, p. 64) succinctly put 

it: 

‘[d]emocracy’ operated on neoliberal principles is not democracy. For it has 

abandoned, as unnecessary, a vision of democracy as a form of social 

organization in which government’s legitimacy is measured by the degree to 

which it takes account of its citizens’ voices.  

 

These critical reflections on the proliferation of democracy refers to the planning practices that 

institute society and profound policing tactics in the consultative process. Following this, the 

next chapter considers the possibility that the notion of communication in the consultative 

process, had framed and promoted the ideals of subjectivity, as the new form of 

governmentality that manifested in the process of de-politicisation. 

http://www.amazon.com/Why-Voice-Matters-Politics-Neoliberalism/dp/1848606621/ref=sr_1_3?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1333564599&sr=1-3


84 

 

 
 

Chapter Four 

Participatory democracy and the post-political in 

planning 

 

…democracy has been finetuned to assure the efficient management of a 

(neo)liberal and pluralist society under the uncontested aegis of a naturalised 

market-based configuration of the production and distribution of a cornucopia 

of goods and services. Any remaining problems and issues will be dealt with in 

the appropriate manner, through consensual forms of techno-managerial 

negotiation. (Wilson & Swyngedouw, 2014b, p. 3) 

 

 

4.1 Introduction 

Public participation is a significant part of democratic governance: planning theories have long 

held this notion (Clifford & Tewdwr-Jones, 2013; Huxley, 2013; Lane, 2005). In this era of 

neoliberal globalisation, the relationship between the public and governance has evolved and 

become more complex, prompting for many polities a crisis of participation in planning and, 

more broadly, the practice of democracy (Brownill & Carpenter, 2007; Brownill & Parker, 

2010; Healey, 2012a; Purcell, 2009, 2013). This chapter will engage with these debates and 

argue that the dynamic modes of governance examined in Chapter Three are useful for 

understanding participation rhetoric in this neoliberal age.  

 

Section 4.2 explores the exercise of consultative process in planning; in this, participation is 

often considered the epitome of best planning process. Encouraging and developing 

participation is a feature of democracy. Democracy is understood here as the capacity of the 

public to participate in and effectively influence decision-making. Further, the section 

examines Arnstein’s (1969) symbol of the ‘ladder of participation’, which is widely referred to 

in the planning literature (Huxley, 2013). Understanding Arnstein’s symbolic ladder as a tool 

may provide one basis for analysis of public participation in regards to neoliberalism’s 

dominance. 
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Following this, Section 4.3 engages with the notion of communication in relation to power 

relations in everyday planning practices. The section will answer the third research question: 

How does the emergence of power relationships inform (in)effective planning practice in the 

consultative process? This enhances understanding of consultative processes, looking more 

fundamentally at how planners act and communicate, as well as the question of who gains and 

who loses in the current mechanisms of power. 

 

Section 4.4 explores the context of how the state promotes participatory democracy as a 

consensual mode of governance. Exploring both the political environment and consultative 

process is crucial. The literature rarely focuses on both issues concurrently (Leino & Laine, 

2012; Nyseth et al., 2010), even though this concerns “democracy and governance and its 

relationship with planning” (Brownill & Parker, 2010, p. 278). The section also examines how 

the recent transformations of governance, with the characteristics of the post-political in 

consultative process, are seen as part of the problematisation within planning (Huxley, 2013; 

Swyngedouw, 2014).  

 

Crucially, the interplay between planners and other stakeholders is prominent within planning, 

but planners’ thinking and acting modes in a neoliberal environment may erode democracy and 

instigate fine-grained tensions in this interplay. Thus, this chapter proposes that at present 

planning practice—as an important field and discipline—has the potential for a ‘dark side’ 

(Flyvbjerg, 1998a; Huxley, 2010). This chapter provides a critical reflection on these 

arguments. 

 

4.2 Public participation and democratic ethos 

Because participation is the heart of democracy... (Purcell, 2008, p. 53) 

 

This section examines the process of public participation as an important requirement of 

planning systems and clarifies how neoliberalism reshapes consultative practice. Sherry 

Arnstein’s (1969) ‘ladder of participation’ is then examined. This theory details the range of 

participatory engagement from manipulation to empowerment (Brownill & Parker, 2007; 

Huxley, 2013). This section clarifies the limitations of participation from a consultative practice 

perspective. These limitations constitute a new purpose and legitimacy brought to democracy 

(Purcell, 2009).  
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In this neoliberal era, it is important to emphasise the evolutionary character of governance, 

which features a convergence of interactions between the state and the public, affecting the 

rationale of the state’s action (Bailey, 2010; Gualini, 2010). These interactions highlight a 

significant form of participation that emphasises the dynamic practices of governance, where 

the rights of all concerned parties are generally acknowledged (Albrechts, 2002; Blakeley, 

2010; Brownill & Parker, 2010). In Latin, the word “participation” is defined as “being made 

to share”. This carries “an element of coercion”; hence, the word’s use differs from the context 

of its use (Patton, 2005, as cited in Huxley, 2013, p. 1531). Although there is still debate around 

the definition of ‘public’ and ‘participation’ (Barnes et al., 2003; Bailey, 2010; Clifford & 

Tewdwr-Jones, 2013), following Huxley (2013, p. 1531), the uses of ‘participation’ and 

‘participatory’ in the present research illustrate the “governing statement” that engages the state 

and other relevant stakeholders in the consultative process, within which “the aims, rationales 

and practices of certain aspects of planning … are generally framed”.  

 

Arguably, planning concepts and ideology particularly contribute to this framing, enabling 

planners to restructure and reshape “ways of thinking, ways of valuing and ways of acting” in 

the planning processes (Healey, 2006, p. 29; see also Gunder & Hillier, 2009). As such, 

participation, according to Beunen et al. (2015, p. 9), has fundamentally “expand[ed] the scope 

and impact of the decision in an organisation, [and] can grant an impact on the making of 

collectively binding decisions in the community”. Specifically, the focus is on the dialogue by 

which participants “come to know what is in their own best interest” (Sager, 2013, p. 27). In 

this sense, the dynamic networks between actors are demonstrated in an arena that is open to 

discussion and values differing opinions in the planning process (Healey, 2006). Along with a 

critical reflection on these issues, as Hytönen, (2016, p. 223) states, “[p]lanning works in 

different ways in different national contexts”. This is why the current research explores 

‘participation’ in the consultative process that is currently being deployed in Malaysia and that 

is significantly different to that being deployed in several Western countries. In this sense, the 

consultative process also reveals the effects of power relations and shows how democratic 

practices are stifled so thoroughly towards certain rationality (Bond, 2011a). 
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Public contributions to planning processes tend to be near universally accepted in the literature. 

In particular, the notion of participation has evolved as an essential practice in planning to 

encourage opportunities for social change that may (or may not) structure decisions (Brownill, 

2009; Campbell & Marshall, 2000; Conrad et al., 2011; Douglas & Friedmann, 1999; Huxley, 

2013). Studies have also recognised that an evolution in the relationship between the state and 

the market is significant for understanding the extent to which certain “sets of ideological 

concepts of belief and identification” typically shift and frame the practices in the planning 

system (Gunder, 2006, p. 213). Bond (2011a, p. 180) posits that: 

 

[i]n order for research and practice in this field [planning] to become more 

critical there is a need to interrogate how we frame our practices and to ensure 

that those frameworks cohere and aid us in our goals to explain, understand 

and even transform the worlds we live in. 

 

This chapter will illustrate the forms of power in the consultative process, and “whether they 

[concepts such as sustainable develeopment] are more likely to be instruments for reinforcing 

domination and control” (Gaventa, 2004, p. 34), or whether they are forms of resistance to 

neoliberalism. Analysis of consultative process inherently must reflect governance practice and 

hence provide a potential means to improve planning systems by focusing on the power relation 

dynamics within governance (Bond & Thompson-Fawcett, 2007; Brownill, 2009; Brownill & 

Carpenter, 2007; Hillier, 2002). As Ploger (2001, p. 238) observes, public participation is an 

art of governance, part of the power to “designate the way in which the conduct of individuals, 

or of groups might be directed”. 

 

Further, the promotion of democracy lies at the heart of participation (Purcell, 2008). This 

research does not intend to define and discuss the different articulations of ‘democracy’, as this 

is well documented in the literature (Couldry 2010; Crouch, 2004; Flyvbjerg, 1998a; Pateman, 

2012; Purcell, 2013). Rather, the term democracy is important for understanding the 

relationship between the emerging modes of governance and democratic opportunities. In this 

sense, a defining characteristic of democracy is the “continuous balancing act between the need 

to sustain capital accumulation and market confidence and the need to maintain social 

cohesion” (Blakeley, 2010, p. 132). However (as outlined in Chapter Three), neoliberalism 

tends to put profits before people, revealing its unbalanced approach that sustains economic 
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wellbeing at the cost of social and environmental wellbeing. This situation is increasingly 

evident in the way that the accepted ideals of democracy veil the actuality that it includes and 

excludes certain groups, particularly in the consultative process (Brownill, 2009; Stoker, 2010; 

Swyngedouw, 2014). 

 

Recently, there have been numerous attempts to conceptualise and analyse the relationship 

between neoliberalism and participatory democracy in planning (Huxley, 2013; Purcell, 2009, 

2013). Accordingly, the term ‘participatory democracy’ is referred to as the participatory 

process of democracy in which the public has the right to participate in a consultative process. 

Participatory democracy, as Pateman (2012, p. 10) remarks, “lies in the process of deliberation 

inside deliberative forum”, or, in Healey’s (2010, 2012, 2015) words, ‘people-centred 

governance’. The consultative process engages with various stakeholders, such as planners, 

developers, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and the public, who all have the right to 

participate in decision-making. Accordingly, to be democratic, the general public should be 

able to influence the planning process (Fainstein & Fainstein, 2013; Purcell, 2008; 2009). The 

consultative process also provides the possibility for the public to question the operation and 

nature of governance in practice, as participation is the “cornerstone of democracy” (Arnstein, 

2007 [1969], p. 216; see also Bond, 2011a).  

  

Certainly, democracy entails a process of consultation and decision-making that, in many ways, 

should represent the interests of the public (Leino & Laine, 2012). Huxley (2013, p. 1532) 

points out that “most of the literature on public participation in planning takes ‘participation’ 

as a given ideal and aim, in which, to greater or lesser degrees, residents as citizens have a right 

and a duty to take active part in decisions affecting the environment of their local areas”. This 

reflects the acceptance of ‘participation’ as a solution to certain issues in planning practice. 

 

However, contemporary scholarly works have argued that, in the new millennium, public 

participation produces “something which can be argued about” (Huxley, 2013, p. 1532). As 

Huxley claims, “[p]articipation has become a taken-for-granted aspect of almost all liberal 

democratic planning systems” (p. 1528). This is achieved by making the “have-not citizens” 

feel included in the consultative process and empowered to articulate a democratic ethos 

(Arnstein, 2007 [1969], p. 216). Nevertheless, this encapsulates “significant questions about 

the demands that are made of people in the name of democracy” (Inch, 2015, p. 422). Although 
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the consultative process is designed to give the “impression of involvement [of the public] 

while securing the influence of vested interests” (Brownill, 2009, p. 360), which Cooke and 

Kothari (2001) claim that this is a ‘new tyranny’ in planning practice. Crucially, this ‘new 

tyranny’ means that the current practices of governance actually ‘exclude’ the affected public 

from the consultative process, particularly where the action and judgement are often mainly 

concerned with economic imperatives (Brownill, 2007; Fainstein & Fainstein, 2013; Leino & 

Laine, 2012). This perhaps reflects the limits to current participation, despite the ideal of 

fostering participatory democracy in the planning process. 

 

Furthermore, the limits of participation have created significant challenges for planning in the 

twenty-first century, which is experiencing different participation contexts and forms of 

democracy. This presents a dilemma when public participation is only advisory, and there is 

“no position to make decisions” (Ploger, 2001, p. 227), as planning and its implementation in 

reality most favoured by capital development, rather than facilitating the community (Bailey, 

2010; Gunder & Hillier, 2009; Harper & Stein, 2006; Purcell, 2009, 2013). As Healey (2012a, 

p. 22) observes, “[i]t is no surprise that all kinds of initiatives to encourage 

people/citizens/communities to participate/engage more positively in this balancing act have 

been incorporated into the design of planning systems and in urban policy initiatives”. This 

confusion has led to the view that the consultative process is “not as unambiguous as it used to 

be” (Ojendal, 2005, p. 365) and that “democratic rule can result in exclusionism” of the public 

(Fainstein & Fainstein, 2013, p. 47).  

 

Arguably, then, the consultative process in contemporary governance does not genuinely 

facilitate public participation. Not surprisingly, this stance is created by neoliberals as a “profit 

at all costs is good for you motif” (Gibson-Graham & Cameron, 2010, p. 296). This also means 

that the consultative process is a notable attempt to persuade the public to believe that a certain 

decision is in the best interests of everyone. This paradox leaves the deployment of democracy 

at stake. In a similar vein, Purcell (2008, p. 37) claimed that this current logic of consultative 

practice: 

 

is also an ideology and a discursive frame. The ideological power of democracy 

is extremely strong; most people accept it without question as good. But that 

power is currently being wielded more by neoliberals than by the resistance. 
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This highlights the dissonance of planning where it does not necessarily prompt the practice of 

democracy. In this sense, the research accords with Flyvbjerg’s (1998a, p. 5) remarks that: 

 

democracy is not something a society “get”; democracy must be fought for 

each and every day in concrete instances, even long after democracy is first 

constituted in a society. If citizens do not engage in this fight, there will be no 

democracy. 

 

Planning has evolved as “a contradictory potential for participation, as opposed to the image of 

participatory planning promoted in policy discourses” (Brownill, 2009, p. 358). In particular, 

new participatory modes of governance through consultative process have shifted the 

relationship between the state and its citizens to suit contemporary development. Therefore, an 

exploration of the conceptual and empirical development of public participation is useful for 

understanding the participatory trends in planning practices (Hytönen, 2016; Leino & Laine, 

2011). The present research therefore examines the participation process in planning as a form 

of ‘democratic truth’, which is manifestly rhetorical and incompatible with the reality. 

 

In addition, Barnett (2014, p. 1638) provides a comprehensive view on how spaces or cities 

can “sustain specific practices” and shape certain behaviours that invoke democratic values. 

Yet these values are at stake. Accordingly, from Barnett’s perspective, adhering to the same 

principles and practices in a specific consultative process context may reveal how actions and 

interactions can navigate the outcome of many decisions in planning. Similarly, Brownill 

(2009), in her examination of the UK’s planning process, suggests a framework for 

understanding the process and new modes of governance towards a more participatory 

democracy in planning. Such a critical analysis provides valuable insights into the planning 

practices of the past. 

 

Thus, it is useful here to turn to Arnstein’s (1969) ‘ladder of participation’ to inform thinking 

that “suggests the provision of information and consultation” in planning practice (Bailey, 

2010, p. 316). Significantly, discussions about participation engage widely with Arnstein’s 

(1969) ‘ladder of participation’. This is a crucial, often-cited analytical tool in the planning 

literature, despite criticisms from different perspectives (Bailey, 2010; Bond & Thompson-
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Fawcett, 2007; Clifford & Tewdwr-Jones, 2013; Huxley, 2013; Lane, 2005). The ladder 

includes eight forms of ‘participation’: manipulation; therapy (non-participation); informing; 

consultation; placation (tokenism); partnership; delegat[ing] power; and citizen control (citizen 

power). These indicate different levels of participation. Accordingly, the citizens’ degree of 

power varies across different rungs (of the ‘ladder’), policy arenas and contexts (Bailey, 2010). 

The levels of the ladder reflect the meaningfulness of participation from least to most (Lane, 

2005). However, it is not the intention of the present research to investigate a detailed definition 

of all the terms, but rather to examine certain rights of the public to participate and be involved 

in a consultative planning process that best explains the use of power within the participation 

exercise.  

 

Often, the complexities of participatory practice change over time, however, as Bond and 

Thompson-Fawcett (2007, p. 462) emphasise, “Arnstein’s warnings about tokenistic and 

manipulative processes are just as relevant today as they were in 1969”. Here, although 

Arnstein’s category of consultation allows citizens to participate and communicate their 

opinions and beliefs, this level is “a sham since it offers no assurance that citizen concerns and 

ideas will be taken into account” (Arnstein, 2007 [1969], p. 219). In fact, consultation has been 

the main approach used by governance in the decision-making process to gather information 

from the public, not-withstanding “the fact that those who invite the public to participate are 

able to set the terms of that participation” (Lane, 2005, p. 285). Arguably, in Malaysia, the 

notion of participation is regarded as the level of being consultative, in which the public are 

able to participate and voice their concern, but the formal decision-making rests with the 

institutional decision-makers, from which the public are completely excluded. This argument 

reflects Huxley (2013, p. 1533) arguments as to “how ‘participation’ becomes framed (and 

tamed) in Arnstein’s ‘ladder’ as the solution to the problems of lack of power and resources – 

rather than, say, the more radical solutions implicit in it”. In this context, the ladder aids to 

explain the emergence of participation as constantly being formed within a discursive frame of 

neoliberalism, not “as one coherent public that is waiting to be heard” (Leino & Laine, 2011, 

p. 90).  

 

Along with critical reflection on these issues, the influence of the public over decision-making 

and the underlying aims of the participation process can be questioned. As such, a further 

question is raised as to whether participation is dominated by capital interests or is genuinely 
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representing ‘the voice’ of the people. Not surprisingly, the shifting landscape in planning 

seems to undermine participatory practice. Thus, it would be difficult to view participation as 

originally encapsulated in Arnstein’s ladder, as the public are merged “to be gathered together 

and made sayable in particular forms” (Huxley, 2013, p. 1538). In this sense, participation is 

seen as a problem rather than as a solution – “participation is about giving the impression of 

involvement and democracy while simultaneously ensuring that decisions enable economic 

competitiveness and that power remains centralised” (Brownill & Carpenter, 2007, p. 404). As 

a result, the notion of public participation, the present research argues, is eroded in favour of a 

neoliberal agenda “that is expressed through ever accelerating rounds of creative destruction 

of the urban built environment” (Barnett, 2014, p. 1627).  

 

On this account, the relation between the state and the citizen is more complex and may mask 

the domination that undermines the rationality of power (Hillier, 2002; Matthews, 2013; Nyseth 

et al., 2010). Perhaps, the consultative process is not truly democratic because the public cannot 

resist in the planning process, particularly when the priority often concerns a neoliberal agenda. 

Given this premise, governance may forsake the participation process to promote economic 

growth. The underlying sentiment is that the understanding of the relationship between the state 

and the subject of democracy can be usefully informed by the new form of governmentality 

that accords with formal democratic procedures (Blakeley, 2010). This condition is aggravated 

by the tendency to convey the idea of formal public participation that shares a communicative 

and consultative repertoire though, after all, the arena is actually being redefined to express 

economic interest. What is worse, as Purcell (2008, p. 71) points out, is that: 

 

the gap between reality and ideal is papered over far too easily in public 

discourse, so that processes that are necessarily exclusive get narrated as 

inclusive. In fact, all decisions taken through communicative action will be 

imposed on people who have not had a say in the process, but who are 

nevertheless affected by the decision...They are, therefore, systematically 

included, and therefore advantaged, by a decision-making structure that must 

of necessity exclude some affected parties, but never excludes them. Moreover, 

that process is commonly narrated to be inclusive, and its exclusions are rarely 

questioned. 
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Purcell’s argument is concerned with participation’s limitations. It examines how the process 

creates democratic problems that result in tensions between various actors in the planning 

process (Barnett, 2014; Bailey, 2010; Brownill, 2009; Swyngedouw, 2009). Under these 

circumstances, Healey’s (2006, p. 225) argument—that public participation in the consultative 

process is “a field of struggle, in which those who have power may easily control access, 

routines and style [of communication]”—rings true. Consequently, the present research seeks 

to capture the dynamic perspectives of consultative processes that highlight the tensions faced 

within governance arenas and practices. As such, it argues that while this has led to a renewed 

focus on incorporating public rights through forms of participation, in reality, the public lacks 

power and is instead positioned largely to legitimise pro-growth development. This is reflected 

in Forester’s (2012, p. 207) suggestions for handling the challenges of deliberation and 

participation: 

 

[f]irst, by integrating public participation with innovative and effective 

negotiation; second, by treating public participation as a matter of meaning and 

argument, but not action; and third, to learn from the practices of public dispute 

mediators who can aid the understanding of democratic participation and 

public deliberation. 

 

However, this approach (at best) only seems to position public participation as ‘power-sharing’ 

in decision-making, albeit differently. Thus, to develop these arguments further, this research 

focuses on Mark Purcell’s (2008, p. 46) dictum that “[t]he particular manifestation of 

[participatory] democracy in planning is usually called ‘communicative’ …”. This form of 

communication reflects one way in which practices/actions might (un)facilitate neoliberalism. 

Interestingly, an engagement with power relations can illustrate how consultative process—

through communication—might shape the planning process (Brownill, 2009; Castells, 2009; 

Healey, 2006; Innes & Booher, 2015). This is because, by “[u]nderstanding how power works 

is the first prerequisite for action, because action is the exercise of power” (Flyvbjerg, 1998b, 

p. 228). Understanding this theoretical perspective is necessary to explore “how power can be 

exercised by language, rituals, procedures, and of how political interests are formed in the first 

place”, attesting to the importance of planners’ roles in everyday life (Huxley, 2010, p. 178). 

Based on this understanding, the next section focuses on communication in relation to power 

relations. 
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4.3  Communication and power relations: some crucial signs 

…to bridge the multiple perspectives planning theorists should focus more 

research on the role of communication in planning and incorporate into their 

thinking work already published that can shed light on how communication 

has power (Innes & Booher, 2015, p. 207). 

 

This section engages with recent discussions on the relationship between communication and 

neoliberalism in everyday planning practices. It explores the notion of communication and 

consultation in relation to the mechanisms of power that give the appearance of engagement 

and consensual in planning process and considers whether the public has the freedom to resist 

the state. Further, this section examines how the consultative process makes visible how 

planning practice emerges and circulates within market adaptation forces, further challenging 

planning in the contemporary world (Healey, 2011, 2013). 

 

The communicative discourse has spread to many parts of the world (Healey, 2006, 2012, 2013; 

Kaza, 2013) and has gained traction as a new paradigm of planning theory and practice in the 

twenty-first century (Gunder, 2010a; Leino & Laine, 2012; Matthews, 2013; Purcell, 2009). 

This is an attempt to promote the idea of consensual engagement for setting planning action in 

the democratic planning process. As Albrecht (2010, p. 228) states: 

 

[t]hey [governance and planners] must acknowledge that there are multiple 

publics and that planning and governance in a new multicultural era requires a 

new kind of multicultural literacy and a new kind of democratic politics, which 

is more participative, more deliberative and more agonistic. 

 

Arguably, what is described as a new kind of ‘multicultural literacy’ and ‘democratic politics’ 

can be seen as a range of approaches to consultative practices. In particular, such varied 

assumptions lead to ideological shifts and changes as underlying factors in broader social 

changes. As highlighted in Chapter Three, the changes manifested through a concept such as 

sustainable development “are not simply imposed in a top-down way … and then implemented 

unproblematically. Instead, these concepts are contested, with struggles taking place over their 

meaning, interpretation and implementation” (Sharp & Richardson, 2001, p. 194). This 

increases understanding of why a consultative process that commands agreement in the formal 
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arena seeks to be manoeuvred through the control of and arrangement within this consensual 

setting (Healey, 2012). As such, the original objectives of planning to produce political, 

economic and social stability have not been fully achieved; this threatens the legitimacy of the 

consultative process (Versteeg & Hajer, 2010). 

 

As already noted, this arena has demonstrated the issues concerning power relations through 

communication and participation (Fox-Rogers & Murphy, 2014; Healey, 2003, 2006; Kim, 

2012). This also accords with Aitken’s (2010, p. 253) point that “meaningful participation 

requires empowerment of participants and thus any evaluation of participatory activities 

considers where power is found and how this is deployed”. It is certainly true that “[b]ecoming 

democratic is therefore a process by which people reclaim their own power” (Purcell, 2013, p. 

92). However, it seems that communication efforts are linked inherently as a way to limit the 

exercise of power in the planning process (Allmendinger & Haughton, 2012; Fox-Roger & 

Murphy, 2014). An understanding of Foucault’s concepts of power and resistance is vital here 

to determine how governance practices are deployed and to identify the implications for 

planning (Flyvbjerg, 1998b).  

 

Along with a critical reflection on power, this research emphasises that knowledge exchange 

occurring within communication is a way of achieving acceptance of the ‘truth’ (Sharp & 

Richardson, 2001). Indeed, various authors ask significant questions about the role of 

communication to challenge existing power relations in consultative practice (Brownill & 

Carpenter, 2007; Fainstein & Fainstein, 2013; Hytönen, 2016; Sager, 2009, 2013). In particular, 

such a critical perspective illustrates that consultative processes are fraught with potentially 

conflicting arguments, as “considerable power rests with the decision-maker and his/her 

subjective judgement” (Aitken, 2010, p. 252). 

 

Despite the importance of exercising power in the consultative process, arguably, the process 

does not necessarily reflect and incorporate the public’s views. Argubly, the Malaysian 

planning system is predicated on a top-down hierarchical process, which appear to have, public 

at best getting asked about their beliefs and views, if any, consenting the production of the 

Malaysian built environment (Abdullah et al., 2011; Maidin, 2012). This reflects Neuman’s 

(2003, p. 84) view that “[p]eople do shape their own destiny, but not under conditions of their 

own choosing”. In other words, public opinion has been unable (to some extent) to influence 
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the dynamics of institutional change and institutional settings, in which market-led 

development has always been argued as having priority over social needs. In fact, nearly 20 

years ago, Flyvbjerg (1998a) made similar arguments when examining planning in the city of 

Aalborg.  

 

It is vital to recognise that the public cannot resist any form of power that is bound up in the 

form of domination in communication (Gunder, 2010a). Significantly, these arguments imply 

the value of incorporating power relations into participatory debates (Gaventa, 2004; 

Holgersen, 2015). As such, a more comprehensive study of how power interacts in this arena, 

in which planners (as part of the framework) structure situations, is required (Kim, 2012). It is 

necessary to explore the exercise of power, both how it arises and how through it, the 

consultative process is managed and transformed to create particular outcomes. Empirical 

evidence is necessary to show whether or not consultative process via communication might 

(un)wittingly facilitate neoliberalism. Approaching this research from the perspective of 

Foucault’s power relations, consultative practice may demonstrate how power imbalances are 

manifested, revealing the rhetoric and reality about the planning process’s democratic nature. 

 

Given this dynamic view of power relations in the consultative processes, a key issue here is 

the extent to which planning practice affects the interaction between markets and society. This 

problematises Huxley’s (2013, p. 1537) notion of planning practice:  

 

[w]hat discourses did it [participation] enter into and enable in order to become 

‘sayable’ and taken for granted in different conditions? What solutions did it 

provide and for whom? What configurations of power did it reinforce or 

undermine? What tensions and contradictions did it resolve or engender? 

 

These questions highlight the co-option of democratic rhetoric that confers a market-based 

logic on planning practice. In this sense, public involvement is legitimised through governance 

mechanisms in which participation may only neutralise existing power relations, rather than 

challenge them. As Bailey (2010, p. 324) notes: 
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[t]he duty to promote democracy and the duty to involve may simply represent 

top-down directions that are largely cosmetic if authorities only implement the 

letter of the law or if citizens are unwilling or unable to engage fully in the 

process. 

 

Accordingly, the present research argues that in evaluating the consultative process, we should 

consider how the evolutionary perspective of ideological beliefs within planning mechanisms 

underpins the public participation that instigates neoliberal values (Van Assche et al., 2014a). 

Indeed, Gunder (2006, p. 211) contended a decade ago that “discourses are made to vie, often 

without success, to be the one dominant truth that gives the only possible meaning to our empty 

and ambiguous but contested terms of identification”. This is also alluded to in Chapter Three. 

Consequently, following Legacy et al. (2014, p. 28), the present research uses “existing 

statutory and legislative rules (as) democratic hallmarks” to understand how the consultative 

process frames, facilitates and formalises planning decisions (see also Gunder & Mouat, 2002; 

Fox-Rogers et al., 2011). To take one argument, recent studies by Duineveld et al. (2013), 

which have drawn on Foucauldian perspectives, demonstrate how planning practices in the 

Dutch city of Groningen use strategies and tactics as technologies of governing. Through this 

approach, they seek to ensure that the public feel empowered. However, in reality, people have 

continued to feel marginalised. In this regard, the statutory planning system exemplifies some 

form of domination in the consultative process. As Legacy et al. (2014, p. 38) posit: 

 

[s]pecifically, we might recast ‘the decision’ as representing an accrual of 

separate decisions (decision-making points) made in accordance with the 

formal regulatory and legal structures dictating the conduct of decision-making 

and the processes of engagement with key stakeholders, especially the public.  

 

Given the above, a consultative manner in planning practice is not always desirable; as this 

signals a contradictory potential regarding the public’s capacity for resistance (Brownill & 

Parker, 2010). Consequently, the underlying premise of participation poses a far more critical 

challenge to planning, one that can both test and reinforce the dynamics of power relations. 
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Further, as argued here, neoliberalism maintains the dominance of some groups over others. 

To some extent, this has led to unintended consequences that have resulted in conflict and 

tension among the various actors involved. It is worth noting that when a marginalised group 

struggles to gain access to be heard, a “movement made up of allied groups seeking broad 

transformation of existing power relations” is advocated (Purcell, 2009, p. 159); this leads to 

an agonistic perspective (Bond, 2011a; Hillier, 2007; Laclau & Mouffe, 2001), as delineated 

in Chapter Three. Purcell (2009, 2011, and 2013) has provided insight into the relationship 

between neoliberalism and democratic governance that have resulted in a tendency for public 

protest in major cities such as Greece and Spain, and the Arab uprisings in Egypt, Syria and 

Yemen. These protests stem the possibility of resistance that “captures the close relationships 

between protests and the forms of government they oppose” (Death, 2010, p. 236).  

 

Thus, following Healey (2012a, p. 29), it is in “this sense of a corroded public realm which 

motivates the re-thinking of what democracy can mean”. Indeed, as Pateman (2012, p. 15) 

warns, “the empirical evidence, both from 40 years ago and today, shows that making 

substantive steps towards creating a participatory democracy is quite (im)possible”. As Purcell 

(2009) claims, planning practice is often arranged to command agreement in governance, but 

the fact is that it largely marginalises the public in the process. Consequently, Roy (2010, p. 

103) claims that “[c]ommunication, mediation, and collaboration may be part of the planner’s 

tool kit but these techniques do not even begin to capture the forms of rule, sovereignty, and 

citizenship that constitute the politics of planning”. 

 

Therefore, there is reason to believe that planning practice has reshaped and reoriented planning 

process in ways that reinforce the operation of power, which signal the practices of de-

politicisation (Baeten, 2009; Swyngedouw, 2009). This is the key theme developed in the 

following section.  

 

4.4 The paradox of participatory democracy in post-political planning 

[A] postpolitical consensual policy arrangement has increasingly reduced 

the ‘political’ to ‘policing’, to ‘policymaking’, to managerial consensual 

governing. (Swyngedouw, 2009, p. 605) 
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The above statement expresses not a judgement, but merely an observation that captures the 

focus of this section; that is, the upheaval of the dynamics of de-politicisation in planning. This 

process of de-politicisation unfolds through “the sphere of governing and polic(y)ing” in the 

consultative process by decreasing politics proper (Swyngedouw, 2014, p. 125). This section 

will review the current practice of de-politicisation that creates a ‘new space’ of participation. 

This is often arranged alongside a communicative means through a consensus that conflates 

market regulation as the common interest.  

 

According to Gutmann and Thompson (2004, p. 34), the public “need[s] forums within which 

they can propose and debate issues concerning the basic economic structure of society, over 

which corporations exert a kind of control that is properly considered as political”. This reflects 

ways of deliberation and fosters dialogue through the arenas of the planning system that have 

long been recognised as encouraging the public to participate in the planning process (Brownill 

& Carpenter, 2007; Forester, 2012; Healey, 2012a). Gaventa (2004) claims that spaces created 

by governance may influence and shape the power held within them. Hence, Versteeg and 

Hajer (2010, p. 174, emphasis in the original) suggest that: 

 

[i]f we want to assess the legitimacy of a particular planning process, we 

therefore should investigate the setting, the physical situation(s) in which the 

interactions take place. The active manipulation of the setting is called staging, 

including the use of existing symbols and the invention of new ones, as well as 

the distinction between active players and the (presumably) passive audience. 

 

The present research intends to explore this staging (Versteeg & Hajer, 2010) and the spaces 

(Gaventa, 2004) that situates planning as a technology counter to democratic process. The 

arguments draw on Metzger et al. (2015b, p. 8), among others, who claim that planning “has 

increasingly become an instrument to displace the political rather than creating a space where 

political disagreement can play out” in this neoliberal era (see also Allmendinger & Haughton, 

2011, 2012, 2013, 2014; Mouffe, 2005; Oosterlynk & Swyngedouw, 2010; Swyngedouw, 

2007, 2009, 2010, 2014). Similarly, as Swyngedouw (2010, p. 311) claims, “[i]t is in this 

phantasmagoric space that the proper political dimension ... disappears to be replaced by a 

consensually established frame that calls for techno-managerial action”. Further, Swyngedouw 

(2014, p. 124) observes that “the political emerges through the process of political 
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subjectivation, the process of appearance of those who disrupt the state of the situation in the 

name of “equality”, “the people”, the “common” and “the democratic”’. This condition denotes 

a form of governance regime known as the post-political, which was marked by the process of 

‘framing’ decisions that dictates agreement in consensus setting (Allmendinger & Haughton, 

2012). Wilson and Swyngedouw (2014a) discuss their comprehensive view regarding the 

conceptualisation of the post-political, drawing from Chantal Mouffe (2005, 2009), Rancière 

(1999, 2001; 2010), and Žižek (1999, 2000, 2013). The present research does not intend to 

engage critically with the post-political stances of all these key thinkers. Rather, the aim is to 

understand the practices of governance through which the process of de-politicisation emerges 

and unfolds around new constitutional forms that represent the “disappearance of political”, 

where the “practices are symbolised and desire is generalised” (Swyngedouw, 2014, pp. 123–

134). 

 

To grasp the context of de-politicisation in planning fully, this research advocates what Mouffe 

(2005, p. 9) terms ‘political’, which refers to “the very way in which society is instituted”, and 

which differs from politics proper. According to Rancière (1999, p. 35 cited in Van 

Puymbroeck & Oosterlynck, 2014, p. 94): 

 

[p]olitics is a matter of subjects or, rather, modes of subjectivation. By 

subjectivation I mean the production through a series of actions of a body and 

a capacity for enunciation not previously identifiable within a given field of 

experience, whose identification is thus part of the reconfiguration of the field 

of experience. 

 

In particular, the process of de-politicisation replaces the politics that organises society through 

democratic engagement. It operates via “an immanent practice” of governance, where “the 

space of the political is increasingly colonised and sutured by the spaces of the police/policies” 

(Swyngedouw, 2014, p. 124). This sense of ‘post-political’ appears as a situation that offers a 

democratic and planned framework that takes all stakeholders, including public preferences 

into account, but operates only on paper (Mertzger, 2014). Under these circumstances, as 

Wilson and Swyngedouw (2014a) observe, the post-political condition can be characterised by 

the disappearance of democracy and the weakening of public sphere. Here, as Swyngedouw 

(2014, p. 176) claims, “[c]onsensus is precisely what suspends the democratic”. 
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At this point, it is worth quoting Žižek’s description of this emerging regime of the post-politic 

at length: 

 

the conflict of global ideological visions embodied in different parties which 

compete for power is replaced by the collaboration of enlightened technocrats 

(economists, public opinion specialists…) and liberal multiculturalists; via the 

process of negotiation of interests, a compromise is reached in the guise of a 

more or less universal consensus. Post-politics thus emphasize the need to 

leave old ideological visions behind and confront new issues, armed with the 

necessary expert knowledge and free deliberation that takes people’s concrete 

needs and demands into account (Žižek, 1999, p. 198 cited in Swyngedouw, 

2007, p. 24). 

 

In this sense, existing social fragmentation arose through a consensus that resulted from 

globalisation, privatisation and liberalisation policies. This is what Crouch (2004) called a 

‘model of elite consensus and agreement’. Within this environment, the post-political condition 

seems to appear and facilitate the public in ways that emphasise participation. Hence, this 

participation is contested in relation to economic growth. This signals that the process of de-

politicisation excludes some affected groups that are unable to be heard under neoliberalism’s 

hegemony (Howitt & Lunkapis, 2010; Porter, 2014). In fact, this post-political frame precisely 

signals “a blurring of institutional responsibility, accountability and legitimacy” (Allmendinger 

& Haughton, 2014, p. 31).  

 

These arrangements of post-political is what Rancière (2001, p. 8) terms “the police”, which 

constitutes “the partition of the sensible”. Here, ‘the police’ refer to “an order of the visible and 

the sayable that sees that a particular activity is visible and another is not, that this speech is 

understood as discourse and another as noise” (Rancière, 1998, as cited in Swyngedouw, 2014, 

p. 128). Conversely, ‘the partition of sensible’ concerns “the administration (policing) of 

environmental, social, economic or other domains and they remain, of course, fully within the 

realm of the possible, of existing social relations” (Swyngedouw, 2009, p. 609). In particular, 

it is “not a social function but a symbolic constitution of the social” (Rancière, 2001, p. 8). 

Arguably, understanding this post-political regime in contemporary society is crucial to assess 
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the practice of governance as it shapes decisions. This is because the political configuration 

within this discursive frame constitutes “political, rebellious and insurrectional movements 

whereby the process of subjectivation—the act of participating in the politicising event—

operates at a distance from both state and theory” (Swyngedouw, 2014, p. 124). 

 

Although an emerging body of thought on the dynamics of the post-political associated with 

neoliberalism exists, only limited research explores the connections between neoliberalism and 

planning as a form of post-political governance in Malaysia’s southern-eastern cities (Watson, 

2013). Hence, arguably, it is more fruitful to examine the relationship that is already evident in 

many, if not most, parts of the world (Allmendinger & Haughton, 2013; Healey, 2012b; 

Holgersen, 2015; Watson, 2013). The work of some key thinkers, such as Allmendinger and 

Haughton (2010, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014) and Eric Swyngedow (2007, 2009, 2010, 2014), has 

been very significant for the present research in considering post-political conditions in 

planning. For instance, the post-political condition narrative has been carefully analysed by 

Allmendinger and Haughton (2014, p. 30) with respect to English planning, where “[p]ost-

politics seeks to displace politics through the projection of a world without conflict where a 

consensus order is already established or where it can be established through the deployment 

of various strategies of politics such as deliberative democracy”. Attempts have also been made 

by others, such as Rosol (2014), drawing on the Foucauldian notion of resistance. Rosol (2014) 

refers to counter-conduct in the protest against ‘big-box retail’ developments in Vancouver. 

This scenario in Vancouver can shed empirical light on the ‘post-political’ or ‘de-politicised’, 

which incorporates the ways in which governors govern and shape the urban politics (MacLeod 

& Jones, 2011; Rosol, 2014).  

 

At the risk of further muddling the question, the post-political condition exposes how “politics 

is increasingly replaced by hard and soft technologies of administration (policing) of 

environmental, social, economic or other domains” (Žižek, 2002, as cited in Swyngedouw, 

2014, p. 125). This process of “governance-beyond-the-state [has] become part of the system 

of governing, of organizing the conduct of the conduct…by unauthorized actors” 

(Swyngedouw, 2011, p. 372, emphasis in the original). Further, Badiou (2010) claims that 

governance often “replace[s] an identitarian object, and the separating names bound up in it” 

with a common name such as “we, the People” (as cited in Swyngedouw, 2014, p. 132). 
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Paradoxically, the consultative process has been “locked in” to prioritise development that has 

further implications for the wider policy demands (Raco, 2013, p. 193).  

 

In a similar vein, Allmendinger and Haughton (2012, p. 94) delineate the way in which the 

post-political condition in planning has been “brokered through appealing to universal themes 

that seem to command agreement as a result of their broadly progressive, if nonspecific, 

framing”. In this sense, Žižek (2000) argues that “we have entered the post-ideological era of 

rational negotiation and decision-making, based upon the neutral insight of economic, 

ecological, etc.” (as cited in Allmendinger & Haughton, 2012, p. 91). Indeed, this arrangement 

signals practices of de-politicisation that are “instituted by the social”, where the “tactics arise 

out of the social condition or process” within the discursive framework of planning ideology, 

such as sustainable development (Swyngedouw, 2009, p. 604). In fact, this symbolic label 

arguably “acts as an ideological mechanism to anchor [planning practice]” to justify any 

differing and contradictory objectives in policy outcomes (Gunder, 2014, p. 3).  

 

Further, this ideological shift has resulted from “certain conditions of possibility” (Huxley, 

2013, p. 1527), which can be seen as the problematisation of planning practice (Metzger, 2015; 

Raco, 2014; Swyngedouw, 2014). This ‘conceptualisation (sustainable development) 

represents a post-political fantasy that promises an anti-utopian managerial utopia”, which 

produces another paradox (Raco, 2014, p. 42, emphasis in original). Ironically, the concept of 

sustainable development—as discussed in Chapter Three—is post-political: it seeks “to resolve 

a perceived problem with a desirous remedy; which often draws on what is considered ‘best 

planning practice’” (Gunder, 2014, p. 5). This encourages agreement in the planning process 

that operates within an unquestioned legislative framework of participatory democracy 

(Allmendinger & Haughton, 2012; Gunder & Hillier, 2009; Raco, 2014; 2016; Swyngedouw, 

2009). Accordingly, the present research seeks to investigate ‘the post-political’, as it is 

understood above. 

 

Nevertheless, whether the post-political condition has created the fantasy of market order 

materialising under neoliberal hegemony is questionable. As Gunder (2014, p. 1) argues, “this 

fantasy construction underlies much that constitutes planning policy practice and regularly 

occurs even when planning actors know that these desired fantasised outcomes cannot possibly 

be achieved within a plan or policy”. Indeed, this is a politics that legitimises planning matters 
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irrespective of the reasons and manner in which they arise out of the process.  Here, this 

research agrees with Gunder (2014) and Swyngedouw (2011, p. 378) that the post-political:  

 

traverse the fantasy of the elites, a fantasy that is sustained and nurtured by the 

imaginary of an autopoietic world, the hidden-hand of market exchange that 

self-regulates and self-organizes, serving simultaneously the interests of the 

Ones and the All, the private and the common….It is a fantasy that is further 

sustained by a double phantasmagorical promise: on the one hand the promise 

of eventual enjoyment – ‘believe us and our designs will guarantee your 

enjoyment’. It is an enjoyment that is forever postponed, that becomes a true 

utopia. 

 

Given the likelihood of this situation, in some ways the post-political condition might constitute 

a disruption or pattern of dangerous events, a condition that Rorty (2004) describes as “a 

relatively benevolent despotism, imposed by what would gradually become a hereditary 

nomenklatura” (as cited in Swyngedouw, 2011, p. 371).  

 

Therefore, understanding the post-political condition can clarify the speculative argument 

regarding how (in practice) the state plays a role in (in)capable market-led development, 

contributing to the overall ‘gain’ of society within the paradigm of neoliberalism. Here, this 

researcher agrees with Kamat (2014, p. 67), who states that “the analytics of neoliberal 

governmentality must be supplemented with a critique of the post-political in order to 

effectively engage with this paradox”. Indeed, Allmendinger and Haughton (2012) claim, post-

political analysis enables the effective evaluation of recent changes to the planning system and 

provides insights into the way in which the planning system can legitimate certain strategies 

and practices. Therefore, understanding this contemporary form of de-politicisation in local 

contexts and practices can provide insights into the alleged ‘post-political’ condition and 

overcome the paradoxes and dilemmas of Malaysia’s planning system.  

 

4.5 Conclusion 

This chapter has examined the literature on participatory democracy, both global and local, that 

has informed and defined this research. The notions of communication and the post-political 

condition delineated in this chapter provide an important basis from which to investigate 
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planning practice in this challenging twenty-first century. Despite the criticism that consultative 

process only serves neoliberal ideology (Gunder, 2010), it is vital to interrogate the effects of 

communication as they affect an individual’s ability to influence and speak in the planning 

process. This is necessary to justify what communication in the planning process may mean in 

the neoliberal context.  

 

The critical lens of theory can identify the causes and consequences of planning in practice 

(Healey, 2010). Such a focus enables the exploration and development of a detailed picture of 

recent participation techniques, as a legal requirement with direct implications for planning 

(Brownill & Parker, 2010; Conrad et al., 2011). In turn, this could indicate the limitations and 

potential of consultative process in Malaysia’s planning system. A contribution concerning the 

expansion and understanding of these planning ideas and techniques across national 

boundaries” is vital. As Healey (2010, p. 19) claims, this “[n]ot only will help to unravel the 

constraints that the hegemony of Western ideas has placed on our thinking about the nature, 

purpose and method of planning, it should also contribute to an internal renewal of planning 

debate in the ‘old heartlands’ of planning ideas in North America and Europe”. 

 

Accordingly, in planning, differences between countries create the degree of participation in 

their decision-making processes (Dean, 2010; Maidin, 2011). As such, the form of participation 

must be “relevant to the particular context, to the particular policy problem, and to those 

interests that are affected” (Nyseth et al., 2010, p. 225; see also Healey, 2012; 2013). Thus, by 

emphasising economic growth as a prominent trend in the planning process, the Malaysian 

planning system might demonstrate whether the public’s preferences have been side lined or 

restricted. This situation may influence the planning process that penetrates the public sphere, 

which is dominated by state governance in this neoliberal age. This warrants further analysis 

to determine whether communication will enhance the continued spread of neo-liberalism, as 

“neo-liberalism affects governmentality” (Sager, 2013, p. xxvii: 200; see also Hiemstra, 2010; 

Kamat, 2014). Additionally, Malaysian development has persistently insisted that governance 

handle planning process in more consultative way. A study undertaken in Malaysia would 

contribute to theorising this reality in the consultative process. From this, the planning 

challenges in this southern part of the world may be rectified. Thus, the next chapter responds 

to answer this call.                                                                                                                                                               
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Chapter Five 

An introduction to the Malaysian planning system and 

the case study selection 

 

How then should one grapple with Malaysia’s experience with democratic 

politics since independence in 1957? The situation was, after all, riddled with 

ambiguities that were difficult to reconcile with the expectations of theoretical 

orthodoxy that states should become more democratic with rapid economic 

growth… (Khoo & Loh, 2014, p. 3) 

 

 

5.1   Introduction 

The aim of this chapter is to provide an overview of the development of Malaysia in general 

and of its planning system and particularly, in relation to neoliberal globalisation. The first 

section provides insight into the historical background of reforms in Malaysian governance 

pertaining to neoliberalism. The second section endeavours to explore the administrative 

structures of the Malaysian planning system that governs both town and country planning 

within the country. This section reflects to the evolutionary perspective of governance that 

illustrates the fact that the emerging modes of governance have facilitated a neoliberal agenda 

and reshaped decision-making. Further, this section explains how the consultative process 

operates within the mechanisms of the planning system, including planning policy and 

legislation, as well as outlining the challenges presented to Malaysian planning practice as a 

consequence of a neoliberalised market economy. 

 

The third section provides an overview of the case study selected, Gasing Hill. The background 

of the case is discussed in the light of the planning practices within the nexus of neoliberalism. 

The background is important in view of the recent development relating to the literature in 

which development has led to some commonalities to favour market ideology and social 

contradiction. The final section outlines the detailed research methods and sample used in 

documenting the case study.  
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5.2   Malaysia and neoliberal globalisation 

This section examines the emergence of the modes of governance in Malaysia that changed the 

socio-economic landscape of the country. A study of Malaysia is critical as this research 

highlights the challenges in planning theory and practice, opening up critical reflection of 

planning experiences in response to its particular context (Healey & Upton, 2010). As Wah and 

Ojendal (2005a, p. 19) pointed out, “the impact of neo-liberal globalisation might have a 

different implication for Southeast Asia compared to Europe or America although it was 

acknowledged that the theoretical discussion is based from both regions”. Thus, an 

understanding of the evolutionary perspective of Malaysian governance and the way in which 

its practices have evolved in planning, offers a useful insight into the ways of the state reform 

and intertwined with the market-oriented development in the consultative process. 

 

Malaysia is located in Southeast Asia, (Figure 2) and covers an area of about 330,803square 

kilometres (Economic Planning Unit, 2013). It is home to a population of more than 29 million 

(Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2013). Malaysia is a multi-ethnic country with Malays, 

Chinese and Indian being the predominant ethnicities, in addition to other native tribes. The 

geography of the territorially based system of Malaysia is made up of the two landmasses 

separated by the South China Sea (Figure 3). The first landmass covers the Malaysian 

Peninsular (formerly Malaya) and the other, the north-western coastal regions of Sabah and 

Sarawak. The political system consists of thirteen states and three federal territories. Malaysia 

has a constitutional monarch and a parliamentary democratic form of governance. The states 

and territories of Malaysia are the principal administrative divisions of the country and is 

geographically bound by state and local authority borders.  
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Figure 2: The location of Malaysia in the Asia Pacific Region (Source: Kuala Lumpur Structure 

Plan, 2020, reproduced with permission of Kuala Lumpur City Hall on 26 April 2016)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Map of Malaysia (Source: Federal Department of Town and Country Planning, 

Malaysia, 2010, reproduced with permission on 26 April 2016)     
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Malaysia gained its independence from Britain in 1957. Under British colonisation, the 

Chinese, Indians and Malays were segregated according to racial origin and ethnic groups 

(Tedong et al., 2015). Following independence from British rule, the Malays and Chinese felt 

the rising of racial tension as a result of the wide disparity of income between the various ethnic 

groups; this culminated in the riots of 13th May 1969 which caused many deaths (Bruton, 2007). 

This ethnic violence was then “accompanied by transformation of the state, development path 

and social order” (Chin, 2000, p. 1042). Following the riots, in an attempt to restructure the 

socio-economic disparity between Malays and the non-Malays (Gomez, 2003), the governance 

introduced the New Economic Policy (NEP) (1971-1990) to restructure the socio-economic 

gaps between Malays and the non-Malays (Gomez, 2003). However, the restructuring and 

implementation of policies was seen as promoting the economic interests of the Malays, which 

created a state of constant tension among non-Malays. This was a critical juncture in Malaysia’s 

history because this policy explains to some extent the embeddedness of the socio-economic 

transition which further affected Malaysia’s economic stability. Reflecting on this, Tedong et 

al. (2015, p. 116) claimed that NEP: 

 

not only bridged the gap in income between Malays and non-Malays, but 

revealed the determination of the [governance] to enact [the] quasi-neoliberal 

policies [that had been in place] before the era of neoliberalism came to 

dominate the West. 

 

In this manner, over the years, the NEP has facilitated economic growth that has caused 

Malaysia to evolve from being an agricultural nation into an industrial one (Brooker, 2012; 

Tajuddin, 2012). Similarly, Dadzie (2013, pp. 146-147) succinctly claimed, “Malaysia has been 

successful in transforming its economy by effectively developing its industrial capabilities and 

exploiting its agricultural potential through government action at various levels”. However, this 

transition has come at a heavy cost, as Chin (2000, p. 1054) argued, “rapid industrialization 

had expanded the Malaysian middle classes, wealth creation was inordinately biased towards 

key tycoons and their large conglomerates with ties to prominent politician-bureaucrats”. 

Further, the rapid industrialisation in Malaysia has driven the population to concentrate in 

major cities such as Kuala Lumpur and Selangor, which, in turn, has had an impact on housing 

demand. Further, the continued rise of the Malaysian housing market has led to the practices 

of “privatisation, free market policies and financial liberalisation” (Tedong et al., 2015, p. 117). 
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In similar vein, Khair et al. (2015, p. 230) highlighted that rapid industrialisation has also led 

to a “privatisation agenda with the rhetoric of matching other Asian Tigers [Singapore, Hong 

Kong, South Korea and Taiwan] regardless of the impact on the democratic process”. This has 

been a time when Malaysian governance has focused on the corporate sector and heavy 

industrialisation through setting up Government Linked Companies (GLC) and private 

capitalists, which is known as ‘Malaysia Incorporation’ (Jomo, 2003). Significantly, this 

cooperation can be linked to the neoliberalism ideology of Malaysia.  

 

The NEP ended its planning period in 1990. Following this, the Malaysian governance 

introduced other policies for organising the socio-economics of the country; such as, the 

National Development Policy (NDP) to replace the NEP, the New Economic Model (NEM), 

the Outline Perspective Plan and the Malaysian Plan (national five-year development plans). 

All the plans were imposed by the federal governance to provide policy for the pro-Malay 

socio-economic agenda. However, it is not the intention of this research to delve deeply into 

these policies and plans. Instead, the emphasis here is to provide understanding of the 

Malaysian administrative and regulative framework in general that then to regulate matters 

pertaining to urban planning system in Malaysia.  

 

Here, the Malaysia Plan is of significance as it has been used to endorse the various socio-

economic plans of the country for every five-year period, starting from the First Malaysian Plan 

(1966-1970) until the current Eleventh Malaysian Plan (2016-2020) (Economic Planning Unit, 

www.epu.gov.my). Accordingly, under the Fourth Malaysian Plan (1981-1985), Malaysia’s 

development coincided with global neoliberalisation and, typically, “made a transition from a 

state-dominated developmentalist towards a free-market model” (Tedong et al., 2015, p. 117). 

As such, it has been argued that the Malaysian Plan enacted seems to have privileged market 

imperatives through “neoliberal practices and crony capitalism” as a consequence of the 

colonial legacy in Malaysia (Tedong et al., 2015, p. 117; see also Jomo, 1995; Kassim, 2006). 

This is also evidenced in the Eleventh Malaysian Plan (2015, p. 1) which states: 

 

Malaysia has enjoyed one of the best economic growth records in Asia over 

the last five decades despite a multitude of challenges and economic shocks. 

The economy achieved a stable real GDP growth of 6.2% per annum since 

1970s, to manufacturing in the mid-1980s, and to modern services in the 1990s. 
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In 1997-1998, Malaysia faced the Asian financial crisis. This also changed the socio-economic 

landscape of the country through government bail-outs and more privatisations, which further 

shifted the institutions of governance so as to appear to only ‘rubber stamp’ and legitimise 

governance policies (Khair et al., 2015). It is important to note that the situation in Malaysia is 

consistent with the international literature that reveals how this new phase of neoliberalism has 

emerged, where governance practice has shifted towards the logic of regulation, as discussed 

in Chapter Three (Aalbers, 2013a; 2013b; Gualini, 2010; Peck et al., 2013). Further, the global 

recession crisis in 2008 caused ‘major shocks’ in Malaysia (Athukorala, 2012). However, 

Malaysia has responded well throughout the crisis. Athukorala (2012, p. 100) provides a 

comprehensive analysis of the way in which Malaysia coped with the crisis, “[t]hese shocks 

were, however, well absorbed by the domestic financial markets, given the ample liquidity in 

the financial system, the soundness of the banking system and the strong reserve position of 

the country”. 

 

Although the development path of neoliberalism in Malaysia is quite different from that of the 

USA and the UK, nevertheless, the reason for state intervention is similar – that is to facilitate 

and increase the economic growth of a country; which was originally brought about by 

Reaganomics in the USA and Thatcherism in the UK. In fact, the global recession led Malaysia 

to favour capital accumulation, which is in line with the arguments discussed in Chapter Three 

on how such state transformation is inherently position towards global capitalist order. The 

arguments also align well with Qadeer (2012, p. 225), who observes that the manifestation of 

high-rise development in Malaysia “are frequently inspired by images of Western ‘prestigious 

cities’… [and this visualization] continues to inspire the [local] elites” to privilege market over 

social imperatives. Reflecting this, “a grandiose utopian” development such as the Kuala 

Lumpur City Centre (KLCC) and Kuala Lumpur International Airport (KLIA) were built in a 

way that “became symptomatic of ‘boom-time’ in Malaysia” (Brooker, 2012, p. 41). This 

suggests that Malaysia “has benefited from, and has also been adversely affected by, neoliberal 

globalisation” as claimed by Chin (2000, p. 1037) over a decade ago. 

 

Considering all the foregoing together, as is true in other western countries, neoliberal 

globalisation has marked a significant departure for the mode of governance in Malaysia as its 

development has “become more integrated into global economic regimes” (Turner, 2013, p. 
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490). This gives rise to the perception that neoliberalism has effectively contributed to market-

led initiatives in the development of Malaysia. The transition can be seen as local evidence in 

new forms of governance practice that have emerged in Malaysia through the transformation 

of its policies and institutions. Furthermore, this globalisation trend has inspired Malaysia “to 

be fully developed by the year 2020”, which is also outlined in Malaysia’s affirmative policy, 

Vision 2020 (Kuala Lumpur Structure Plan 2020). Reflecting this, to achieve a fully developed 

country by 2020, governance practice plays an essential role “to facilitate the economic activity 

to create new values to make the difference in the Malaysian economic fundamentals” (Ahmed, 

2012, p. 1503; see also Taib & Siong, 2008). This is true in the case of Malaysia as Khair et al. 

(2015, p. 234) identified that “economic policies and actions are often in the hands of the 

political elites and the doctrine of neoliberalism has been a convenient vehicle in legitimising 

their exercise of power in turning the state’s assets into private enterprises and in deregulating 

economic activities, as well as in empowering themselves and their cronies in defending their 

decisions and outcomes”. 

 

Chin (2000), in her case study of Malaysia, presented the relationship between the state and the 

public that focuses on different historical junctures by using the policy directions from those 

of British colonialism to the era of neoliberal globalisation. However, the field of planning was 

not the particular focus of Chin’s research. In her conclusion, Chin (2000, p. 1055) called for a 

further investigation into the way in which the state regulates social order “in which neoliberal 

globalisation is affected by, and affects, state transformation” in Malaysia.  

 

Recently, there has been an increase in the body of literature discussing the effect of 

neoliberalism in Malaysia. Tedong et al. (2015) researched the neoliberal experience in 

Malaysia and this is worth reviewing here. In their case study, Tedong et al. (2015) demonstrate 

that neoliberalism is relatively reshaping the role of the state that supports market imperatives 

which “generate a socially and spatially fragmented urban landscape” by segregating society, 

through 'gated and guarded' development. Furthermore, Aziz’s (2013, p. 150) study of the 

deliberative democracy in Malaysia drew attention to the fact that NEP outcomes have 

contributed to “new problems” in Malaysia that have led to unsustainable conditions between 

economic and social imperatives. In a similar vein, Mizan and Borhan (2012, p. 334) noted that 

“[t]he inflow of substantial foreign direct investment (FDI) and a robust capital market are the 

key elements that supported Malaysia’s economic growth”. Their study demonstrates that “the 
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sustained growth of foreign direct investment is one of the important causes of environmental 

degradation in Malaysia”. Bruton (2007, p. 28) succinctly commented: 

 

Malaysia’s strong economic position has come at a cost to the environment, 

although the public has only recently started to voice its concerns. Much of 

Malaysian jungle has been cleared, on a scale comparable with that in the 

Amazon basin, but in a much shorter timescale. 

 

These studies support the assertion that the practice of governance in maintaining the economic 

growth of the country has contributed to environmental calamity. Likewise, these perspectives 

have led to concerns that this normalisation of the economic growth-first principle is similar to 

that of other western countries, as previously discussed. Reflecting this, the present research 

argues that neoliberal globalisation is one of the factors that has forced governance to reshape 

its role in the planning process. In fact, the developmental paradigm of Malaysia since 

independence, arguably, presents a unique opportunity to undertake specific analyses in the 

search for examining the importance of the role of the state in economic change (Chin, 2000; 

Dadzie, 2013; Turner, 2013; Wah & Ojendal, 2005b), particularly for planning. In short, the 

changing conditions of this state-society’s relations imply the absence of forms of resistance 

and governance practice that is presented as being ‘common-sense’ (Chin, 1997, 2000).  As 

outlined in the international literature, this approach brings further challenges as this mode of 

governance has resulted in instability between the economic, social and environmental well-

being.  

 

Although much of the relevant international literature discusses how states react and are co-

opted under neoliberalism, particularly in the USA and the UK, after more than a decade, the 

analytical perspective of governance practice in Malaysia has received little scholarly attention 

despite the testament to the enthusiasm of Malaysian governance to promote economic growth 

(Dadzie, 2013; Jomo, 2007). Consequently, little is known about the effect of neoliberalism on 

the Malaysian planning system, whether from a theoretical or empirical point of view. 

Therefore, whether, or not, and to what extent the emergence of this new mode of governance 

and way of acting has promoted neoliberalism in the Malaysian planning system is further 

examined in the following sections. 
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5.3   Planning for Malaysia  

In this section, the research takes a deeper look at the Malaysia’s case in order to demonstrate 

how neoliberalism has influenced the country’s planning system, particularly its consultative 

processes. There are four parts to the section. The first is a brief discussion of the historical 

background and administrative structures of the Malaysian planning system. The second part 

articulates the evolutionary developments of the participatory mechanisms in the Malaysian 

planning practice. The third section demonstrates how governance tools such as sustainable 

development policies are of significance in presenting the argument that these mechanisms 

have rationalised the privilege of market justifications. The final part presents the challenges 

of planning practice in response to neoliberalism that affect consultative process. 

 

5.3.1 The administrative structures of the Malaysian planning system 

The Malaysian system of government is attributable to the British ‘Westminster’ model, with 

the three key branches of government: the legislature, the executive, and the judiciary (Maidin, 

2012; Ahmad, 2006). The obvious similarity is that both Malaysia and Britain have a monarch, 

or supreme ruler, as their Head of State. Under the monarchy, each of the key branches of 

government are represented at both the federal level and state level and the ‘powers’ guaranteed 

by the Federal Constitution 1957. Chapter 4 of Part IV of the Federal Constitution of 1957 

deals with various matters pertaining to land, especially in light of the federal and state division 

of powers. The specific responsibilities of the federal and state governments are listed in the 

Ninth Schedule of the Federal Constitution; local government and town planning matters are 

governed under the concurrent list, where the power is shared between the federal and state 

governments. Therefore, both federal and state governments have the power to make laws 

relating to town and country planning; each state has control over its land and has power in the 

implementation process; the federal government has no executive functions and only acts in an 

advisory capacity to enforce its direction.  

 

The key agencies that are responsible for development in Malaysia are the Economic Planning 

Unit (EPU), under the Department of the Prime Minister at the federal level and the State 

Development Office (SDO) at the state level (Maidin, 2012). For the purposes of planning 

administration in Malaysia, the hierarchy is divided into three levels of governance; the Federal, 

State and Local authority levels. At federal level, planning matters are the responsibility of the 

Ministry of Urban Wellbeing, Housing and Local Government, whereas at the state level this 
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function is exercised by the State Department of Town and Country Planning, and at the local 

level by the Local Authority (Figure 4).  

 

In order to coordinate the relationship between federal and state levels, National Councils are 

established at federal level pursuant to the Federal Constitution of 1957. These include; the 

National Economic Council, the National Land Council, the National Finance Council, and for 

matters relating to town and country planning, the National Council for Local Government and 

the National Physical Planning Council (NPPC). Prior to this, at the state level, the State 

Planning Committee (SPC) was set-up and chaired by the Chief Minister to supervise the 

planning activities within the state (Bruton, 2007). The functions of SPC included ensuring the 

effective administration and proper execution of town planning in the state, in which, as Kassim 

(2006, p. 11) highlighted, its role was as “a powerful and influential committee indeed”.  

 

The planning system in Malaysia adopted a ‘top-down’ approach starting at the federal level 

then at the state level and finally at the local authority’s level (Abdullah et al., 2011; Omar & 

Leh, 2009). There are three types of local authority in Malaysia: the city council, the municipal 

council and the district council. Accordingly, “the local authorities or the government carries 

out obligatory, discretionary services and are the agents of development whose function is to 

provide services that are non-profit-making to the people, including various other mandatory 

services” (Maidin, 2012, p. 146). In relation to town and country planning, the local authority 

functions as the local planning authority whose responsibility is to “regulate, control and plan 

the development and use of all lands and buildings within its area” (section 6(1) (a), Town and 

Country Planning Act 1976). The local planning authority has the power to execute town and 

country planning functions as outlined in local plans (Omar & Leh, 2009).  More important, 

the local planning authority must play a more effective role to ensure sustainable development 

by managing the urban system and its environment. This effort is clearly evidenced by the 

improvement of mechanism delivery system, known as One Stop Centre (OSC).  
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Figure 4: Organisation structure of Town and Country Planning Authorities in Malaysia 

(source: Maidin, 2012, p. 118, after Part II Town and Country Planning Act 1976, reproduced 

with permission of Maidin on 27 April 2016 and CLJ Publication on 29 July 2016). 
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In essence, OSC was initiated by the Ministry of Housing and Local Government (MHLG) in 

April 2007 to improve the planning delivery system and procedures at all local planning 

authorities by coordinating and shortening the approval process. The procedure includes the 

application for planning permission, building plan approval, land conversion, subdivision and 

amalgamation (Ministry of Housing and Local Government, Malaysia, 2008). Significantly, 

the actual planning consent decision-making process in Malaysia is decided by the planning 

approval committee at the local authorities where the OSC is positioned. According to 

Abdullah et al. (2011, p. 78), the main purpose of OSC is: 

 

to ensure that Malaysia stays globally competitive in the property and real estate sectors 

[and] acts as a facilitator for the planning process for submission of plans at the local 

authority.  

 

The chair of OSC committee is the Mayor of the local authority. There are 12 technical 

government agencies in the OSC, which includes: 

1) Department of Town and Country Planning, Peninsular Malaysia 

2) Department of Environment, Malaysia 

3) Minerals and Geosciences Department, Malaysia 

4) Indah Water Consortium (IWK) 

5) Department of Irrigation and Drainage, Malaysia 

6) Tenaga National Berhad (TNB) 

7) Malaysian Public Work Department 

8) Malaysian Fire and Rescue Department 

9) Telekom Malaysia 

10) District and Land Office 

11) National Solid Waste Management Department 

12) Malaysian Communication and Multimedia Commission 

(Source: Ministry of Housing and Local Government, Malaysia, 2008) 

 

In addition, the committee also comprises local authorities’ councillors (representatives who 

are political appointees of the local authorities selected by the state) (Ministry of Housing and 

Local Government, Malaysia, 2008). The head of the planning department, who is a planner at 

the local authority is responsible for submitting the development report on planning permission 
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submitted by the developers. The report contains planners’ recommendation on the 

development that takes into consideration planning policies, guidelines and other technical 

requirements. Prior to the consent application being reported to the OSC, a consultation process 

will take place between the planner in local authority and the person who submitted the plan 

for planning permission on fulfilling the planning requirements. The requirements must also 

suit local needs which is one of the fundamental prerequisites of Local Agenda 21. As such, 

planning and planners in Malaysia are just providing expert evidence in an advisory role to the 

political decision makers about planning matters.  

 

Then, the OSC meeting will table the reports and plans for approval. In some cases, should a 

planning permission be rejected or any requirement deemed unfavourable in the decision-

making process, the developer may appeal to the Appeal Board under Section 36, Town and 

Country Planning Act 1976. The Appeal Board is set up under the Department of Town and 

Country Planning at the State level. The decision on any appeal by the Appeal Board is final. 

As Maidin (2016, p. 9) notes: 

 

[t]he statutory provisions are designed to protect administrative orders and 

determinations against judicial review by describing them as final or by 

providing that no appeal or review will lie against the decision must be 

construed restrictively so as not to deprive the courts of their supervisory 

jurisdiction. The court remains entitled to review the decision on the traditional 

grounds upon which an application for judicial review may be made. 

 

Although the OSC is considered as a constructive step to increase transparency in the 

Malaysian planning system, conversely, the implementation of OSC “for property developers 

and consultants alike is anticipated to attract more foreign direct investment (FDI) to invest in 

the local property market” (Abdullah et al., 2011, p. 79). In some ways, the OSC can be seen 

as a formal planning framework dominated by a fast-growing of property development in 

Malaysia.  
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Significantly, the administrative structure of the Malaysian planning system served as an 

important means of translating planning policies and legislation, and to inculcate transparency 

in planning processes. In fact, Rashid (2012, p. 21) claims that Malaysian governance is 

committed “to enhance the integrity, transparency and accountability of the public and private 

sectors and further improve the level of good governance [that] help address corruption”. 

However, there seems to be an impediment that hampers development to meet public needs 

and demands (Tedong et al., 2015). Thus, the following section will describe the evolutionary 

perspective of Malaysia that impacts the economic development and transformations of the 

country, particularly the Malaysian planning system.  

 

5.3.2 Evolutionary perspectives of the Malaysian planning system 

Given that it was formerly a British colony; the Malaysian planning system has been 

significantly influenced by the British planning system. According to Maidin (2012, p. 3), the 

development of Malaysia since independence, in fact, explains “the evolution of the town and 

country planning law and administrative system [that] provides background information on the 

development of Malaysian town and country planning regulation, administration and 

procedures”. Reflecting this, the changes of the socio-economic condition, within the country 

and in the world, have led to renewed debates regarding the role of governance in Malaysia, 

particularly in planning decision making.  

 

Drawing on the above, clearly the evolutionary perspective of governance in Malaysia 

“culminated in the 1969 social tension, and this has been regarded by many as the cornerstone 

of Malaysia’s national development planning” (Kassim, 2006, p. 4). Prior to identifying how 

the state has transformed its development through the act of governance, the research 

specifically examines the Malaysian planning system by taking a deeper look at the legal 

mechanism of the consultative process. This is of relevance to the research in order to 

understand the regulation of consultative process and its resistance (if any) towards the state. 

In this sense, the evolution of the planning process norms in the Malaysian planning system 

from adversarial to consensual began to change in the 1970s. In order to understand this 

apparently paradoxical situation, the research outlines the evolutionary process of the Town 

and Country Planning Act. The transformation demonstrates how planning in Malaysia has 

evolved to meet the changing needs of the development, similar to other western countries as 

earlier delineated in the literature. Therefore, the understanding of how planning legislation 
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and practices in Malaysia have evolved in response to the changing economic development 

both locally and globally is critical for accentuating the relationship between economic and 

social well-being.  

 

Town and country planning in Malaysia has experienced several changes since its instigation 

in 1921. It started with the establishment of a town planning department in Kuala Lumpur as a 

result of problems with the city’s sanitation and the health of the population (Taib & Siong, 

2008). The first planning law in Malaysia was the Town and Planning Enactment for the 

Federated Malay States of Malaya, enacted in 1923, followed by the Town Planning Enactment 

of 1927, the Sanitary Board Enactment of 1929 and Town Boards Enactment of 1930 (CAP 

137) (Maidin, 2012). During the mid-1970s, the Town and Country Planning Act of 1976 

(TCPA) was put in place to provide a coherent legislative framework for urban planning in 

Malaysia. It was enacted during the Second Malaysia Plan (1971-1976), in which the Act’s role 

“was officially and actively employed to move abreast with the mainstream national 

development process” (Kassim, 2006, p. 8). The Act was the ‘brain child’ of the Federal 

Legislature which aims to ensure uniformity of law and policy for the Malaysian Peninsular; 

whereas, the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur is governed by the Federal Territory 

(Planning) Act of 1982 (FTPA). The FTPA of 1982 has also been updated several times by a 

series of amendments. Accordingly, by virtues of a gazette notification for the commencement 

and operation of TCPA (Amendment) Act 2001 dated Feb 20, 2002 also states that “[i]n 

exercising the powers conferred by subsection 1(5) of the Town and Country Planning 

(Amendment) Act 2001 (Act 1129), the minister appoints March 1, 2002 as the date on which 

the Act comes into operation in the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur”. Hence, this research 

will focus on the TCPA 1976 since it is the principal legislative framework regulating planning 

matters for the Malaysian Peninsular where the case study explored in this and the following 

chapter is located. The adoption of the Act was published in the State Gazette in order for the 

provisions of the Act to be effective in particular local authority areas. 

 

The Town and Country Planning Act of 1976 has evolved to meet the changing needs and 

demands of public interest whilst balancing sustainable development. Therefore, the Act is 

constantly amended and promulgated to suit these changes. The evolution of Malaysia’s 

legislation from 1976 to 2007 (four times amendments between 1993 and 2007) provides 

insight on how the state intervention through policy can provide support that allows for the 
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successful distribution of the nation’s wealth. The first amendment was in 1993, to incorporate 

the provision of sewerage services in the planning permission process, as required by the 

Sewerage Services Act 1993. Then, with the collapse of the Highland Tower in 1993 (as 

explained in Chapter One), the Act was amended in 1995 to incorporate elements of 

environmental matters in the planning decision-making process. As Maidin (2012, pp. 64 – 65) 

outlined, these amendments include: 

 

 Amendment to s. 10(5) to give the State Planning Committee more time, 

that is from three to six months, to consider a draft structure plan; 

 Amendment to s.12(3) to include proposals for the protection and 

improvement of physical environment, preservation of topography, the 

improvement of landscape, the preservation and planting of trees, the 

making up of open spaces and the preservation and enhancement of 

character and appearance of buildings in a local plan; and  

 Amendment to introduce a new subsection to s.13 allowing the local 

planning authority to extend the time for the making of objections in respect 

of the draft local plan by not more than four weeks upon application by any 

person. 

 

A further amendment was made in 2001; this aimed “to make provision for an improved system 

of statutory development plans in Malaysia” by addressing problems of the property sector 

(Ahmad et al., 2013, p. 3). The amendment was also instigated to promote cooperation between 

the Federal and State governments via the establishment of a National Physical Planning 

Council (section 2A). The functions of the NPPC as outlined in Section 2A (2) (a), amongst 

other functions are: 

 

 To promote in the country, within the framework of the national policy, town 

and country planning as an effective and efficient instrument for the 

improvement of the physical environment and towards the achievement of 

sustainable development in the country. 
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This third amendment also empowers the State Planning Committee to direct the State Director 

to prepare, alter, repeal or replace a local plan or proposals if the local planning authority fails 

to do so (section 16A). The latest amendment to the Town and Country Planning Act of 1976 

was made in 2007 to provide provisions for dealing with the Solid Waste and Public Cleansing 

Management Act of 2007.  

 

The avenues for public participation were introduced during the 1927 Town Planning 

Enactment and CAP 137, in which the provisions allowed members of the public to participate 

when a draft plan had been finalised (Maidin, 2011a). Accordingly, the 1995 amendments are 

significant as they are seen to provide the avenues for the participation in a consultative 

planning process. This is to demonstrate that governance does engage with the public in a 

system of democratic governance which can be seen from the reforms of the law. The 

amendment, according to Dola and Mijan (2006, p. 2), clearly indicates the commitment of 

governance to “become a democratic, developed nation….[t]his implies that engaging public 

participation before the plan is finalised could avoid future conflict and assist in legitimising 

the established policies”. In this way, it can be seen that the evolution of the TCPA in 1976 

from an earlier stage when the 1927 Town Planning Enactment and CAP 137 allowed the public 

to participate in the planning process has brought a new dimension to the consultative process 

in the Malaysian planning system (Dola & Mijan, 2006). 

 

The objective for the consultative process in Malaysia is to provide avenues for the public to 

contribute and have rights in the planning process that may affect their living environment as 

the result of a particular development. According to Dola and Noor (2012, p. 118), there are 

three key actors that are identified in the consultative process in the Malaysian planning system: 

 

These are; the government (politicians, local authority and government 

departments), those with special interest in government projects (developers 

and private sectors) and the community (the public including NGOs) (see also 

Dola & Mijan, 2006). 

 

 

 



123 

 

 
 

The cooperation between all the key actors is considered essential in the planning process to 

reflect the values of public interest and “to ensure a democratic planning system that empowers 

the public to participate effectively in the process” (Maidin, 2011a, p. 149). In fact, in practice, 

public participation in Malaysia is conducted through consultations, which involved the public 

from the initial stage until the final stage “so that all parties were accountable for their action” 

(Nurudin et al., 2015, p. 507). 

 

Clearly, the consultative process in the Malaysian planning system is widely accepted; this 

implies a system of participatory democracy that is similar to that of western countries. In fact, 

the importance of public is also outlined in the latest Eleventh Malaysia Plan (2015, p. 1-6), 

with the theme “anchoring growth on people” that states: 

 

The Eleventh Plan is formulated with the rakyat [public] as the centrepiece of 

all development efforts. The people’s economy will be given priority, 

reinforcing the Government’s commitment to bring further development to the 

people by enriching their lives, providing people with dignity, and uplifting 

their potential to partake in the prosperity that is generated. All segments of 

society must benefit from the country’s economic prosperity in order to create 

an advanced economy and inclusive nation by 2020. In line with this, for the 

first time in Malaysia’s history, national growth targets will include not only 

GDP growth and per capita income, but also household income and the 

Malaysian Wellbeing Index to assess the impact of economic growth on 

people’s wellbeing.  

 

Accordingly, the Eleventh Malaysia Plan paved the way for the development that was intended 

to promote a balanced society and economy through participatory governance. Moreover, this 

National Five Year Development Plan issued by the federal governance is very significant in 

planning because the plan “is supplemented by guidelines from the Federal Town and Country 

Planning Department” (Maidin, 2012, p. 19). Also, the plan has witnessed a commitment by 

governance to guide the development of the country towards becoming a fully developed nation 

by the year 2020. 
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With the Town and Country Planning Act (1976) as the principal statute regulating town and 

country planning for the Malaysian Peninsular, the ultimate authoritative document for land 

use planning refers to the development plans (Al-Junid, 2006; Sulaiman & Maidin, 2012). 

Under the Act, the types of physical development plan outlined are: The National Physical 

Plan, the structure plan, the local plan, and the special area plan (Town and Country Planning 

Act 1976). The legislative basis of the development plan outlined in the Act has contributed 

significantly to Malaysia’s development in ways that allow for successful economic growth, 

and the social and environmental well-being of the country (Kassim, 2006; Maidin, 2012). All 

development plans are used to assist the Federal and State governments to draw up 

development policies. In fact, “[t]hese plans are also intended to provide a logical extension to 

the socio-economic policies of the country as outlined in the country’s Five Year National 

Development Plan” (Taib & Siong, 2008, p. 5).  

 

Furthermore, section 22 (4) of the Town and Country Planning Act 1976 places emphasis on 

the fact that the local planning authority will not grant planning permission if the development 

in respect of which permission is applied, would contravene any provision of the development 

plans. One important aspect underlying the development plans is to “ensure consistent and 

transparent planning decisions” through the consultative process (Sulaiman & Maidin, 2012, 

p. 1; see also Maidin, 2010). This leads to a practice that is similar to that of the UK, in which 

members of the public are consulted through a participatory process that leads to (in)effective 

planning process which further reflects the democratic principles of the country.  

 

Section 9 of the Town and Country Planning Act 1976 provides a legal position for public 

participation, which includes the preparation stage of development plan and in the planning 

permission process. Accordingly, local authorities must publicise the plans in two daily 

newspapers for three issues, of which one must be published in the national language (section 

33). Next, the plans must be exhibited to provide adequate opportunity for the public to make 

objections and suggestions. Furthermore, in order to ensure adherence to development plans, 

any person seeking to undertake land development within a local authority area must obtain 

planning permission. A decision made by a local authority may be challenged “on the grounds 

of ultra-vires, illegality or unreasonableness, or if the decision is arrived at without giving 

plausible reasons” (Kadouf & Maidin, 2006b, p. 91). Thus, each state is required to establish 
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an Appeal Board, and any aggrieved person who is not satisfied with the decision of the local 

planning authority to refuse planning permission can appeal to the Board.  

 

Obviously, a matter of great concern to Malaysian governance is the incorporation of the public 

in the planning process in order to conform to the Town and Country Planning Act of 1976. 

This indicates that the Malaysian planning system demonstrates the process of participatory 

democracy by incorporating the public’s right to be heard in the planning process. Further, this 

portrays a consultative planning perspective that manifests the form of action through the 

consensual mode of governance, or post-political stance; this idea integrates closely with the 

international literature pertaining to the subject. As such, through this frame of reference, the 

process reveals the manner in which the Malaysian planning system has been transformed in 

order to remain economically competitive within this consensual setting. Furthermore, in order 

to gain further understanding of the Malaysian democratic consultative process, this section 

turns to the usage of planning ideals and concept such as sustainable development in the 

planning policies and the legislative framework that strongly underpins planning practice in 

relation to neoliberalism.   

  

5.3.3 Manifestation of sustainable development in planning policy-making and the 

legislative framework  

In Malaysia, sustainable development has retained its space in the planning process since the 

Earth Summit in 1992, when “Malaysia signed the pact for the Biodiversity Convention and 

pledged its support on sustainable development” (Dola et al., 2012, p. 12). Malaysian 

governance has demonstrated a high degree of commitment towards sustainable development 

by introducing several mechanisms to promote sustainable development objectives in its 

programmes, guidelines and policies, such as; Vision 2020, the National Development Policy, 

the National Urbanisation Policy, and physical planning guidelines to ensure a balance of 

economic, social, and environmental well-being. In fact, the term ‘sustainable development’ is 

also used in the five-yearly development plans, starting from the Eighth Malaysian Plan (2000-

2005) up until the current five-year plan, the Eleventh Malaysian Plan (2016-2020), prior to 

the achievement of Vision 2020. 
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In planning, the term ‘plan’ has become increasingly prominent particularly in the Town and 

Country Planning Act 1976 and its plans for development; i.e. the National Physical Plan, 

structure plan, local plan and special area plan (Ansari & Zen, 2006; Dola & Noor, 2012; 

Sulaiman & Maidin, 2012). Accordingly, these development plans and legislation promote 

sustainable development through public empowerment in the consultative process as outlined 

in Local Agenda 21. In this sense, “Local Agenda 21 anticipates, for local decision-making, 

the participation of all relevant parties and the increased use of deliberative techniques to help 

identify common interests and values” (Mason, 2012, p. 181). Reflecting this, the Federal 

Department of Town and Country Planning has also taken steps to emphasise sustainable 

development initiatives by introducing the Malaysian Urban-Rural-National Indicators 

Network on Sustainable Development, known as MURNInets, to determine the sustainability 

level of an urban area by using a set of urban indicators (www.murninet.townplan.gov.my). This 

shows the commitment of the Malaysian planning system itself to promote sustainable 

development in order to balance the economic, social and environmental well-being of the 

country. Also, a sustainable development agenda is the responsibility of each local authority 

and has also gained recognition under section 2A(2)(a) and section 8(3)(a) of the Town and 

Country Planning Act of 1976. For instance, in the preparation of draft structure plan, section 

8(3) (a) decrees: 

  

The draft structure plan for the State shall be a written statement— 

(a) formulating the policy and general proposals of the State Authority in respect of the 

development and use of land in that State, including measures for the improvement of 

the physical living environment, the improvement of communications, the management 

of traffic, the improvement of socio-economic well-being and the promotion of 

economic growth, and for facilitating sustainable development; 

 

Other than the Town and Country Planning Act 1976 that mentions and promotes sustainable 

development, planning policies such as regulations, rules, standards and guidelines also provide 

the guiding principles to encourage a well-balanced development that is consistent with the 

goals for sustainable development. Ironically, even though this effort has been recognised and 

adopted into the Malaysian planning system through the legal mechanisms; the Malaysian 

authorities remain silent on the methods on how to implement sustainable development 

(Maidin, 2012) and Malaysia is “still … impeded by a long list environmental planning issues” 
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(Sulaiman & Maidin, 2012, p. 6). In similar vein, Maidin (2012, p. 594) has argued, that for a 

country like Malaysia, implementing “Agenda 21 may not be an easy task as the link between 

the environment and development planning is rather weak and often neglected in the pursuit of 

economic development”. In this regard, this researcher finds that the term ‘sustainable 

development’ may have been deployed through governance practice in order to sustain and 

even privilege the wealth accumulation of the country over that of social justice and 

environmental protection.  

 

Arguably, the focal point of discussions is the way in which the progress of Malaysia’s 

economic growth and the historical background of governmental reasoning have influenced the 

process of adopting the neoliberal ideology, which in some ways allows for the benefitting of 

some and the marginalisation of others in Malaysia. As Dola and Mijan (2006, p. 1) noted, 

“[w]ith sustainable development in most government policies, there is no escape but to include 

the community in [the] decision-making process”. This directly reflects that the indicator set 

out in planning policies, is able to manoeuvre the consultative process within a neoliberal 

context. Indeed, this is all in accordance with the view of Gunder (2006) and Swyngedouw 

(2007, 2009), as discussed in Chapter Three. On this matter, further investigation, concerned 

with the ways in which governance actually works in through the deployment of planning 

policies and legal mechanisms in Malaysia, is a matter of urgency. 

 

5.3.4 The challenges of participatory democracy in the Malaysian planning system 

Unfortunately, the provisions of the Act [TCPA] merely provide for the 

objections and suggestions to be put forward, but there are no provisions as to 

whether these opinions are to be considered in the decision-making process 

(Maidin, 2012, p. 29).  

 

An opening remark for this section by Maidin sets the scene that the legal framework regulating 

the Malaysian planning system portrays some complexities and challenges in the consultative 

process. In this sense, the question of successful participatory democracy in the Malaysian 

planning system still remains open-ended. In fact, for a decade, this question has been asked 

by others, for example: “When and under what circumstances do acts of resistance emerge, and 

against whom are they directed?” (Chin, 2000, p. 1039). Specifically, the question delineates 

how state strategies and practices are defined and regulated in a society that is framed by 
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neoliberalism’s promises. How then, is this process incorporated in the planning process? 

These questions can be further related to the form of participation, in regard to the capacity of 

the public to influence planning process.  

 

In this period of globalisation, Dola and Noor (2012, p. 118) claimed that, “[s]ociety has 

become more urbanized, educated, complex and fluid, social control have becomes more 

challenging…[therefore] public empowerment can provide the best results as ownership to 

programmes and activities could enhance the sense of belonging”. In this sense, it is vital for 

planning to accommodate the public as the subjects’ in the consultative process. This is because 

the public do make an important contribution to bringing about some of the most prominent 

impacts on the country’s environment and its economic, as well as its social development. As 

is similar in most western societies, the Malaysian planning system has stressed the importance 

of collective action in the planning process (Dola & Noor, 2012; Mijan & Dola, 2006; Sulaiman 

& Maidin, 2012). In particular, this is due to the influence of global neoliberalism as Dola and 

Noor (2012, p. 118) pointed out, “[g]lobalisation has increased the concern to include common 

people in policy making” in the Malaysian planning system. Also, the changing situation in 

involving and engaging the public has resulted in the emergence of new perspectives of 

planning practice in Malaysia. Of particular importance, Howitt and Lunkapis (2010, pp. 116-

117) have provided a significant insight into the current planning practice in Malaysian 

planning system; as they commented: 

 

[i]n postcolonial Malaysia, planning laws and regulations have been modified 

from former colonial masters to suit local conditions but, most importantly, 

planning instruments have become powerful tools to aid the development 

model of the newly independent state. Planning laws and regulations are most 

often promoted in tandem with developmentalist ideologies as an instrument 

to deliver greater state control over vast territory and resources…[t]his has 

resulted in a second wave of colonialism where the lines of arbitrary exclusion 

were not erased but merely shifted from the Western colonizing state to the 

local elite.  
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Reflecting this, the present research argues that the position in Malaysia is similar to that in 

western countries as examined in the literature, where public participation is only a matter of 

making objections and suggestions, but, in reality, matters have already been approved 

(Brownill, 2007; Huxley, 2013; Ploger, 2001). Not surprisingly, as Maidin (2011, p. 148) 

claimed, “[d]espite the existence of statutory provisions for ensuring public participation in the 

planning decision making process, such rights are rarely utilised”. Perhaps as in Purcell’s 

(2009, p. 145) argument that “[t]he mass of people, insofar as they are represented by their 

government, are therefore significantly disempowered with respect to capital in setting the 

agenda for their local area,” is particularly valid in Malaysia. In this sense, the consultative 

process in Malaysia is only successful in situations where the public's right to participate is just 

a matter of consultation, which does not guarantee their voice being heard and their opinion 

being incorporated in the process. Indeed, development planning in Malaysia “was seen as 

being synonymous with economic growth and the approach adopted was to plan for 

development” (Burton, 2007, p. 111).  

 

As delineated in the literature review, the acceptance of participation in the planning process 

is, arguably, designed just to give an impression, by making the public feel empowered, whilst 

actually ‘excluding’ them in order to maintain the economic growth of the country. This 

evidence that the Malaysian planning system does not necessarily promote the practice of 

participatory democracy brings more complex challenges as a result of neoliberalism (Rashid, 

2012). Reflecting this, the understanding of how the consultative process is practiced in 

Malaysia is critical to illuminating the extent to which the process may, or may not structure 

decision-making. Further, the investigation of the current trend of planning practice will also 

allow the indication of the forms of power that have occurred, whether in the form of 

domination or of control (Bond, 2011a, 2011b; Brownill & Carpenter, 2007; Gaventa, 2004). 

Undoubtedly, statutory provisions ‘drive’ the systems of governance in Malaysia. However, 

this research argues that the laws, policies and plans that have been presented as governance 

tools have been deployed in the decision-making process in the sense that the consultative 

process ‘excludes’ the public; hence demonstrating the limitations to participation that prevail 

in the Malaysian planning system.  
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In furtherance of the above, the complex issues of public participation in the Malaysian 

planning system can also be linked to Arnstein’s ‘ladder of participation’ (1969). Among recent 

studies conducted in Malaysia there are some that have involved Arnstein’s ladder, for 

example, Bello et al. (2013) in which the authors investigate the typology of public 

participation in the Malaysian planning system that integrate with the form of engagement 

levels and contextual applications of the ladder. The study denotes the planners’ perspectives 

and experiences on the effectiveness of public participation process that show how the “number 

of participants and volume of objections” often yields a successful process of participation 

(Bello et al., 2013, p. 48). Further, the authors’ evaluation appeared to focus only on the 

planners’ perception of the various techniques of participation as contributors to the success of 

consultative processes (e.g., focus groups, meetings and public hearings). The amount of 

participation represented greater participation; however, arguably, the reality somehow reflects 

the level of ‘consultation’ and ‘manipulation’ outlined in Arnstein’s Ladder (Clifford & 

Tewdwr-Jones, 2013). 

 

Undoubtedly, there are many academic researchers involved in planning who have been 

concerned with the overall implication of the legislation, policy and administration of the 

Malaysian planning system (see for example, Al-Junid, 2006; Johar, 2005; Lee, 1992; Maidin, 

2012). However, even with those recorded research experiences, less emphasis is given to the 

analysis of the reasons why contemporary planning accommodates neoliberal ideology. As 

such, Bello et al. (2013) have also highlighted the need for a new framework to link theory and 

practice by examining the relationship of planning policies and public participation in 

Malaysia. This perhaps indicates the need to exemplify how planning practice in Malaysia has 

transformed to accommodate market imperatives as confirmed by studies elsewhere.  

 

5.4  The case study   

Planning deals with many of the social, economic and political processes that impact the public 

particularly in regard to spatial issues. The practice of governance is contingent to this process, 

and the understanding of them is critical to its success. Thus, the practices of participation have 

not certainly faced change over the past decades and has also been questioned, particularly on 

the merits of consultative process in planning and more broadly in local democracy. What are 

the causes of this predicament of public participation? Then, if there is something wrong with 

the planning system, where should we look to overcome the problems? Therefore investigation 
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of the dynamics of participation is important as this helps to see the limitation of participation 

on the ground and how these issues are dealt with in practice. As such, this section addresses 

the significance and contextual details of the case study selected to undertake the research. 

According to Yin (1994, p. 13), “[a] case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between 

phenomenology and context are not clearly evident”. In fact, a case study approach also fits 

nicely with phronetic social science, to which this research adheres (Flyvbjerg, 2001, 2006). 

Furthermore, Friedmann (2012, p. 99) noted that “every case requires a context”, therefore this 

research investigates the institutional and legal basis of Malaysian planning system as the 

context. In order to explain a real-life phenomenon, the second context is the origin of the case 

study and the roles of actors that engaged in the consultative process.  

 

Arguably, the Malaysian planning system warrants empirical investigation if we want to better 

understand one exemplar of how governance practice in the consultative process occurs outside 

the western world, as highlighted in the literature above. This research attempts to fill a 

dimension of the apparent gap that exists in terms of contemporary understandings of 

governance practice in Malaysia, particularly in planning. The study contributes to the 

enrichment and better understanding of the practice and perspective of planners who are 

perhaps too complicit in a neoliberal age, which has been largely under researched in the field 

of urban planning in the non-western world. Hence, it is not the intention of this researcher to 

summarise and generalise the case study, instead, it “should be read as narrative in its… 

entirety” (Flyvbjerg, 2006, cited in Savin-Badin & Major, 2013, p. 166). On this basis, although 

the “case study research may not allow us to generalize in respect of other places, but it warrants 

hypotheses about relationships and engenders useful questions for further research” (Tedong 

et al., 2015, p. 124). 

 

A single case study that draws upon qualitative data is utilised in this research as it has “a finite 

number of people who might be interviewed [and] a finite number of documents to be 

reviewed” (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013, p. 154). The strategies used to select the case are 

based on ‘critical case selection’ that is well suited to maximizing the information content from 

the case study selected (Flyvbjerg, 2001). In this sense, case study research can describe “the 

decision-making processes in urban planning; and provide exemplars of what the [research] 

considers best practices” (Birch, 2012, p. 265). Initially, for the purposes of this study, the 
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participants were selected according to their wide-ranging experience and expertise in areas 

pertaining to the case study. Such a selection was to enable the collection of rich data specific 

to the relationship with the theoretical insights of the research since the case has clear 

boundaries.  

 

Data drawn, would enable insight to address two key themes. First, the roles of participants’ 

and their perspectives on how the formation of the case negotiates around a power relationship 

that is intertwined with neoliberal values. Second, the extent to which planning policies and 

legislations (de)stabilised the development of the case. Therefore, this approach is well suited 

to focus on a specific case such as the Gasing Hill development, which caused a considerable 

amount of emotion and action among the public that was also echoed in local newspaper reports 

(Nyseth et al., 2010; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). Further, as this research is a problem-driven 

rather than method-driven, the selection of a project such as Gasing Hill as a ‘case’, “is probably 

the best way to discover its unique character” (Friedmann, 2012, p. 99) particularly in the 

Malaysian planning system.  

 

Also, in order to obtain rich information and data from the case study, it is important to consider 

the availability of relevant documentation. As suggested by Stake (2002) and, Savin-Baden and 

Major (2013, p. 153), the documentation of the case study should consist of a description of 

the following:  

 the nature of the case itself 

 the historical background of the case 

 the physical setting in which the case is bounded 

 other important contexts, such as economic, political and legal ones that 

influence the cases 

 other cases through which the case may be recognized 

 the informants through whom the case may be known 

 

In line with this, the existing documents and plans that affected the development of the case 

are examined. The documents are initially important to reflect on how the notion of 

communications going on in planning consultations can come to an agreement that offers a 

promising framework through the rationale of governmental reasoning. Following this, the next 

section delineates the case selected, the Gasing Hill development.  
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5.4.1 Case Introduction: Gasing Hill  

This section provides the basic background of the case study selected and exhibits the relevance 

of the literature discussed in the previous chapters. As well as illustrating the transformation of 

the object of the case study from a green-lung area into a new generation city development, this 

section also puts emphasis on the consultative modes of governance in the context of the 

Malaysian planning system. 

 

The Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur, the capital city of Malaysia, and Selangor are the two 

states in Peninsular Malaysia (Figure 5). Gasing Hill, or Bukit Gasing is a green sanctuary 

located at the border between the Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur (hereafter referred to as 

Kuala Lumpur) and Selangor (Figure 6). The total area of Gasing Hill is over 100 hectares, of 

which the Selangor side covers an area of approximately 34 hectares with the remaining area 

being on the Kuala Lumpur side.  

 

Both areas are within the boundaries of the Kuala Lumpur City Region (KLCR), in which 

Rashid (2012, p. 18) noted that “KLCR was indeed the engine of the nation’s economic growth 

and hence designated as a National Key Economic Area (NKEA). Furthermore, the aspiration 

of the KLCR is to achieve a ‘top 20’ ranking in city economic growth, as defined by city gross 

domestic product growth rates, while being among the global top 20 of the most liveable cities 

by 2020” (Rashid, 2012, p. 20). 
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Figure 5: Location of Kuala Lumpur and Selangor in Peninsular Malaysia (National Physical 

Plan, 2010, p. 3-22, reproduced with permission of Department of Town and Country Planning 

on 26 April 2016) 

Kuala Lumpur 

and Selangor 
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Figure 6: Location of Gasing Hill at the border between Kuala Lumpur and Selangor (Source: 

Kuala Lumpur Structure Plan, 2020, reproduced with permission of Kuala Lumpur City Hall 

on 26 April 2016) 

  

Kuala Lumpur and Selangor were the two states with the highest growth of GDP in 2010 and 

this is expected to increase even more by the year 2020 (Figure 7). Both states experienced 

rapid urban growth and became the core centres for national development (Bunnell et al., 2002; 

Thong, 2006). This reflects the positioning of Malaysian governance to drive rapid growth, 

particularly in the context of economic development. In this sense, Gasing Hill, which is located 

in these two states, fulfils the role to potentially contribute towards the economic growth of the 

country.  

Gasing Hill 

Kuala Lumpur Selangor 
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Figure 7: GDP by state (source: Eleventh Malaysian plan, 2015, p. 2-22, reproduced with 

permission of Economic Planning Unit on 26 April 2016) 

 

The site is divided into two local authorities, Kuala Lumpur City Hall and the Petaling Jaya 

Municipal Council (Selangor). The Petaling Jaya Municipal Council, which is under the 

jurisdiction of Petaling District, is one of Kuala Lumpur’s Conurbations (KLC) (Figure 8). 

According to the Kuala Lumpur Structure Plan 2020, “Kuala Lumpur and its conurbation is 

already being prepared to play a global role”.  
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Figure 8: Kuala Lumpur and its Conurbation (Source: Kuala Lumpur Structure Plan, 2020, 

reproduced with permission of Kuala Lumpur City Hall on 26 April 2016) 

 

The site of Gasing Hill was formerly a forest area that provided ‘green lungs’ for the cities of 

Kuala Lumpur and Petaling Jaya. It is also famously known by locals as Bukit Gasing 

Recreational Park and has hiking trails within its boundaries (Figure 9). Accordingly, the 

Petaling Jaya Municipal Council “had gazetted all the 34 hectares of the Bukit Gasing area 

under their jurisdiction as green belt reserve in 1961. The other 110 hectares under the Kuala 

Lumpur City Hall is yet to be gazetted” (Newsletter of the Malaysian Institute of Planners, 

August 2006, p. 7). Indeed, the gazetted area of Gasing Hill on the Selangor side is a very 

popular place for nature lovers and hikers (Figure 10, Figure 11, Figure 12 and Figure 13). 

 

 



138 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9: Bukit Gasing Recreational Park (source: www.friendsofbukitgasing.com.my, 

reproduced with permission of Friends of Bukit Gasing Club on 26 April 2016) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

              Kuala Lumpur/ 

Petaling Jaya Boundary 

Figure 11: Hiking trails (source: author, 

April, 2016)  

Figure 10: Main entrance to Gasing Hill 

(source: author, April, 2016)  

http://www.friendsofbukitgasing.com.my/
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However, with the rapid development that has taken place, the areas have continued to 

experience much pressure on green and forest land to be converted into housing projects (Latiff, 

2001). As noted, part of Gasing Hill has been gazetted as a forest reserve that needs to be 

protected. Due to many enabling factors, part of the site has been developed as a new generation 

city. The development is known as Sanctuary Ridge Kuala Lumpur City comprises 70 

bungalows (Source: http://www.sanctuaryridge.com.my  assessed on 10 May 2016) and the 

Pantai Sentral Park project (Figure 14) which consists of development projects as follows: 

Parcel 1: Condominium – Total of 211 units (Inwood Residences) 

Parcel 2: Condominium – Total of 243 units (Secoya Residences) 

Parcel 3: Condominium – Total of 235 units 

Parcel 4: Condominium – Total of 421 units 

Parcel 5: Condominium – Total of 389 units 

Parcel 6: Condominium – Total of 210 units 

(Source: https://www.pantaisentralpark.com/index.php/en/residential assessed on 10 May 

2016) 

 

 

 

Figure 12: Popular place for hikers 

(source: author, April, 2016)  

Figure 13: View of Kuala Lumpur side 

(source: author, April, 2016)  

http://www.sanctuaryridge.com.my/
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Figure 14: The rendering of the proposed new generation city on part of the Gasing Hill area 

(source: https://www.pantaisentralpark.com booklet, reproduced with permission of IJM 

Properties on 26 April 2016) 

https://www.pantaisentralpark.com/
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Accordingly, the period under study is from August 2006 to January 2013 (i.e., when the 

landslides occurred). There was, in fact, a huge public outcry when the area was earmarked for 

the development of this new generation city (Figure 15). The proposed development on Gasing 

Hill had several steep gradients. In the circumstances, the residents feared that, if allowed, the 

development would cause landslides. “They [the public] said that the project, which is located 

on a hill slope, is dangerous and they feared for their safety” (The Star, March 29, 2008). 

Consequently, the residents living in the area challenged the developer and Kuala Lumpur City 

Hall in February 2008, filing for a judicial review to compel the Kuala Lumpur City Hall to 

hold a public hearing in relation to its decision to grant the development order to the developer 

in 2007. They claimed Kuala Lumpur City Hall did not provide adequate notice of the 

development or hold the required public hearings before granting the order. The judicial review 

was rejected by the High Court in 2012 and was appealed all the way to the Federal Court in 

2013 where it was also ultimately dismissed (The Malay Mail, 15 March 2015). As such, this 

case study is significant, as it demonstrates how governance practice may (or may not) 

transform and politicise planning to often facilitate economic development. It also situates the 

crisis of participatory democracy within the Malaysian planning system.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 15: Development boundaries on part of Gasing Hill (source:  

https://www.pantaisentralpark.com booklet, reproduced with permission of IJM Properties on 

26 April 2016) 

https://www.pantaisentralpark.com/


142 

 

 
 

Despite the boundaries of Gasing Hill being divided into two local planning authorities, the 

process of public participation was adopted and encapsulated by both authorities, both of which 

also gave their assurance to safeguard the environment. However, the site was impacted 

drastically within months, due to land clearing activities such as the felling of many of its trees 

and substantial earthworks for land levelling (Figure 16).  

Figure 16: Site clearing activity and land levelling (source: author, May 2015) 

 

Ultimately, Gasing Hill continues to be eroded by environmental disasters such as floods and 

landslides (The Malay Mail, 28 January 2013; New Straits Times, 2 February, 2013). This 

reflects Sreetheran et al.’s (2007) argument that there is evidence of the deterioration of 

environments in Malaysia due to the vision of the country to become a developed nation. 

Therefore, this research is critical to the investigation of the way in which planning practices 

through consultative process are nonetheless able to ‘neutralise’ planning process to make the 

development of Gasing Hill become a reality. Reflecting this, the dynamics of power relations 

in such a process may reveal if there is any form of viable public resistance in the Malaysian 

planning system. Gasing Hill, therefore, presented as an interesting case study as it evidenced 

tensions in the consultative process and the rationality of the statutory framework that was 

displayed at all stages in the process.   

  

5.5  Conducting the research 

In conducting this research, the approach from the case study “perceives both written and 

spoken language as a form of social practice” in which the “situations, institutional frames and 

social structures” are embedded (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997; Weiss & Wodak, 2003b, p. 22). 

It offers ways to understand the particularity of the subject investigated as it emerges from the 

data collected. Accordingly, the approach will be applied to the in-depth interview process, as 

follows. 
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5.5.1 In-depth interviews 

The research adopts an in-depth interviewing technique since this complements the case study 

approach, in which “open-ended yet directed, shaped yet emergent, and paced yet unrestricted” 

data collection is facilitated (Charmaz, 2014, p. 85), which is guided by phronetic social science 

research. In-depth interviewing is considered as the most suitable way to describe the 

qualitative data which documents the real event (Newman & Robson, 2014). It records “what 

people say (with words, gestures, and tone), observations of specific behaviours, studies of 

written documents, or examinations of visual images. These are all concrete aspects of the 

world” (p. 93). In fact, in seeking to furnish answers to the value-rational research questions, 

in-depth interviews are well suited to being paired with the case study. Further, in-depth 

interviewing is an effective technique because it keeps the interaction focused and allows the 

participants “to express their perspectives on a topic or issue” (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013, p. 

359).  

 

The interview questions are open-ended and focus on how planners and other interviewees 

react to the on-going drive for public participation, including the value judgements they use in 

the decision-making process. Therefore, this approach is critical, as it refers to “the kinds of 

interpretation that people express about their actions” (Sandercock & Attili, 2012, p. 171). The 

central question of power will be at the core of the interview by giving attention to discourse 

that fosters “who has power and why they have it” which is likely to reflect upon participants’ 

experiences (Flyvbjerg, 1998a, p. 5; see also Charmaz, 2014). In this sense, the interview deals 

with the manifestation of power in relation to the roles played by the planners in the practice 

of governance by examining how planners “use their language to do things: to order and 

request, persuade and accuse” (Potter & Wetherell, 2001, p. 198). This reflects Flyvbjerg’s 

(2001, p. 135) notes: 

 

a certain practice is rational according to its self-understanding, but not when 

viewed in the context of other horizons of meaning, the researcher then asks 

what role this ‘dubious’ rationality plays in further contexts, historically and 

politically, and what consequences this might have. 
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The research material consists of two main sources; in-depth interviews and document analysis 

(see section 5.5.3). A total of twenty participants were selected for in-depth interviews, with 

particular knowledge about urban planning matters particularly on the case study selected, 

Gasing Hill (Yin, 2009). The number of interviews in this research is adequate as their quantity 

depends on the nature of the research. This is in line with Charmaz (2014, p. 106) who stated, 

 

[t]he number of interviews depends on the analytic level to which the 

researcher aspires as well as these purposes. When researchers pursue 

straightforward research questions to resolve problems in local practice in 

applied fields, a small number of interviews may be enough. 

 

Therefore, the sample size of twenty participants is considered justified as Fox-Rogers & 

Murphy (2014, p. 255) notes that based on “Mason’s (2010) survey of 2533 studies that 

employed qualitative approaches found that the most common sample sizes observed were 20 

and 30”.  

 

The participants were contacted via email/phone with a brief description of the research, 

followed by an appointment with the date, time and location of the interview session after ethics 

approval was given by the University of Auckland Ethics Committee prior to conducting the 

interview sessions. The interview sessions were conducted between April and July 2015 and 

were of at least 30 minutes to 1 hour in duration. The interviews give participants an 

opportunity to respond freely and share their opinions and perspectives in relation to conflict 

(Vries & Aalvanger, 2015). Sixteen of the interviews were audio-recorded with permission, 

while the remaining four were not recorded, as requested by the participants for reasons of 

confidentiality. Fifteen of the interview sessions were conducted in English while the 

remaining five were conducted in the Malay language. Therefore, a translator was used to 

translate the transcripts from Malay to English. All of the transcripts were then transcribed by 

a professional transcriber to avoid researcher bias. This is also considered to be sufficient for 

preserving the details and the content of the interview transcripts (Charmaz, 2014). The 

participants were also informed that the transcripts from the analysis could be withdrawn at a 

later date if they so wished following the interviews. Further, the line-by-line coding process 

was conducted by the researcher via NVivo software in order to identify the categories and 

interpret them within the data (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).  
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5.5.2 The participants 

Purposeful sampling was selected as the most appropriate sampling design choice to conduct 

the interviews because, through this process participants could be carefully selected from the 

“members of the community who can provide the best information” for the research (Savin-

Baden & Major, 2013, p. 314; see also Sekaran & Bougie, 2009). Purposeful sampling 

“involves identifying and selecting individuals or groups of individuals that are especially 

knowledgeable about, or experienced with a phenomenon of interest” (Palinkas et al., 2015, p. 

534). To reflecting this, participants with particular knowledge of urban planning in general 

and having experience with the phenomena under investigation were carefully selected; they 

needed to show willingness to participate, and have the time to share the necessary information; 

they also needed to be reflective, willing, and able to speak articulately about their experiences 

(Bryant & Charmaz, 2007). As noted by Yin (2009, p. 29), the actors, or each of the individuals 

in the case study might be included as “the primary unit of analysis”.  

 

Accordingly, four planners from the Kuala Lumpur City Hall and four from the Petaling Jaya 

City Council (Selangor) were interviewed as they had dealt directly with the planning process 

in the case study selected. The focus of the approach was on the practicality of their activities 

and the experience of the planners in everyday situations when dealing with the public; this 

was ascertained by recording what happened and the way in which planners dealt with the 

public in the planning system; this is important to the phronetic social science approach. 

According to De Roo and Porter (2007), for most planning issues, the crucial actors to be 

consulted are likely to be governmental bodies, or third parties strongly affiliated to 

governmental policy. Therefore, it was important to interview other actors who had also been 

affected in the planning decision-making process. Hence, two local councillors from the Kuala 

Lumpur City Hall, two from the Petaling Jaya Municipal Council, two Members of Parliament 

for the area, four developers and four representatives from the Bukit Gasing Joint Action 

Community (NGO actors) were chosen, giving a total of twenty interviewees. In addition, there 

were no significant differences between gender and ethnic composition of all participants, 

which were representative of the area’s population (Figure 17 and Figure 18). 
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Gender Number of participants 

Male 11 

Female 9 

Total 20 

Figure 17: The participants according to their gender groups (source: author, 2015). 

 

Ethnic Number of participants 

Malay 8 

Chinese 7 

Indian 5 

Total 20 

Figure 18: The participants according to their ethnic groups (source: author, 2015). 

 

Consequently, all participants had been carefully chosen based on their roles and involvement 

in the case study selected. The planners selected had been qualified planning officers in local 

authorities with at least five years planning experience. The consent forms were signed by all 

the twenty participants. The research does not refer directly the names of all participants in 

order “to secure the privacy of all involved’” (Van Assche et al., 2011, p. 4). The participants 

were divided into five groups based on their roles, which included; planners, members of the 

public (NGO actors), Members of Parliament, local councillors and developers. Further, when 

cited in this research, the participants are referred to by their group name in order to preserve 

the confidentiality of their real names (Figure 19). Importantly, “although we may question 

their perspectives or practices”, their primary role is more prominent than their name (Charmaz, 

2014, p. 33). The participants included are as follows; 

 

 Numbers of 

participants 

Group name 

Planners 8 Kuala Lumpur City Hall: 

Planner 1=PKL1 

Planner 2=PKL2 

Planner 3=PKL3 

Planner 4=PKL4 

 

 



147 

 

 
 

Petaling Jaya Municipal Council: 

Planner 1=PPJ1 

Planner 2=PPJ2 

Planner 3=PPJ3 

Planner 4=PPJ4 

NGO actors 4 NGO actor 1=NGO1 

NGO actor 2=NGO2 

NGO actor 3=NGO3 

NGO actor 4=NGO4 

Members of 

Parliament 

2 Members of Parliament 1=MoNGO1 

Members of Parliament 2=MoNGO2 

Local Councillors 2 Local Councillor 1=LC1 

Local Councillor 2=LC2 

Developers 4 Developer 1=D1 

Developer 2=D2 

Developer 3=D3 

Developer 4=D4 

Total 20  

Figure 19: The participants according to their professions and groups (source: author, 2015). 

 

The willingness of participants to be interviewed is noteworthy. Although some of the 

participants postponed their interview sessions at the very last minute; it being necessary for 

their appointment to fit within their individual schedule (Bell, 2014). In addition, because the 

ethnicity of some participants was Malay, the participants were allowed to speak in their own 

language. It was not essential for participants to answer in English as the selection of the 

participants was purposely based on their roles and experiences (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007).         

 

5.5.3  The documents 

Accordingly, the research used documents from secondary sources; these are presented in the 

form in which they were originally printed. The type of document analysis used here is 

significant as it “can be considered to represent actors in their own right” (Prior, 2008, p. 822). 

Of particular relevance here, according to Charmaz (2014, p. 46), is what documents that 

include the following can indicate: 
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1. what the originators intended to accomplish; 

2. the process of producing the document; 

3. what and whom the documents affect; 

4. how various audiences interpret them; and 

5. how, when and, to what extent, these audiences use the document. 

 

This is in line with Foucault’s idea of “discourse as a system of representation” in which “the 

rules and practices [may] produce meaningful statements and regulated discourse in different 

historical periods” (Hall, 2001, p. 72; see also Sharp & Richardson, 2001). This analysis can 

contribute to a deepening knowledge of the ways in which neoliberalism is adopted as it focuses 

on a limited realm of phenomena that have been fragmented by the changing bases of state 

power.  

 

The relevant documents collected include; the Eleventh Malaysia Plan (2016-2020), the 

National Physical Plan, the Kuala Lumpur Structure Plan 2020, the Petaling Jaya Local Plan 1, 

the Town and Country Planning Act 1976 and newspapers that contain the details of the case. 

In fact, media content such as newspapers is significance to reflect social reality, in which by 

“studying content helps us infer things about phenomena that are less open and visible” 

(Shoemaker & Reese, 1996, p. 24). Also, it can provide a “range of verbal and visual 

information distributed by the mass media – in other words, just about anything that appears 

there” (p. 4). In addition, the brochures and pamphlets pertaining to the development of the site 

distributed by the developers will also be analysed. These documents are available from the 

Kuala Lumpur City Hall, Petaling Jaya Municipal Council, as well as electronically. 

Furthermore, the relevant documents from internet sources were sourced from the official 

government website and registered organisations. Thus, documents obtained via the internet 

were carefully used and treated (Yin, 2009). 

 

5.5.4  The Analysis 

The analysis is focussed on a constant comparison of data, codes and the theoretical categories 

from interviews and planning documents (Bryant & Charmaaz, 2007). The aim of the analysis 

is “to demonstrate elements that contribute or disprove the theoretical framework on which the 
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study is based” (Birch, 2012, p. 272). Therefore, through the interviews with all the actors and 

the analysis of all the documents, the patterns and outcomes rationalise the evidence found.  

 

To illustrate the data analysis, the process begins with a line-by-line coding from the text of the 

transcribed research interviews in order to form descriptive categories, which in turn are used 

to analyse the emerging theoretical reflections. According to Miles et al., (1994, p. 56), “codes 

are usually attached to ‘chunks’ of varying size – words, phrases, sentences or whole 

paragraphs, connected or unconnected to a specific setting”, thus, following their view; “it is 

not the words themselves that matter, but their meaning”. The codes and their relationship to 

other codes are compared and analysed to establish the values with the core categories 

(Charmaz, 2014). These categories are defined by using Nvivo10 to assist in the managing and 

synthesizing of the ideas gleaned from the interview sessions. More importantly, this software 

“offers a range of tools for pursuing new understandings and theories about the data and for 

constructing and testing answers to research questions” (Richards, 1999, p. 4). Nvivo10 

operates on the basis of “an internal database [that] stores the data by directly importing text, 

audio, video, and picture files into the program” (Korhonen & Lovell, 2013, p. 360); this is 

relevant to the research methods used in this study. At this stage, it is also, possible to establish 

the findings of the research and to reflect on the theoretical insights discussed in Chapter Three 

and Four.   

 

5.6  Conclusion 

While studies have considered the international scope of governance and planning, and the 

manner in which evolutionary perspectives have affected participatory democracy, a significant 

gap exists in the literature regarding the study of South-east Asia and particularly in Malaysia. 

This chapter is significant for the gaining of an understanding of the interplay between planners 

and the intentions of the plan to uphold the neoliberals’ domination of economic values that 

are concerned with the direction of conduct for certain ends. Following this, the chapter 

provides a clear picture of the evolutionary perspective of governance in Malaysia. Given this 

focus, it sheds light on the historical junctures of Malaysia and the transformation of its 

economy from being potentially agricultural to being industrially capable through a practice of 

governance which also reflects global trends (Dadzie, 2013). In Malaysia, governance always 

puts priority on the economic growth rather on social and environment imperatives (Mizan & 

Borhan, 2012).  
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Reflecting on this, the rapid growth of development also caused the public’s right to 

communicate to be compromised by the involvement of a type of governance that decides what 

is best, through planning legislation and the manifestation of a sustainable development 

framework. Due to the complexity of, and pressure for, economic development and dynamism 

from the public, the Malaysian planning system may be groping its way towards reducing 

participatory democracy. Therefore, this research argues, that there is an urgent need to inspect 

and observe consultative process in Malaysia, and whether or not there are discrepancies in the 

planning process that are (un)intentionally reoriented towards a neoliberal agenda. As noted, 

only limited information has been published to explore the connections between neoliberalism 

and planning in Malaysia. Therefore, this chapter justifies the reasons for using a case study 

approach and the Gasing Hill development as its chosen case study. The following chapter 

presents the data collected and analysed that will unveil the key findings of the research. 
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Chapter Six 

Subject formation and object formation: How a new 

generation city became ‘real’ 

 

We’ve got a bunch of people who couldn’t care less. They are just sitting there. 

Some people are dishonest, some people are honest but frustrated because 

they’ve seen governance change (NGO actor, interview 29 May 2015). 

 

  

6.1  Introduction 

This chapter will undertake an analysis of planning practices by using Foucault’s notion of 

governmentality. This notion embodies a certain set of practices and ways of thinking, 

according to which actions, strategies and techniques are shaped and shifted towards the 

neoliberal order (Bayat, 2013; Blakeley, 2010; Duineveld et al., 2013; Lelandais, 2014). Thus, 

this empirical chapter will present much of the evidence from which the key findings of this 

research will be developed in Chapter Seven. As mentioned above, it is not the intention of this 

research to provide judgements about the condition in Malaysia generally or the case 

particularly; rather, the intention is to further develop understandings of how neoliberal 

globalisation affects the Malaysian planning system in the consultative process. 

 

In this chapter, the data collected through in-depth interviews is explained in relation to the 

social background and personality of those actively engaged in the planning process, as well as 

the professional status of the planners as opposed to the other actors (i.e., the developers, NGO 

actors and politicians). The plans and procedures for research that span decisions from broad 

assumptions to detailed analysis are explained. Further, the review of planning policy 

documents and legislation is important in considering the effects of written text within planning 

issues (this also relates to the case study selected). 

 

This chapter primarily investigates how Gasing Hill (also known as Bukit Gasing to local 

people) has recapitulated the appearance of economic interest as the logical choice in planning 

process. Due to the complexity of and pressure for economic development and the resulting 

dynamisms among the public, the case study evidences the formation of Gasing Hill from a 
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‘green lungs’ area to a new generation city. The subject and object formation from the 

conceptual framework of EGT is applied to provide a better understanding of the case. This 

will present the main findings drawn from the data gathered that encompasses the implications 

for theory and practice. Accordingly, the interview data is expressed as a ‘story’ (Flyvbjerg, 

2002). The findings will assist in answering the research question: How does the government 

exercise power in its daily practices in Malaysia? and the sub-questions: Who has gained and 

who has lost in the current mechanisms of power operating in the neoliberal spatial agenda of 

Malaysia? What possibilities are there for changing existing power relations in the Malaysian 

planning system? What forms of conduct are expected from governance practice in Malaysia 

and what sorts of transformation do these practices currently seek? 

 

The chapter ends with a conclusion and a theoretically inspired discussion of this practical case. 

The following section presents the key evidence from the data that were collected using the 

research approach and methodology discussed in Chapters Two and Five. 

 

6.2   The formation of subjects in evolutionary governance 

This section provides detailed background on the formation of subjects in the Malaysian 

planning system, particularly in the consultative process. Then, the research unveils the 

findings and themes identified in the data analysis that signify the sense-making of the 

theoretical foundation as highlighted in the literature review. In this context, to better 

understand how subjects are formed, enter governance and how they play roles and shape 

collective decisions in the planning process, the following were posed to understand the mode 

of governing as a consequence of neoliberal globalisation. 

 

6.2.1 The actors and their roles in the planning system 

Governance concerns were predominantly associated with the roles and responsibilities of 

actors, as these are seen as catalysts for the further evolution of planning practices (Van Assche 

et al., 2014a). Central to this is the role of planners who initially and subsequently guide and 

shape the planning process (Clifford & Tewdwr-Jones, 2013; Grange, 2016; Gunder & Hillier, 

2009; Sager, 2013). In addition to considering the significant roles of planners, the interviewer 

also engaged with other actors who were carefully chosen for their professional background 

and experience (De Roo & Porter, 2007; Dola & Noor, 2012; Dola & Mijan, 2006). The 

variation among actors is justified, as it generates data that represents ‘two sides of the story’ 
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and reduces bias (Bryman, 2004). Accordingly, the actors were divided into five categories: 1) 

the planners; 2) the NGO actors; 3) members of parliament; 4) local councillors; and 5) 

developers. Thematically, the roles are arranged based on how and why they are related to the 

consultative process in the Malaysian planning system. Also, the roles allow better 

understanding of how the consultative practices lead to different consequences in the planning 

process. 

 

All participants were asked to provide information on their professional practices, particularly 

on their roles and responsibilities in relation to planning. Most of the planners answered very 

briefly and were reluctant to explain their roles in detail. Planner (PPJ1) stated: “my 

responsibilities include processing development plans, making recommendations on any plans 

submitted within my authority and also dealing with the public”. “I am charged with Local 

Agenda 21, most of the time my jobs relate with public consultation” (PKL3). “My role often 

assisted the public in planning submissions, I gave advice and ensured the plans submitted 

followed the guidelines” (PPJ3). Planner (PKL3) provided an overview on her everyday 

practice: 

 

I enjoy being a planner because planning is very dynamic and I can make sure 

what planning can be implemented. I deal with the public every day. I’m 

charged with Local Agenda 21 and it is about the bottom-up planning process. 

It is important because there are so many developments, and will cause some 

of the public to appreciate and some to make complaints. 

  

The answers demonstrate that many planners believed that their role basically involved dealing 

with the public in their everyday tasks. It is appears that planners in Malaysia are concerned 

with ensuring economic, social and environmental stability via a consultative process. As one 

planner (PKL1) observed, her important role is “to ensure [the] development that takes place 

in the local authority is sustainable”. In addition to planners, the views of other actors also 

demonstrated a strong recognition of the role of planners. In response, NGO actor (NGO1) 

noted that “I am a lawyer by profession, so I know the rights of the public in my area. That is 

why I always deal with planners to know what is happening around my area”. 
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A local councillor (LC2) observed that: 

 

I am familiar with the Malaysian planning system because I used to sit on the 

Sustainable Planning Committee, and am currently on the One Stop Centre 

Committee that approves development projects and development order. As a 

local councillor, I also deal with the public. 

 

Further, a NGO actor stated: 

 

I feel that our role is more to get information to the public as a whole. However, 

if it is difficult for us to get the information, so it must be more difficult for the 

public. We don’t see our organization as an important organization as though 

our views matter such as in planning. We see our role is more important if we 

ourselves are not aware of what is happening in planning. In a way, we see 

ourselves as a public voice rather than as an organization to deal with planners 

in local planning authority. We try to empower others, so everybody else can 

give their opinion. Others is referring to the residents’ association, individual 

public (NGO4). 

 

This appears to reflect the fact that all the participants interviewed played significant roles and 

were committed to being involved in the consultative process. Indeed, one of the planners felt 

that other actors who enter governance also play a role in the process and stated: 

 

I think, besides us, politicians play an important role. Because planning is also 

a political will. Frankly speaking, planners always follow the guidelines and 

policies, but when the decision is being made, the top level management can 

change our proposal/recommendation (PKL2). 

 

Accordingly, this shows that planners in Malaysia often use their role to consult the public 

towards certain objectives or instructions, as alluded to in the literature (Clifford & Tewdwr-

Jones, 2013; Gunder, 2010a; Ploger, 2001). This also indicates that interactions between 

planners and other actors may lead to further negotiation and consultation in the planning 

process (Van Buuren et al., 2012). In this sense, planners are capable of dealing with other 
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planning actors personally to orient them towards a certain mutual agreement. The evidence 

might support the analysis of Clifford and Tewdwr-Jones (2013, p. 194) that planners in the 

local authority are capable of influencing other actors “through their role [of] mediating 

tensions” in the consultative process. Notably, one of the developers (D3) was sceptical about 

the scope of her job, stating: 

 

One aspect of my job that I don’t like about being a developer is that you tend 

to work towards money-oriented and profit making. We were in a way caught 

off by too much development … we try to balance out social, environmental 

and economic aspects but in the end we still need to be answerable to a certain 

margin and profit. That is why we need to see planners first before we can 

proceed with the planning submission. 

 

Similarly, developer (D1) claimed: 

 

One of our job scopes is to inform the local authority about our project and the 

importance of the development. Nowadays, planners can consider our output. 

 

NGO actor (NGO1) went further and asked a question that warrants further analysis: 

 

What concerned me was not that there were people who were willing to try to 

cheat the system, but why were professionals (planners) helping them to do so 

knowing very well that it is wrong and unethical to do so? 

 

This feeling perhaps reflected that the practical judgements of planners in the Malaysian 

planning system are concerned with the practice and art of governance. This is considered 

further in the following section. 

 

6.2.2 Modes of governing in the consultative process 

It was widely accepted that public participation is an essential element of coordinated decision-

making in Malaysia. Indeed, when asked: “Do the public give any impact and contribution to 

the decision-making process?”, all the participants indicated that the consultative process was 

a significant element for democratic governance. Planner (PKL4) believes that participation is 
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vital, stating: “we know the importance of public participation in planning, so we tried to 

institute that in the consultation process”. “We admit that local knowledge from local people 

has influence towards the development” (PPJ1). These views were supported by a Member of 

Parliament (MoNGO1) who stated, “of course the public did give impact and contribute in the 

planning system … this also leads towards sustainable development and democracy in 

Malaysia”. Developers and members of public also held similar views. Thus, it could be 

claimed that, in the Malaysian planning system, members of the public have the right to 

participate in the planning of their local areas. This also demonstrates that public participation 

is not a new process in Malaysia, as the public is engaged in the organised consultative sphere. 

 

There is a form of public participation in the Malaysian planning system; however, the notion 

of democracy in the process is questionable. Planners play a role in ensuring that the public can 

voice and raise their concerns, but, at the same time, these practices can also shape and guide 

the conduct of the public in the consultative process. The process could be claimed as a means 

for governance to coordinate decisions that embody a promising framework and set directions 

for certain ends. In fact, a local councillor (LC2) declared that: 

 

The local authority always conducts hearings and objections for all the public 

to attend even though the Act only allows for people within a 20-meter radius 

from the project. We open it to everybody, but there is no guarantee their voice 

is going to be heard. 

 

Empirically speaking, the various NGO actors felt that planners tend to lead decision-making 

that favours economic development. In this sense, the interviewees were concerned with how 

the ideology of neoliberalism underpins planning practices in Malaysia. An NGO actor 

(NGO4) noted that “the opportunity for us to be involved in the decision-making only ends up 

with the new development taking place”. Another NGO actor (NGO2) commented, “so far, 

what I can see is that so much development is going-on despite environmental issues that have 

happened”. Thus, the interview data provided some insight into how the Malaysian planning 

system has transformed its consultative process in response to neoliberalism. 
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Perhaps, as NGO actor (NGO1) claimed, it is true that: 

 

There seems to be a tendency among some professionals to appease their 

greedy and dishonest clients by trying to manipulate the system so as to give 

them maximum profit at the expense of the public and their profession. 

 

When the question was raised: “Can you identify any threats that significantly constitute 

impediments to public participation in the Malaysian planning process?”, NGO actor (NGO2) 

responded: “there are so many problems with the current practice of public participation 

process”. The NGO actor gave the example of the preparation of development plans and 

continued: 

 

…the duration of notice given on the amendment of the local plan is not enough 

with the difficulty to get sufficient details, the council would, until the very last 

minute, want to get the hearing over and done with despite the fact that the time 

and information are inadequate. Moreover, in the end, the development will 

take place. 

 

Linked to the issue, NGO actor (NGO3) asked: “How do I give input objectively and 

reasonably?” What emerged was a description of a situation in which the public participant felt 

that the consultative process only accommodated economic development, as the public’s views 

were being ignored. Additionally, in the Malaysian planning system, the exercise of the 

consultative process also provides a form of legitimacy and transparency. However, as one 

participant stated, “one of the biggest challenges we face in Malaysia is the lack of transparency 

and accessibility of information to the public, which is very hard” (NGO3). In this sense, NGO 

actor (NGO1) simply stated: 

 

The issues are integrity issues. Integrity is the heart of the problem. I define it 

as doing the right thing when nobody is looking. We have an integrity problem 

in the country, in the decision-making. 
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From this viewpoint, the tendencies exemplified the unethical principles at work that became 

threats to the consultative process and encumbered planners in performing their roles 

effectively. This was suggested by an NGO actor (NGO1) who argued: 

 

… and I hold this by the fact that there seems to be a lack of command. Whom 

do the officers answer to? There seem to be too many bosses. So there are too 

many conflicts. 

 

Another NGO actor (NGO4) also claimed that: 

 

The situation of public participation in Malaysia is getting worse and for me, 

it is for political purposes and political funding. They do not care about ecology 

and this has caused the ecosystem to be completely altered through decision-

making. Further, this leads to the environmental climatic because of people’s 

greed. 

 

Further, NGO actor (NGO3) commented, “it depends on whom you are dealing with and how 

high their political will is and what restrictions they want you to consider. That is our 

experience in dealing with the Kuala Lumpur City Council”. This outcome possibly echoes the 

adoption of neoliberal practice in the Malaysian planning system. 

 

Given these impediments to the consultative process, participants were asked about what form 

of practice that they expected from planners. Most of the participants believed that the authority 

should comply “with rules that were established by law makers, comply with regulations, 

process, procedures established by the principle of good governance, and the transparency 

aspects” (MoNGO1). A local councillor (LC2) concluded that: 

 

I think many initiatives are not entrenched in law, but it is up to the good will 

of the people who sit in governance. It depends on the different sets of people 

who sit in governance because there is no standard mechanism on how local 

council should practice towards public participation. Therefore, in order to 

combat corruption and cronyism, we have a project on local government 

integrity. It is very important that if the public is meaningfully involved then 
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there is less manipulation, less potential cheating that can occur. And that there 

is an open system and transparency in governance. If there is none, there is no 

way for the public to give views. From the governance side, we need to be 

more proactive to open up the space. 

 

Thus, perhaps, the forms of governance in Malaysia reflected the dynamics of power relations 

in the consultative process and provide insightful insights into the Malaysian planning system. 

Of particular relevance here is to examine whether (or not) the public are able to resist in the 

consultative planning process. The following section begins to address this question. 

 

6.2.3 Communication in planning: The question of power 

It is acknowledged that the configurations of various actors in the consultative process are also 

transformed through their communication with each other. The literature indicated that 

planners always deal with decision-making and aspects of communicating and consulting 

(Clifford & Tewdwr-Jones, 2013; Healey, 2006). However, “divergence from communicative 

ideals does appears to render possibilities for genuine engagement problematic” in the 

consultative process (Nolan & March, 2016, p. 193). 

 

Within the context of the consultative process, a developer (D3) who deals directly with the 

planning process through the submission of planning permissions to the planning department 

claimed that the “developer needs to plan the best way for development by having a dialogue 

with the authority before the actual submission starts. So we can get input from government 

and the process will be smoother”. Planner (PPJ2) emphasised that, “communication between 

us and the public is important to encourage people to participate”. Thus, the interviews showed 

that planners disseminated information to the public about the planning process in general. 

Planners talk to the public and developers to ensure that they understand the importance of 

planning guidelines, policies and legislations. As planner (PKL5) noted, “we should view 

complaints from the public as a compliment and try to handle any issues positively so it can 

improve our everyday practice”. 

 



160 

 

 
 

Conversely, most of the participants displayed frustration with the current situation, noting that 

“sometimes the authority is reluctant to give input, particularly at the earlier stage of the 

planning process” (D4). Another developer (D1) echoed this view, stating: 

 

I think frontline people that deal with the public sometimes are not well trained 

and do not have enough knowledge on the planning process. There is even 

reluctance to give information in detail. 

 

Another developer (D3) supported this view, stating: 

 

There is a lack of two-way communication between planners and developers. 

Most of the time planners are so busy with meetings and other tasks. The 

practice of government also is not systemized, because not all departments that 

were in charge in the planning process were committed to or agreed with the 

decisions. 

 

This likely reflects that “everybody here wants to show that they are smart and educated, this 

includes planners, the public and developers” (PKL3). Further, the following comment by the 

NGO actor was quite typical of the thoughts expressed by the developers above: 

 

If you look at the general reality, there is always poor public consultation, 

ignoring public opinion and rights from the government. I cannot see how their 

claim can be substantial. I do not see. You should do an analysis of how the 

government communicates and addresses the concern as if ‘we know best, we 

being the authority’. They may listen to us, but they always know best (NGO2). 

 

The interview data also raised significant concerns as to how planners actually communicate 

with the public in the planning process and how this might undermine the public consultation 

process. As such, what seems to have plagued planners in Malaysia is not the amount of 

consultation or communication between planners and other actors, but that the inability to 

communicate ‘in the right way’ with the public affects the decision outcomes. 
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As the NGO actor (NGO2) asked: 

 

When we look at the current situation, which comes first? The chicken or the 

egg? Is it because the government is open that we can consult, or is it when 

people demand they will get heard? The truth is, it is in between. 

 

The NGO actor (NGO3) went on to suggest additional ways of participation exercises: 

 

Public engagement and public announcements should be on their official 

website or social media, and they should accept objections through email or 

other media without a physical representative. Moreover, the time frame to 

object also should be long enough, at least one month. There is also a need in 

Malaysia to have a strong civil society organization that is interested in certain 

sectors that have national bodies with many staff and local chapters. Without 

this society, the general public have limited knowledge but when there is the 

society they are professional enough because they do the research and have a 

strong voice. Without a strong civil society, you will not have meaningful 

engagement either. 

 

Most of the participants highlighted the importance and efforts undertaken to encourage more 

participation; however, somewhat surprisingly planner (PKL4) stated, “here, when the public 

complain, the authority tends to take it negatively”. Similarly, other planners claimed that 

“sometimes the public view is more [about] their personal interest[s] and not representing the 

public in general” (PKL5), “but still the public voice is being heard by the authority, which is 

based on a win-win situation” (PKL6). However, “whether [the] government considers public 

opinion or not depends on the situation” (PPJ1). This revealed the ways of thinking that in turn 

may facilitate action to ensure ‘participation’, but realisations differ. This also means that the 

consultative process was constantly a non-debatable process in which authorities could conduct 

the public without being responsible for their decisions (Rosol, 2014). Thus, the planning 

profession itself indicated a remarkable change, whereby planners were able to facilitate or 

confront critiques of neoliberalism by giving the appearance of engagement through the 

consultative arena. 
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Building on these views, participants were asked about the level of participation in the 

Malaysian planning system in relation to Arnstein’s (1969) ‘ladder of participation’. However, 

none of the participants had ever heard about the ladder. Planner (PPJ1) was even sceptical 

about the ‘ladder’ and asked: “Is it the name of a rock band?” This suggests some wariness 

about public participation in Malaysia that also raises significant concerns about certain rights 

that the public have to participate and be involved in the planning process. Accordingly, the 

argument that the ideal of public participation should accord with a ‘ladder’ that descends from 

forms of citizens’ power to forms of non-participation could become irrelevant in the Malaysian 

planning system. This is because the system has evolved and so has the practice. In fact, the 

interview data revealed how decision-making in the twenty-first century is being manoeuvred 

and expressed through the impression of consultative process. Reflecting this, the statutory 

procedures (as highlighted in the TCPA (1976)) demonstrate the capacity of public to 

participate via the consultative process in the Malaysian planning system.  

Further, a local councillor observed that: 

 

I have to say that when we, the planning authority, conduct a dialogue session 

for the public whatever they say may have value or not can be questioned. In 

fact, the feedback process is not two-way, it is not symbiotic. The core of the 

whole problem is that the public, as the rate payers, are not seen as key 

stakeholders. So, the service that you deliver to them only has a component of 

public participation. This already by itself shows the glaring weakness (LC2). 

 

A number of NGO actors displayed frustration at the situation. One stated: “the consultative 

process is only sufficient if there is a public uproar, only then do the state government and local 

authority eventually listen to the public” (NGO1). Similarly, another NGO actor (NGO2) 

claimed that: “if we as the public do nothing, nothing will change. We need to do something, 

our current governance is so low, and we need to do all the hard work”. This has led to an 

(in)effective consultative process. As NGO actor (NGO1) argued, the “government has a moral 

obligation to protect the interests of its residents. In this case, it can be questioned”. 
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In light of such perceptions, the data shows how planning practices in Malaysia could be used 

to direct the public through the consultative process. As planner (NGO1) declared, “the 

communications are important to tackle the situation (public objection). We try to fulfil any 

promises made and if we can please the public and cool down the situation at that time, at least 

my objective is achieved”. This quotation reflects the feeling of struggle felt by planners to 

advocate for public empowerment in decision-making and some of the difficulties in 

implementing the responses on the ground. The heart of this paradox appears to raise more 

challenges for the Malaysian planning system, as the consultative process would perhaps lead 

to unintended consequences. Perhaps, it is true, as Maidin (2012) stated, that the suggestions 

and opinions of the public in Malaysia are often neglected in the planning process. 

 

Further, the evidence causes concern for the Malaysian planning system in relation to the 

positioning of power relations, expressed as an incapability by some of the public to stifle 

resistance. This unsurprisingly echoed Flyvbjerg’s (1998) argument on how communication 

has stabilised power relations (see Chapter Four). The reasons that the public has likely not 

succeeded in resisting in Malaysia are also reflected in the consultative arena that provides a 

space for the planners to communicate and negotiate with other stakeholders to reach mutual 

agreement in the process. This is discussed further in the following section. 

 

6.2.4 De-politicisation: rhetoric and reality 

All the participants agreed that they need ‘space’ to communicate and debate concerning 

planning issues. The interviewees suggested that the creation of the consultative arena in 

Malaysian planning practices has been used to provide a rationality that reflects the public’s 

rights and planning’s accountability to the public. In this respect, planners provide expert 

evidence and assist the public in planning matters via the appearance of consultation. The 

situation encourages the public, NGOs and developers to participate in a planning process that 

reflects the direction of participation as a key attribute of democracy in Malaysia.  

 

Planner (PPJ2) explicitly stated: 

 

We need to create an understanding among the planners and other key players 

in the local authority because we do not just follow orders from the top 

management. That is why we sit together with the public. This can help us to 
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understand better what the public need in planning, not just based on the Act 

and guidelines. 

  

NGO actor (NGO3) stated: “I think if the local authority can inform the public more about their 

statutory rights it will be great because I also don’t really know about my rights. I strongly 

support public engagement in the planning process”. Similarly, developer (D3) commented, “I 

think everybody needs to work together to ensure the public interest is protected, and our profit 

is not compromised”. While planner (PKL4) noted, “public participation process in Malaysia 

still needs improvement. I would suggest more programs need to be conducted to inform the 

public about their rights”. 

  

Further, as planner (PKL3) claimed: 

 

I think the public’s participation in Malaysia is still not enough. Lots needs to 

be done. For example, a notice in the newspaper is not enough because not 

everybody reads newspapers. So, to ensure successful public participation, a 

benchmark needs to be set such as organizing more meetings with all the 

stakeholders. We should learn from other developing countries on how they do 

public participation, even Singapore is a good example. 

 

Similarly, NGO actor (NGO4) commented: 

 

From what I’ve seen, not enough has been done to inform the public, the 

meetings are often physical and not at an appropriate time. Such as on a 

Thursday afternoon at 2 pm during working hours, nobody will come to the 

meeting because people will not take leave. So this will limit the opportunity 

for the public to be involved in the consultative process. I would suggest the 

meetings be conducted during the weekends, so the public has an opportunity 

to participate. 

  

Interestingly, all the participants believed that a forum within which all the actors could 

communicate and negotiate would strengthen the consultative process and reflect democratic 

planning in Malaysia. A noticeable trend among participants can be seen in their claims that 

increasing dialogues in consultative settings will make the public feel their voice is being heard.  
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As local councillor (LC1) recommended: 

 

I hope the local authority will be less constructive in criticism towards the 

citizens. It is better to have an open criticism and live newsfeed during the 

meeting and decision-making. Because opinion and feedback are ways of 

improving the governance practice. 

 

Another NGO actor (NGO4) suggested: 

 

The authorities should also publish plans publicly, at least online. They should 

promote the plans as best as possible and disseminate them to the public by 

informing the public to go to the office and view the plans. 

  

The participation in Malaysia shows some clear patterns that certainly appeared to convince 

the public that they were being noticed and heard. This was also seen as a form of transparency 

in the planning process. Accordingly, under the current planning system, the public is allowed 

to give suggestions. For example, during the hearing process for the Kuala Lumpur Structure 

Plan 2020, planner (PKL1) noted that: “there were many objections during the preparation of 

Draft Kuala Lumpur Structure Plan 2020, and their concerns were our priority”. Further, 

planner (PKL3) claimed that: “we always organise a forum in which all the stakeholders are 

involved in the discussion. For example, the Local Agenda 21 programs and other meetings 

with the public and developers”. Another planner (PPJ4) also highlighted that the government 

had already considered the public’s views when informing them of the preparation of 

development plans. Such impulses may appear to refer to a situation in which political 

possibilities appear to legitimise the public’s voice being heard and assert a critical opposition 

to both governance and ‘doxa’ (common sense of the day). 

  

However, despite the feeling among participants about the advantages of consultation (i.e., that 

it leads to better decision-making), the interview data revealed that the consultative process in 

the Malaysian planning system appears to accord with a form of de-politicisation. In this sense, 

the nature of communication and consultation is arguably informed by the way planners 

approach decisions and manoeuvre individuals towards certain interests. NGO actor (NGO2) 

raised this issue, claiming, “it seems that planners always listen to developers as if the 
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developers are right. What about our rights?” One developer made a comment that appeared to 

favour his interests, “the Kuala Lumpur City Hall is bolder in terms of giving approval on 

sensitive and hilly areas compared to other authorities that I am dealing with” (D3). The 

justification for this, as alluded to in the literature, refers to a situation in which the public 

cannot seek meaningful change that is intended to be external to what is considered sensible. 

The comments of planner (PKL3) reveal the arguments: 

 

The public nowadays are very educated and aware of their rights, but we still 

need to inform the public on the function of all the key stakeholders because 

most of the time, the public will blame the local authority, particularly 

planners, for any issues and problems. They always have a problem when 

dealing with the public. However, we must not just leave them because they 

will become ‘parasites’, so we must advise, facilitate and cooperate with them 

as outlined in Chapter 24:28 (Local Agenda 21). The local authority will guide 

them because we are not the ones that need to do everything! 

 

The interview data suggests that NGO actors are aware of their statutory rights, but are unable 

to access the information from the authorities. At the same time, the situation possibly shows 

how planners are able to reshape the consultative process and encapsulate the practice as 

‘common sense’. As NGO actor (NGO2) contended: 

  

There are also cases where the local authority was attempted to change the local 

plan and modified somewhat suspiciously illegally and tried to introduce this 

as a correct plan during the public consultation. 

 

The image of this arrangement via consultative arenas perhaps explains how planners have 

been able to create spaces that reflect and encourage the consultative process in the Malaysian 

planning system; thus, the process essentially ‘excluded’ them. This suggests elements of the 

post-political as outlined by Allmendinger and Haughton (2013, 2014), Metzger et al., (2015a), 

Swyngedouw (2009, 2014) and others. 
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Further, an analysis of word frequency (see Figure 20) validated the significance of the ‘public’ 

and ‘development’, but not environmental aspects, in the interview data. This may indicate that 

planners tend to ‘balance’ the needs of the public and development through the consultative 

process. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 20: Word frequency (source: author, as generated by Nvivo, 2016). 

 

This shows how a consultative arena that purports to engage with all the stakeholders in the 

decision-making process is designed to make the public to feel empowered, albeit differently. 

This condition can theoretically be interpreted as ‘post-political’ (see Chapter Four). Further, 

this indicates how governance tools (e.g., planning legislation and policies) are used to 

legitimise the planning process. This is explored further in the next section. 

 

6.2.5 The antinomies of governance tools in planning practice 

The consultative process in the Malaysian planning system has been legalised under the TCPA 

and other planning mechanisms. All of the participants interviewed understood that the 

methods used to identify the public in the planning process arise from the legislation. 

Significantly, participants believed that the rights of the public are genuinely protected under 

the law. Participants had the impression that the public was empowered by the Planning Act 

and that it was a necessary part that governed their rights in the consultative process. 
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Similarly, participants were asked to outline their understandings of the rights of the public 

under the planning legislation. They were asked: “Are you aware of any statutory right for the 

public to participate in the planning process?” In response to this question, all the planners 

claimed that they knew that the process of public participation was outlined in the Act. 

Reponses included: “Yes, I was involved in the public participation process through the 

preparation of the Local Plan. We did inform the public about the hearing and objection process 

of the plan. All the stages involved were based on the process as outlined in the Act” (PPJ2); 

“there are sections in the Act that related to public participation, section 18, 19 and 21” (PPJ1). 

The data provided the logic of the formal instruments deployed to involve the public and guide 

decision-making in the Malaysian planning system. The use of these governance tools may be 

fundamentally important in understanding the mechanisms of the consultative process in 

Malaysia. 

 

Surprisingly, some planner’s views indicated that the use of planning mechanisms was taken 

for granted in aspects of the planning process. As one planner (PPJ4) noted, “I knew about the 

legal requirement but can’t remember in which section”. The other planner (PKL4) stated: “I 

am not familiar with consultative process in detail because I did not deal directly with the 

public”. These comments were contrary to earlier arguments they made when asked about the 

role of planners. Indeed, all of them claimed that they dealt with the public every day. Similarly, 

comments of three of the developers included: “I know that during the planning process there 

is a process of hearing and objection but not in detail. The process if I am not mistaken only 

involves a number of people surrounding, but not the public at large” (D4); “frankly, I don’t 

really understand or am familiar about public rights in the law” (D1); and “most of the time I 

just followed what the authority asked me to do such as trying to fulfil some of the planning 

requirements that people in the local area need” (D3). 

 

The uncertainty of participants’ understandings of the public’s rights under the legislation 

demonstrates that some planners and developers do not view the element of participation as 

very important. The interview data demonstrated that while the rights of the public were 

outlined in the planning legislation, the participation was still able to accommodate the needs 

of particular interests. This situation suggests that the use of regulatory practices to achieve 

desired goals, which are directed towards certain needs, is allied with that of many Western 

countries (Allmendinger & Haughton, 2012; Fox-Roger & Murphy, 2015; Gunder, 2014; 
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Haughton et al., 2013). In such situations, the rights of the public (as outlined in the Act) are 

perceived as strategies to reshape and channel the public’s objections when the public feel that 

they have been marginalised in the planning process. 

 

When asked the same questions, one NGO actor stated: “I knew the consultative process was 

governed under the TCPA, but we have to be like warriors to be heard, we have to fight every 

inch of the way, the minute we stop fighting the ground is taken off under us” (NGO2). Another 

NGO actor (NGO1) claimed that: “although the public’s rights are outlined in the Act 172 our 

voice was not being heard, the government should listen to the public because we know our 

area well”. “The planner told me that as I was not living within a certain radius of the 

development, … I wasn’t entitled to speak. She said it was outlined in the Planning Act but did 

not explain it in detail” (NGO4). These views revealed the frustrations of the public in relation 

to their inability to influence the planning process. 

 

NGO actor (NGO2) responded: 

 

Yes, I’m aware that the Town and Country Planning Act is clearly the one that 

outlines those public rights. The problem is: we have to use the Act to force the 

authority to listen. A questions arises as to whether the authority did follow the 

act to inform and ensure we understand our rights rather than we have to 

discover our rights and tell the authority that I am exercising my rights. As far 

as I’m concerned, we are the ones that need to educate ourselves and learn 

about our rights in the law, whereas the city hall will do their best to tell you 

that you don’t have rights. 

 

Based on the above interview data, there was some merit in the efforts of the government to 

bring the public into the planning system after the amendment of the TCPA 1976 in 1995. 

However, the process of public participation itself was seen as critical by participants, as the 

“public is involved in a very ad-hoc way that does not empower them” (LC1). Accordingly, 

the practices of planners only addressed the public’s concerns because of the tensions raised. 

Significantly, this suggests that, like in Western countries, the planners had a tendency to 

produce different outcomes despite a consultative process being undertaken (Barnett, 2014; 

Brownill, 2007; Fainstein & Fainstein, 2013). Further, this raises concern about the complex 
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relationships involved in the consultative process in the Malaysian planning system, as these 

relationships appear to limit participation as a result of this mode of governing. Further, the 

data indicates that the current trends in the Malaysian planning system (and those that occurred 

in this specific case) show the reluctance of the government to understand and educate the 

public about their rights under the TCPA. Perhaps, as the interview data suggests, the local 

government has proceeded with decisions or developments in circumstances where the public 

required further explanations and assurance about some projects. One NGO actor expressed 

frustration, stating, “we feel that the decision-making is always in the hands of developers and 

for capital interests despite our concerns being raised towards that proposed development” 

(NGO4). 

 

Reflecting this, the interview data suggested that even planners raised public concerns about 

the consultative process; however, in reality, the NGO actors claimed that it always resulted in 

undesirable outcomes. The current practices may produce constant tensions among the actors 

in the consultative process. As such, conflict occurs during the process, as the public do not 

have the final say and cannot directly influence the decisions. It is important to note that such 

tensions could lead to protests and demonstrations as alluded to in the international literature 

(Bond, 2011a; Hillier, 2007; Purcell, 2009, 2013). Thus, that the interactions between planners 

and other actors in the Malaysian planning system is very complicated. This was expressed by 

the practices of planners in relation to participation. In summary, the involvement of the public 

might be seen to legitimise decisions through the process outlined in the TCPA that seem to 

apply the process of ‘disagree to agree.’  

 

When asked: “Do you think as a [member of the] public, you are capable of doing something 

to defend against these changes?”, NGO actor (NGO1) stated: 

 

No, the detriment to stop this happening is the civil servant, this is the local 

authority because they are paid by taxpayers to do a professional job in 

planning, a professional job in public consultation, and in establishing the 

ground roots to maintain and implement policies. In reality, they don’t and 

there is no accountability. 
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This comment suggests that the role of planners is also to accommodate the needs of the public, 

but that they formally shape the agendas to pursue particular interests through the planning 

mechanisms. This is similar to other Western countries such as in Canada (Andrew & 

Doloreux, 2012), Ireland (Fox-Roger et al., 2011), New Zealand (Gunder & Mouat, 2002) and 

Norway (Ploger, 2001) that use the legislative framework to justify and modify the ‘rationality’ 

in their decisions and thus limit any resistance from the public. Further, this reminds us that 

planners are supposed to ensure that a development is sustainable in a way that balances social, 

economic and environmental wellbeing factors. 

 

By exploring these debates about the consultative process in the Malaysian planning system, 

the focus on the details of the case study provides ‘live’ examples from the ground that provide 

further insights into how the formation of subjects (delineated above) can lead to the formation 

of objects in a planning process that emphasise the power of relationships to structure certain 

actions. The data drawn from the interviews reveals participants’ perspectives and 

interpretations of the development of Gasing Hill and what it may signal in relation to the issues 

highlighted in the literature review above. This draws attention to the issues put forward in the 

next section. 

 

6.3   The formation of Gasing Hill as a desirable object 

This section unveils the key themes identified in the in-depth interviews and document analyses 

that were coded to signify the process on the formation of Gasing Hill as a desirable object in 

the consultative process. The emerging modes of subjectivisation are critical to understanding 

how the object is constructed and materialised in response to the pressure of neoliberalism in 

the Malaysian context. 

 

6.3.1 Gasing Hill and its battle cry 

Participants were asked to outline their familiarity with the case study, Gasing Hill. In response 

to the question: “Have you heard about the Gasing Hill development?”, all of the participants 

interviewed stated that they were aware of the area and acknowledged that the whole area of 

Gasing Hill was literally a huge green lung. Presently, only part of Gasing Hill (i.e., the Petaling 

Jaya side) has been gazetted as a green lung (see Chapter Five). One NGO actor who had lived 

there for nine years claimed that Gasing Hill was “among the best places” to reside, stating, “I 

love this place when I am moving here because it has lots of greenery” (NGO2). Another NGO 
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actor (NGO3) claimed, “we used to hike into the jungle during the weekends, bird-watching”. 

These views were echoed by NGO actor (NGO1) who said, “the area is a magnet for nature 

lovers”. This likely reflects the fact that Gasing Hill is a popular place for nature-based 

activities. Known as Bukit Gasing Recreational Park, Gasing Hill straddles the border of the 

Federal Territory of Kuala Lumpur and Petaling Jaya (Selangor). 

Despite Gasing Hill being a significant area rich in native flora and biodiversity, all of the 

participants agreed that there were many environmental issues at Gasing Hill. Indeed, the 

environmental deterioration of the area often made headlines in major newspapers (see copies 

of the paper-cuttings in Appendix F). Newspaper headlines have included: 

 

Half a lung is no good for Bukit Gasing (New Straits Times, 9 December 2006). 

 

Don’t let greed develop (New Straits Times, 14 January 2009). 

 

Landslips in Bukit Gasing - Fresh concerns over safety as earth and wall give 

way after downpour (The Malay Mail, 28 January 2013). 

 

DBKL to probe into Bukit Gasing ‘landslide’- Ensuring safety: Luxury 

bungalow project may be halted over land movements (New Straits Times, 28 

January 2013). 

  

Dangerous rumblings – Recent landslips in Bukit Gasing raises fear of future 

catastrophe (Star Metro, 29 January 2013). 

 

Take landslide issue seriously – Danger: The council’s failure to monitor the 

area affected by the Bukit Gasing landslides is worrying (New Straits Times, 2 

February 2013). 

 

MBPJ to seize land - The Petaling Jaya Municipal Council will propose that 

the Selangor Economic Action Council acquire landslip-affected vacant plots 

with Class 4 slopes in Bukit Gasing (The Star, 18 May 2013). 
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The imagery of the headlines is revealing. Part of the Gasing Hill area was gazetted as a forest 

reserve in Petaling Jaya Local Plan 1; however, the site ‘is constantly threatened by activities 

on the Kuala Lumpur side’ (NGO3). ‘One will hardly fail to notice [that the] open areas [are] 

subjected to rapid erosion, [and the] slopes consisting of all forms of rubbish from construction 

material to even soil’ (NGO2); and ‘there will be widespread flooding in the lower areas and 

landslides because of hill cutting’ (NGO4).  

 

Further, NGO actor (NGO1) outlined his concerns: 

 

Our environmental heritage in Gasing Hill is being eroded gradually. “Green 

lungs” cannot work in small areas, and Gasing Hill is becoming half a lung. At 

stake is not only our quality of life, but also the risk of the loss of lives and 

property and environmental degradation, which will almost certainly occur if 

the rape of Gasing Hill continues. 

 

The fears were confirmed, as NGO actor (NGO2) stated, ‘the situation is so worrying with so 

many environmental issues’. The views of the NGO actors show that Gasing Hill is losing 

greenery, no appropriate measures are being taken to protect it and that this has caused 

environmental disasters. 

 

NGO actor (NGO1) stated:  

 

Part of the hill on the Petaling Jaya side has been gazetted as a forest reserve, 

but the Kuala Lumpur side is not gazetted which is now started to expand with 

concrete and cement! In fact, there was a huge public outcry because the public 

were upset that governance given the area has been earmarked for high-end 

development.  

 

A similar concern was also raised by NGO actor (NGO3) who stated: “It is really sad and 

frustrating to see the development still taking place even after the communities put so much 

effort into objecting to the development”. NGO actor (NGO4) also held a similar opinion. He 

stated: “we did raise our concern about the luxurious residential development on the Gasing 

Hill to the planners in the local authority, but this appears to have been ignored by the decision 



174 

 

 
 

makers at the top level”. Several parts of the site are now under construction. From the public’s 

perspective, the actual planning decision-making process tends to be always pro-market in its 

decision. This shows that the main consideration of the planning approval committee is to 

expedite the application for planning and simultaneously expresses a growing desire for pro-

growth development in Malaysia (Abdullah et al., 2011; Tedong et al., 2015). This is an 

expression of a power relationship in which it is the consensus of the public is that the site 

should remain green, but the authority’s focus is on the development of a new generation city. 

 

Planner (PPJ1) noted that “even though there are a few cases of environmental problems in the 

area such as landslides, some parts of the area are private land and the local authority don’t 

even have rights there”. This comment gave the impression that the planner had tried to 

convince the public that they were not the ones to blame for the environmental degradation. 

This planner’s (PPJ1) view was also supported by one of the local councillors who claimed that 

“Gasing Hill is under serious threat and there is a big project coming up. Nineteen units of 

bungalows, gated and guarded on the Gasing Indah side”. However, the local councillor 

concluded: 

 

Actually, I don’t want the hill to be developed because it is the last green lung 

that we have but, unfortunately, the Kuala Lumpur side is rapidly developed. 

And there is part of the land that belongs to the private owner so they have the 

right to develop their land, and we just try our best to control the density. 

Personally, I am with the public, but at the planning authority, we need to see 

the reality such as who owns the land and their rights (LC2). 

 

As well as concerns that the Gasing Hill development would lead to environmental disasters as 

mentioned by NGO actors (NGO1) and (NGO2), there is development still to be observed. 

Indeed, as mentioned above, it is widely accepted that the development of Gasing Hill poses a 

serious threat to the environment and is the subject of “much objection from the public” 

(MoNGO2). Additionally, these concerns were also discussed by the media (e.g., in 

newspapers) who noted that members of the public were frustrated with the development and 

felt that their views were being ignored by planners. Some of the headlines: 
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DBKL broke promise, say Bukt Gasing folk (The Star Online, 29 December 2013). 

 

Bukit Gasing residents object proposed projects (The Star Online, 29 March 2015). 

 

Below is an excerpt from a residents’ association (known as the Joint Action Committee for 

Bukit Gasing) written by a NGO actor (NGO2) (who is also one of the committee members) to 

a newspaper: 

 

We are united and firm in our belief that our demand for the right to live 

without fear of landslides is a basic right of all citizens of this country. We 

already have limited ‘green lungs’. We will fail our children if we do not stand 

against the development of multi-million ringgit residential properties on Bukit 

Gasing that will permanently remove a beautiful landscape for both the 

residents in the area as well as fellow travellers in and out of the congested city 

of Kuala Lumpur. 

 

In another press release, they stated: 

 

We are sad that DBKL [the Kuala Lumpur City Council], as a flagship 

authority of the Federal Government, has not given us fair consideration nor 

taken any steps to address our safety concerns. It is not enough for DBKL to 

claim that their experts have considered the safety issues when the reality is 

that many of the fatalities were caused by landslides occurring after the 

authorities approved and monitored the developer’s constructions. Our 

government has been championing transparency and has required all 

authorities to listen and respond to public concerns. There seem to be a “close 

both eyes” when DBKL blatantly seeks to avoid addressing our concerns. 

 

Accordingly, despite the evolution of the Malaysian planning system that sought to engage the 

public in statutory procedures, the interview data suggests that the public have been gradually 

disengaged from the formal consultative process and their voices ignored. Certainly, this may 

explain the frustration felt by the public with the Malaysian planning system. This also 

demonstrates that the public strongly opposed the development and feel that their hands are 

http://www.google.co.nz/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=newssearch&cd=34&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwj2z_PS26fKAhVjIKYKHURTAlU4HhCpAgghKAAwAw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.thestar.com.my%2Fnews%2Fcommunity%2F2013%2F12%2F30%2Fdbkl-broke-promise-say-bukt-gasing-folk-ngos-want-investigation-carried-out-on-development%2F&usg=AFQjCNERYYYwTtfCKYp0IDT6aPDL1vh5YA&sig2=MywY6faGfv8RGIqKdP_VvA&bvm=bv.111677986,bs.2,d.dGY
http://www.google.co.nz/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=newssearch&cd=19&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwizrseW26fKAhUilKYKHWSWDQ84ChCpAggzKAAwCA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.thestar.com.my%2Fmetro%2Fcommunity%2F2015%2F03%2F30%2Fbukit-gasing-residents-object-proposed-projects%2F&usg=AFQjCNEOa0PUUnuVp2V6EZ-GMgimTgGs2Q&sig2=rHWO1czffspToP8t3BMO6w&bvm=bv.111677986,bs.2,d.dGY
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tied when it comes to decision-making. This shows that, as the consultative process in Malaysia 

is, in principle, hierarchical, the government has had the opportunity to manoeuvre decisions 

towards certain objectives. This is discussed further in the following section. 

 

6.3.2 Framing of reality in response to neoliberalism’s dominance 

Based on the foregoing discussion, the Gasing Hill development shows that even with public 

objection, planners were able to direct their practices in a way that facilitated some particular 

interest. This accords with Inch’s (2015, p. 412) argument that: “[t]he commitment to 

development as a public good effectively elevates a conception of the good above democratic 

rights to decide where the public interest lies in the use and development of land”. Following 

this, to better understand how planning practices have been framed, whether it is 

(un)intentionally re-oriented towards the neoliberal agenda, participants were asked the 

following question: “What do you think is the core concern of the Malaysian planning system?” 

 

A number of impressions were gained from the participants. One participant stated: 

 

Of course economic growth. The government is the culprit! What I can see is 

more high-end housing development. That’s why we have urban slums, the 

heat island effect and no regard is given to affordable and low-cost housing. 

This is the thing that is scaring the development (NGO1). 

 

Another noted: 

 

The authority allows vertical development and high-density of residential 

development that is making development more compounded. They want to 

portray the city as a world-class city, and Gasing Hill was contributing to this 

space. This situation was getting worse and for me, its for political purposes 

and political funding. The government doesn’t care that the ecology that caused 

the ecosystem was completely altered. This also affects the environmental 

climatic that is caused by greed (NGO2). 
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NGO actor (NGO4) responded: 

 

Economic. We are now suffering from poor planning of the past. Our planning 

doesn’t include, for example, public transportation and adequate infrastructure 

to support rapid development that is quite haphazard. 

 

Of further significance in this respect, the views of the NGO actors led to the nuanced 

conclusion that economic aspects were seen as a major focus in Malaysian development. Some 

of the NGO actors expressed clear frustration with the new generation city development project 

taking place at Gasing Hill. Typically, the public views economic considerations as constraints 

to the consultative process that have indirect influences on planning. “The greed of a few to 

live in luxury bungalows with hilltop views or those who seek to profit from cutting hills and 

destroying these areas can never be allowed to override the public interest in preserving these 

areas for future generations” (NGO1). Indeed, “as a lay person, I am at a loss at the tactics 

employed by the local authorities and the developer” (NGO3). Accordingly, some participants 

argued that the reasons for the growing environmental issues were a result of ‘elitism’ and a 

desire to keep pace with international growth and contribute to the growth of the GDP of the 

country. As developer (D1) stated: 

 

Our development complies with authority guidelines particularly in cutting the 

hills and development on the slopes. The recreation in Gasing Hill will be 

upgraded with many facilities, but it is still in the early stages of planning. The 

development will contribute to the vision of Kuala Lumpur being a world-class 

city. 

 

The above arguments also accord with some key points identified in the Kuala Lumpur 

Structure Plan 2020 (Kuala Lumpur City Hall, 2004, n. p.) that may justify planners’ actions 

in relation to the pro-growth development to achieve the following: 

 1. The vision for Kuala Lumpur that is consistent with the national vision is: 

KUALA LUMPUR - A WORLD-CLASS CITY.  
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2. The vision of ‘A World-Class City’ encapsulates the ambition to make Kuala 

Lumpur a city that will assume a major global and sub-global role for the benefit 

of all its inhabitants, workers, visitors and investors. 

3. Kuala Lumpur will strive to establish the highest quality living, working and 

business environment benchmarked against the best in the world. This is 

necessary if it is to attract and retain national and international investors as well 

as skilled and professional workers, both local and foreign. 

4. As a world-class city, Kuala Lumpur must also ensure that the infrastructure, 

environment, city management and cultural, social and community facilities 

meet the highest expectations of the majority of its residents, workers, visitors 

and investors. 

 

Notably, the statements reinforce the importance of economic aspects as an attempt to boost 

the economic growth of the country. Reflecting this, the object to be ‘a world-class city’ 

suggests that the image of the Malaysian planning system favours economic development and 

somehow impacts the consultative processes. The result apparently undermines the broader 

concerns of society and the environment. 

 

This view was supported by other participants (MoNGO1). One participant noted that: 

 

In achieving the economic targets for Kuala Lumpur and Petaling Jaya, there 

goes the disappearance of ‘green lungs’. So many development projects are 

mushrooming that are not taking into consideration the effects of such activities 

on the environment and the public. 

 

Perhaps the following statement in the Kuala Lumpur Structure Plan 2020 (Kuala Lumpur City 

Hall, 2004, n. p.) would verify to be associated with the neoliberalism that led to the strongly 

prioritisation of development for the economic growth of the city: 

 

The challenges of globalisation must be met and full advantage must be taken 

of the opportunities presented. Development has to be initiated and actively 

promoted to attract businesses and therefore, priority must be given to facilitate 

the economic development of the City. 
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Noticeably, this also can be seen in the housing development that has been constructed on the 

site. In fact, the interviews evidenced how the developers advertised and marketed the 

development of Gasing Hill that has been commercially renamed Pantai Central Park (see 

Chapter Five and Figure 15). As quoted from the developer’s brochure: 

 

Envisioned as Kuala Lumpur’s One and Only Urban Forest City, Pantai Central 

Park is a 58-acre integrated city development that is designed to blend 

seamlessly into the lush, green surroundings of a 200-acre forest.  

 

The brochure also outlined the philosophy of the proposed high-end development:  

 

People, planet and priority are the core values of Pantai Central Park’s 

development philosophy. The People value is creating a liveable city through best 

practices in community planning and design. The Planet value is integrating eco-

friendly practices and preserving and enhancing the environment. The Priority 

value is providing avenues for businesses to form and flourish. 

 

When asked, “What is the main concern of this development?” and “What do you envisage the 

area will be like in 10 years’ time?”, developer (D3) responded: 

 

Being a developer, we need to consider economic aspects of the development. 

The area will be better in 10 years’ time with better “green lungs”. 

 

Similarly, another developer (D2) stated: 

 

In 10 years, there will be lots of changes in Gasing Hill such as the increase in 

density and better facilities. 

One further away, there appeared to be evidence that the Gasing Hill site was under construction 

(e.g., clearing activities such as the cutting of trees and earthwork on part of the hill and see 

Figures 21, 22, 23 and 24). This happened despite objections to the project by the public. The 

loss of green areas can be seen on the site with all of the controversies over the project. NGO 

actor (NGO2) stated, “in 2011, the developer resumed hoarding works on the site despite there 
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being pending a judicial review on the site.” The judicial review provides a means by which the 

public can seek review of the authority’s actions as alluded to in Chapter Five. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 21: Site under construction (source: author, May 2015) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 22: Site clearing activity (source: author, May 2015) 
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Figure 23: One of the entrance to the site (source: author, May 2015) 

  Figure 24: View of neighboring development taken from the site (source: author, May 2015) 

 

Following this, developer (D1) defended the development taking place, stating: 

 

The land on the part of Gasing Hill was never gazetted as a green lung. 

Previously the land only housed squatters. They were already relocated. We 

had a joint venture with Kuala Lumpur City Hall. 

 

Another developer (D2) commented: 

 

The development has been designed to blend in with nature, with lots of green 

spaces. Even the key themes of the development are also envisioned on the 

nature-centric environment and sustainability aspects. The potential buyers are 

now looking for modern living facilities. 
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The development claims to preserve nature; however, all of the environmental impediments 

that have arisen suggest that the development themes should be questioned. One developer 

(D2) stated: “the starting price for one unit of the condominium around 1,000 sq. ft. here is 

approximately RM700, 000 [approximately NZD250, 000]”. This suggests the development 

will merely benefit the elite. This issue was elaborated on by planner (PKL1) who stated: 

 

Sometimes the developer complies with all the requirements, and even if there 

is an objection, we cannot simply reject the proposal. This also applies in the 

Gasing Hill case. The land belongs to the developer, so they have a right. 

 

Another planner (PKL2) noted: 

 

If there is an objection, and the local authority cannot reject the plan, we will insert a 

clause in the Development Order for the developer to ensure that the development will 

not cause any issues in the future. 

 

Accordingly, the rationale for making decisions is based on planning policies, guidelines and 

other technical requirements. For example the Manual Submission of Development Proposals 

available through the One Stop Centre (OSC) at City Hall Kuala Lumpur is used to guide 

decision-making. This also suggest how planners in Malaysia were struggling in their everyday 

practices to accommodate the needs of both society and the market imperative that reflected a 

wider concern for the values of participatory democracy in Malaysia. This is important because 

it provides insight into the overarching issues arising in the consultative process currently in 

place in Malaysia. As planner (PPJ3) puts it: 

 

We try to address any problems arising for the public with an optimum solution. Then 

we will determine whether the development is in accordance with the Act, development 

plans and guidelines or not. 

 

Planner (PKL2) identified similar issues: 

 

When we were in the midst of preparing the Kuala Lumpur Structure Plan, there were 

many objections to the development of Gasing Hill because the public had raised their 
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concerns on the project. We even received a memorandum from the Gasing Hill 

Residents’ Association objecting to the development. 

 

Based on the above discussion, a local councillor (LC1) observed that: 

 

I was aware that the intricate problems in Malaysia were due to the poor 

planning of the country, public transportation, high-rise density and all that. 

However, being in the system now, I was very shocked at many things that 

happened, how decisions have been made, how meetings were conducted and 

how problems within the public sector became so real and urgent to resolve. 

 

Further, the data also suggest that the consultative process may create some difficulties in 

planning practices in relation to concerns about the conflict to balance economic, social and 

environmental wellbeing factors in Malaysia. A local councillor raised a further area of 

concern: 

 

I do not think the public did give an impact in the decision-making, this is 

because after the public offered objections and discussed them in the meeting, 

it does not come back to the people again. So the public don’t know whether 

their feedback has been accepted and heard (LC2). 

 

Planner (PKL1) made the more explicitly comment that: 

 

Personally, I think the public have their particular interests although they can 

play the role as a check and balance entity. So it depends on whom you are 

dealing with. 

 

The narrative depicts the paradox of how planners deal with the public in this era of 

neoliberalism in relation to the formation of Gasing Hill case. The condition of the Malaysian 

planning system, following that, has become self-fulfilling and metamorphosed into the 

consultative process. In this sense, participatory democracy can be questioned that raises 

significant concerns on how planners direct consultation to promote economic development. 

This is examined in the next section. 



184 

 

 
 

6.3.3 Empowerment of planning policies by the logic of neoliberal mantras?  

A clear trend that emerged from the data suggests that planning practices have evolved to meet 

the neoliberal agenda. This is consistent with the ‘economic openness’ of the country ‘as 

evidenced by the rapid pace of economic growth and development’ and accords with the views 

of Ahmed (2012, p. 1499). Malaysian policies such as in the Malaysian Plan and other 

development plans (see Chapter Five) display the significance and influence of economic 

objectives. Consequently, for planners to meet the national goals, they must be assigned roles 

through which practices can meet the needs and aspirations of the country. 

 

During the interviews, a planner (PPJ2) claimed that “when we process a planning permission, 

we are bound with the development plans and the Act”. This highlighted that planners must 

consider other planning mechanisms to legitimise their actions in the decision-making process. 

As discussed above, it is particularly important that planners inform both the public and 

developers of what is outlined in the planning policies. As planner (PPJ3) stated: 

 

We need to inform the developers that they need to comply with all the 

planning policies such as the structure plan, the local plan, the TCPA and the 

related guidelines. Even the public also has to be informed about any proposed 

development that reflected the development plans. We also, as the responsible 

authorities, … refer to those plans. 

 

Ironically, under the pressures of participation, planners tend to use the planning mechanisms 

to justify their actions. However, the interview data also suggested that planners neglected the 

public’s views to fulfil the aspirations of Malaysian planning policies. This suggests that 

planners strove to reach their goals by providing formal strategies as evidence of their practices; 

however, in the process, they actually developed a set of practices that (in line with arguments 

of Gunder and Mouat, 2002) constituted ‘symbolic violence and institutional victimization’. 

 

This may also refer to the Kuala Lumpur Structure Plan 2020 that states: 

 

The natural features of parts of Bukit Gasing shall be protected and developed 

as parks for recreational purposes (section 17.6.3). 
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However, what is happening on the ground reflects the contrary. As NGO actor (NGO2) stated: 

 

On top of that, even though it is said clearly in the structure plan that areas 

above 100 m of Gasing Hill would be protected, the planned development will, 

in fact, cut through the hill’s peak at 135 m. 

 

The case study showed how governance tools can impose their logic and come to represent an 

objective reality. In the case study, the public can be seen as the loser in the struggle over the 

Gasing Hill development. The public were also exposed to the risk of an environmental 

degradation due to the unbalanced power relations in the Gasing Hill development. 

 

Further, the data indicated that the jurisdiction of the local planning authority also creates some 

complex challenges in the Malaysian planning system. In relation to Gasing Hill, one NGO 

actor (NGO1) stated: 

 

Our neighbour, on the Kuala Lumpur side, denied us [the opportunity] to object 

to the development because of the different jurisdiction. Can it be right even 

the TCPA permitted? It seems that Kuala Lumpur City Hall wants to allow 

development on most of Bukit Gasing in their jurisdiction. 

 

NGO actor (NGO4) went further and stated: 

 

It seems that there is no central authority that manages a development that 

occurs in different area/zones with different local authorities. I think one of the 

local authorities should lead. For example, Petaling Jaya only focused on the 

effects of the development in their area, but not on neighbouring areas such as 

Kuala Lumpur. There is no central authority to manage the development, and 

there should be one because they keep passing batons to each other. 

 

The above reflects the difficulties that planners faced in managing a development that became 

problematic due to a lack of coherency between different authorities. Perhaps, it also reflects 

how the public was being oppressed in the situation by having no right to voice their concerns 

because of the different jurisdictions. It is not the intention of this research to compare how 
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different planners practice in different local authorities. Both jurisdictions were selected to 

consider the formation of the whole area of Gasing Hill, disregarding its different borders. 

 

A further rationale for the idea that planners use planning mechanisms is also incorporated in 

the universal term ‘sustainable development’. This term appears in planning policies and the 

legislative framework. This takes on similarities with the literature in defining elements of 

sustainability in planning mechanisms that further lead to producing power disparities in the 

planning process (Holgersen, 2015; Gunder, 2006; Guy, 2013). The most obvious way was the 

issue by which some of the planners structured their practises by giving greater attention to the 

term sustainable development (see Chapter Four). 

 

Reflecting this, when participants were asked: “Do you think sustainable development really 

addresses the fundamental issues of planning in Malaysia?” and “How do you see the 

importance of sustainable development in the government’s policies, programmes and 

guidelines influencing the decision-making process?” In response to these questions, 

participants acknowledged the importance of sustainable development in the planning process. 

Indeed, most of the participants recognised that sustainable development is important in 

balancing social, economic and environmental wellbeing factors. Planner (PPJ3) responded by 

defining sustainable development as “the development that can be sustained for generations to 

come. We do not deplete the resources”. Asked the same question, planner (PPJ1) similarly 

responded: 

 

Sustainable development is important to balance the development. The way I 

see sustainable development that it ensures the development will sustain future 

generations by protecting the environment and contributing to society. 

 

Another public participant (NGO2) stated: “sustainable development means people living 

within a certain area are capable of surviving through time. It is about quality of life”. The 

recognition of sustainable development in the Malaysian planning system can be seen in its 

policies and plans. As in the case of Gasing Hill, the elements of sustainable development are 

reflected in the Kuala Lumpur Structure Plan 2020 and Petaling Jaya Local Plan 1. 
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Section 3.4 of the Kuala Lumpur Structure Plan 2020 (Kuala Lumpur City Hall, 2004, n. p.) 

states: 

 

The vision and goals for Kuala Lumpur have been formulated with the aim of 

creating a sustainable city. City Hall Kuala Lumpur (CHKL) shall ensure that 

the planning of the City shall strike a balance between physical, economic, 

social and environmental development. Local Agenda 21 shall be adopted to 

encourage citizen participation towards creating a sustainable society. This is 

in line with government policies of implementing sustainable development 

strategies as stipulated in the Habitat Agenda of the Rio Declaration. 

 

Section 4.3.1 of the Petaling Jaya Local Plan 1 (Petaling Jaya Municipal Council, 2003, n. p.) 

states: 

 

Strategies and Objectives of Development 

The development that is sustainable in terms of socio-economic and physical 

aspect. 

 

The importance of sustainable development (as outlined in the development plans) also 

suggests the particular elements that planners should be more responsive to: the society and the 

environment. In this sense, the importance of sustainable development was deemed a necessary 

planning mechanisms in the delivery of good planning practices. 

 

However, there were mixed views on the ability to implement sustainable development in 

practice and whether it addressed the fundamental issues of planning in Malaysia. NGO actor 

(NGO1) stated: 

 

Property development brings economic benefits to the country, but sustainable 

development demands more than mere economic benefits. It demands that 

people’s quality of life should not suffer because of development. A balance 

must be struck between development and quality of life. 
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Similarly, NGO actor (NGO3) stated: 

 

I think if the government is serious about implementing sustainable 

development, they should educate the public about sustainable development 

particularly when there is a project coming up. 

 

In the light of such perspectives, there was concern among the public about the values of 

sustainable development within the consultative process. This concern appeared to stem from 

the question: “Do you think the governance has used the term and deployed this idea to sustain 

economic growth of the country?” Practically speaking, the data suggested that sustainable 

development is regularly used by planners in the consultative process to clarify and convey the 

idea that the development that takes place is concerned with balancing social, economic and 

environment factors. As planner (PPJ4) stated, “we always use the term sustainable 

development, particularly when we advise developers to plan towards sustainability”. In 

response to this, planner (PKL3) responded: 

 

When I deal with the public, I always use the term sustainable development. 

Some of the public are not familiar with or do not know the definition of 

sustainable development. So as a planner, I need to explain it to them. For 

example, we conduct a briefing session by inviting all the public to explain the 

definition, philosophy, principles and implementation of sustainable 

development. We need to be a resource person for the public to help them in 

terms of delivering information and actions. 

 

Planner (PPJ3) pointed out that: 

 

In my opinion, the term is applicable when we deal with the public, but to 

implement sustainable development itself is not an easy process. It needs lots 

of cooperation from other stakeholders, as it seems enough, but it is not strong 

enough. It is all about adopting and adapting. 
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Despite these recognised approaches for sustainability in planning throughout the consultative 

process, the situation begins to highlight the strategy set by planners. “If planners value society, 

why can we not have a liveable environment? The term sustainable development is like a sound 

bite; it is noise without substance” (NGO2). This indicates that the consultative process in 

Malaysia mystifies the value of sustainable development and materialises the values of 

neoliberalism.  

 

A Member of Parliament (MoNGO1) recognised this and stated: 

  

Using sustainable development in the planning process rhetorically binds the 

decision to a better future, but it essentially binds the public in the sense of 

‘empowerment’. 

 

The statement was supported by public participant (NGO2) who answered: 

 

Even if the public is willing to help the government to implement sustainable 

development, the Malaysian government … only knows how to talk, they do 

not implement. 

  

Based on the above, it is suggested that, despite the requirement for the local planning authority 

to implement sustainable development in the Malaysian planning system, there are still 

impediments to participatory democracy. The emphasis is shifting from the regular use of 

sustainable development to the deployment of this term. Perhaps, this can also be seen in the 

deterioration of the environment and the publics’ quality of life in the Gasing Hill area. 

 

6.4   Conclusion 

In sum, this chapter reflected the views, at least of the participants, that there is a clear 

connection between the practices of the governance and neoliberalism in the Malaysian 

planning system. Governance reform can be seen through the transformation of subjects (i.e., 

actors) and is the result of communication and consultation between actors with other actors. 

This accords with the Foucauldian concept of governmentality and power relations. From this 

evolutionary perspective, the formation of subjects is significant in shaping the object to 

become reality. However, the process of the consultative arena in reflecting the rights of the 
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public has neutralised the decision towards a certain end. This links back to the idea of the post-

political condition alluded to in the literature review. In fact, the involvement of the public in 

the consultative process should be understood to be a symbolic gesture that seeks to inspire and 

motivate the public as the presence of their voice in the planning process. 

 

Concurrently, the case study of Gasing Hill evidences how is actually being done and what 

should be done by planners. It also provided insights into how planners are complicit with 

neoliberalism. As noted earlier in this research, the Malaysian planning system relies primarily 

on its legal mechanisms to support its decisions. This is often signified in the planning 

mechanisms, particularly by the use of concepts such as sustainable development in 

consultative arrangements. The Gasing Hill case demonstrated this argument. Reflecting the 

medium of communication, the ultimate processes lie in the practices of planners who then 

formalise conflict through their actions in consultative manners. Thus, analysing changes in 

planner’s practices helps to evaluate power relations in Malaysia. 

 

In this sense, the nature of the consultative process in the Malaysian planning system can be 

separated into three categories: (i) the practices of planners have evolved to reshape the 

decisions towards certain objectives; (ii) the notions of communication in time characterised 

as ‘post-political’ conferred the perspectives of participatory democracy in Malaysia; and (iii) 

governance tools such as planning policies and legislation were capable of materialising market 

imperatives. What emerged was a picture of planners’ actions to rationalise the development 

as the legitimisation of power relations that further shaped Gasing Hill to become a desirable 

residential object. The next and final chapter concludes these findings in detail. 
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Chapter Seven 

Findings and Discussions 

 

I see power and truth as interrelated in a way where power influences truth  

and truth influences power. (Flyvbjerg cited in Clegg et al., 2014, p. 29) 

 

 

7.1 Introduction 

This penultimate chapter summarises the findings from the ‘story’ of the previous chapter as 

“the story is itself the result” (Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 145). Accordingly, this chapter demonstrates 

how the key findings from the data analysis relates to the research questions and research 

objectives as stated in Chapter One. The two research objectives are: 

 

1) To develop an understanding of how neoliberal globalisation influences 

Malaysian planning practices, particularly in the consultative process; and 

 

2) To identify achievable means for improving participatory democracy in the 

Malaysian planning system that will lead to more effective decision-making 

in planning and balance social, environmental and economic wellbeing (i.e., 

sustainable development). 

 

Section 7.2 illustrates how neoliberal hegemony has attempted to manifest market forces in 

everyday planning practices. The research argued that understanding how planning practices 

have evolved (as intertwined with the evolutionary perspectives of governance) provides an 

explanatory framework for explaining the neoliberal agenda. Further, it reveals how the use of 

governance tools such as planning policies and legislation tend to stabilise decision-making to 

accommodate economic imperatives. Thus, by understanding the power relations, the section 

demonstrates how planning practices can create oppression in the consultative process. To 

contextualise the arguments, Section 7.3 discusses how power is exercised by governance in 

its daily practices in Malaysia under the hegemony of neoliberalism. Further, Section 7.4 

demonstrates how planning practices could be changed to improve the participatory democracy 

in the Malaysian planning system. 
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7.2 Neoliberal globalisation and its influences in the consultative process 

This section reveals how neoliberalism transforms modes of governance, particularly planning 

processes. The review will provide a better understanding of the role of governance tools in 

stabilising decision-making processes. This section will also discuss how the idea of Foucault’s 

power relations may, in turn, transform and sustain capital accumulation in the contemporary 

world. 

 

The uprising of protests around the world (whereby protesters retake the streets, demanding 

that their voices be heard) highlights democracy’s disappearance (Swyngedouw, 2011a). The 

crux of this argument centres on the process of neoliberal globalisation, seemingly geared at 

ensuring that market values are the only ‘sensible’ logic in planning processes. This 

manifestation signals the transformations of governance practice that have an important role in 

decision-making structuring and guiding and in negating the consultative process. These 

debates emphasise democracy’s value in planning. Prominence is given to the struggle for 

empowerment in planning processes by marginalised groups that appears to have been toppled 

by a neoliberal agenda. As Purcell (2007, p. 201) claimed, “[i]t is not very difficult to shape a 

[consultative] process to ensure a narrow range of decisions compatible with neoliberal ends”. 

Reflecting upon this, the deployment of governance tools to balance social, economic and 

environmental aspects can be directed towards achieving capital accumulation. It is vital to 

foreground this issue. The following sub-sections define how neoliberalism has gradually 

shifted the development of governance and has intrinsically changed practices, including 

contemporary planning, to facilitate market interests. 

 

7.2.1 How does the evolution of governance affect regimes of practice in planning? 

Answering the question of how the evolution of governance has affected regimes of planning 

practice is paramount to understanding the influences of neoliberal globalisation and how it 

shapes governance conduct and policies. A review of the literature, intertwined with findings 

from the previous chapter, revealed how and why the process of neoliberalism and its 

consequences (as an evolution of governance) have affected planning practice regimes. 

 

Neoliberal globalisation is not a new phenomenon; however, its effect on contemporary life 

(particularly, on planning) remains significant. The neoliberal process has constantly reformed 

the state to accommodate the market and its operation in the twenty-first century. This is a 
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departure from traditional forms of governments towards governance that emphasise the way 

in which society is governed (Healey, 2010). 

 

In planning, neoliberalism has also affected planners significantly by regulating the planning 

process to facilitate economic imperatives. At the same time, these global trends have modified 

planning by restructuring political, economic and social domains under the hegemony of 

neoliberalism. Perhaps neoliberalism offers a substantial explanation for the pervasive shifts in 

governance mode that often lead to competing actions (consider, for example, environmental 

deterioration and social degradation) as reflected in the changes to planning practices. 

 

This ‘conduct of conduct’ (or what Foucault termed ‘governmentality’) is a governance 

practice that leads to different goals, aims and objectives. This aligns with Swyngedouw (2009, 

p. 608), who stated that: “the parameters of democratic governing itself are being shifted, 

announcing new forms of governmentality”. These arguments, which draw on findings from 

the literature and the case study, show the emergence and conduct of a governing mode that 

seeks “to act on the actions of others or on the self, and [is] directed towards certain ends” 

(Huxley 2008, p. 1644). Importantly, for this research, the governmentality approach shows 

both theoretically and empirically how regimes of practice have been mobilised and shaped 

towards a neoliberal agenda. 

 

By understanding governmentality, this perspective “illuminates how the governable subject is 

discursively constituted and produced through particular strategies, programmes and 

techniques” (McKee, 2009, p. 468). It leads to an exploration of the nature of participatory 

democracy within the consultative process, a process that can explicitly serve the interests of 

the powerful “by giving the impression of involvement and democracy while simultaneously 

ensuring that decisions enable economic competitiveness” (Brownill & Carpenter, 2007, 

p. 404). In fact, by exploring ways of governing in the consultative process, new informal and 

formal patterns of decision-making can reveal a democratic deficit within governance that 

weakens the traditional form of representation. This was illustrated by the investigation of 

Malaysia and its economic growth. 
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Further, this research argued that the analytical lens of governmentality must refer to Foucault’s 

notion of power that is based on an understanding that “without options of resistance, there 

would not be power relations” (Rosol, 2014, p. 74). In particular, the manifestation of power is 

guided by “the possibility of conduct” (Foucault, 1982b, p. 221). This perspective clarifies an 

evolution of governance practice that shifts its responsibility, “not as a transfer of power but 

as a transformation of power whereby the state, through new formal and informal techniques, 

continues to exercise control ‘at a distance’” (Blakeley, 2010, p. 132). Thus, this governance 

practice promotes the use of neoliberal values to shape planning processes in the contemporary 

world. 

 

This research examined the evolution of governance through a Foucauldian perspective. The 

research’s theoretical framework was understood through the lens of EGT, specifically via 

subject and object formation in a governance context (Van Assche et al., 2014a). In this sense, 

neoliberal globalisation denotes rationality in relation to governance arrangements. It might be 

useful to think of this process as generating objects through which the consultative process is 

coordinated within organised collective, communicative and consultative backgrounds. 

Accordingly, informed by EGT’s perspective, the findings of the case study demonstrated how 

objects (from ‘green lungs’ to a ‘new generation city’) were formed in Malaysia. The word 

‘generation city’ gradually came to signify and emerged in its physical form as a space centred 

on living with greenery that had been designed to preserve and enhance the environment. 

Despite public resistance, the object was developed through various sites such as planning 

department consultations and objections voiced in local newspapers. Thus, the object came into 

being through constant consultation between subjects in the consultative process. This process 

of reification can be mapped as the surface of an object’s emergence within a discourse. In this 

case, the development of the generation city was distinguished from its environment. 

 

The grid of specification (or process of solidification) begun when Pantai Central Park’s new 

generation city design was linked to its physical location (i.e., the vicinity of the Gasing Hill 

‘green lungs’ area). The added appearance of and allusion to ideological concepts (such as 

‘sustainable development’ and a ‘world-class city’) in planning policies and the legislation 

enabled and legitimated the formation of the object (i.e., the ‘new generation city’). In fact, the 

developer’s plan and brochure produced a positive potentiality for the object as an economic 

development accelerator that would contribute to the country’s GDP growth. This also aligned 
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with the vision that Kuala Lumpur City would become a world-class city in 2020 (as stated in 

the Kuala Lumpur Structure Plan 2020). 

 

Further, the codification process enforced the acknowledgment of the object as something 

different to the environment. In this research, the object was codified through a ‘new generation 

city’ characteristic that would blend with nature: 

 

 All-round Greenery: In this urban forest setting, the community will co-exist 

with nature. The natural site topography together with the careful planning of 

landscapes will provide a green outdoor space for the community to engage 

in many healthy activities. 

 Lake Arena: As part of Pantai Sentral Park’s alluring nature-centric 

environment, a man-made lake populated by fishes and adorned with art 

pieces will be the community’s water front attraction. Residents can enjoy 

cycling, jogging and alfresco dining at this waterfront venue. 

 Pedestrian-friendly Township: A purpose-built safe environment features all-

round pedestrian access, bicycle tracks, green connectors and boulevards. Via 

the extensive landscaping, linear forest walk and streetscapes, the community 

is granted easy access to conveniences, amenities and work all within a safe 

walking distance.  

(IJM Land, 2015, n. p.) 

 

As discussed above, a codification process can decide conceptually what to include and exclude 

within the boundaries of a ‘new generation city’. This process resulted in a clear object. 

 

Thus, when a new generation city development became ‘real’ in governance, it was further 

stabilised through the objectification, naturalisation and institutionalisation process. Thus, the 

object was transformed into an ‘objective truth’ and “the object increasingly became an object 

of which the existence was not questioned” (Duineveld et al., 2013, p. 22) in the planning 

process. This implied the naturalisation of the new generation city development’s form as a 

desired development. This has been highlighted continuously in both traditional and digital 

media. 
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Further, the institutionalisation process resulted in the stabilisation of the new generation city 

development. This related to the codification and autonomy of the discourse and can be 

ascribed to the planning policies and legislation in the consultative process. By analysing the 

discursive elements within the arrangement of a social order, the present research has revealed, 

through the lens of Malaysian consultative planning, the manifold ways in which society is 

institutionalised. This discourse affects regimes of practice in a specific way and with specific 

logic through formal institutions such as plans, policies and legislations. Thus, along with many 

other authors (Gunder, 2010a; Hytönen, 2016; Purcell, 2009), the articulation of discourses was 

perceived to foster neoliberalism’s hegemony in the Malaysian planning context. The next 

section discusses the findings on the extent of consultative planning that are crucial from the 

perspective of structurally steered policing. 

 

7.2.2 What role do governance tools, including planning policies and legislation, play in 

stabilising decision-making? 

As mentioned above, planning practices have become facilitators in the process of normalising 

norms and values through discourse that operates within a market logic that aims to maintain 

the status quo (Gunder, 2010a). Discourse can itself help to decipher the acts of subjects. Thus, 

“there is always more than what we can put into mere words, what we call symbolic” (Gunder, 

2010a, p. 201). In this research, symbolism engaged with the ideological mechanisms 

materially expressed in planning policies and legislation. It should be noted that: 

 

[d]iscourses emerging in policy-making could be framed as complex bodies 

of values, thoughts and practices, including communicative acts and scientific 

knowledge alongside unspoken actions, and the deployment of lay knowledge 

within webs of power relations. This notion of contingent rationality 

suggested an understanding of policy-making that might more closely fit the 

messy world of policy than approaches that sought rational objectivity, or 

made normative prescriptions of how policy ‘should’ be made. (Sharp & 

Richardson, 2001, p. 198) 
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The significance of these governance tools lies in their ability to convince the public to believe 

what is being said and practised. Accordingly, a concept such as sustainable development can 

serve as a point “to give direction…[and] the impression of pinning down discourse, of 

agreement on something, before continuing the discussion on futures that can essentially not 

be known and interests that can essentially not be reconciled” (Kooij et al., 2014, p. 90). This 

new form of governmentality is continually being constituted in planning processes to conform 

to generally agreed objectives, particularly the dominant market values. Indeed, agreement and 

mutual understandings are generally perceived as stabilising decision-making processes. 

 

As mentioned above, the understanding of Foucault’s perspectives, as informed by Van Assche 

et al., (2014a), provided a theoretical framework for studying object formation and stabilisation 

in governance and planning processes. The case study showed a minimalist consultative 

approach in planning that manoeuvred within an unquestioned framework of consultative 

process. The site, “within which an object is formed”, can increase or decrease resistance 

(Duineveld et al., 2013, p. 18). In this sense, the findings suggested a paradoxical discrepancy 

between actions and policy rhetoric in the Malaysian planning system. As already demonstrated 

in Chapter Six, this dimension was developed through key words such as sustainable 

development, globalisation and ‘world-class city’. This aspect of the governance tools produces 

acceptance among the subjects that firmly leads to a form of stability of an object. Thus, 

planning policies and legislation are a source of stabilisation that can explain the formation of 

an object as an objective truth (Duineveld et al., 2013; Van Assche et al., 2014a). 

 

There is no doubt that these governance tools represent the visible ways in which neoliberal 

globalisation influences the consultative processes and that they “produce their own logics of 

justification for appropriate ‘fit’ and above all safe action” (Gunder, 2010a, p. 207). In 

Malaysia, these prominent phrases were intertwined with the TCPA, the Eleventh Malaysian 

Plan, the Kuala Lumpur Structure Plan and the Petaling Jaya Local Plan put forward by the 

governance, particularly planners. In fact, these are a collective truth that provide a rational 

argument for the planning process in the Malaysian planning system. What can be seen here is 

an attempt to conduct the consultative process in such a way that masks the object in a manner 

of naturalisation. In this process, the object is promoted as a new development that is “in tune 

with nature” and integrated “through elements of sustainability” according to the IJM Land 

sales brochure (2015, n. p.). 
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Media such as sales brochures and newspaper articles contribute to the naturalisation of an 

object by which the object is gradually perceived as real (Duineveld et al., 2013, p. 18). Indeed, 

the findings showed how objections against the development were successfully pacified. 

Resistance was not present or, if it was, it was deflected via minimal consultation and 

discussions that had little bearing on the actual decision-making. Thus, the need for overt power 

was surprisingly absent; indeed, there may have been subtle victimisation and inherent 

oppression. To make the argument more understandable, the next section focuses on the 

relationships of power in the consultative process that may inform (in)effective planning 

practices. 

 

7.2.3 How does the emergence of power relationships inform (in)effective planning 

practice in the consultative process? 

The exploration of consultative processes within planning recognises the pervasive nature of 

power. Foucault’s insights on the nexus of power provide a useful tool for understanding how 

object and subject formation is constructed through certain discourses (Kooij, 2015). As stated 

above, this suggests a focus on the dynamics of communication within a consultative 

framework, as a way of promoting democracy in planning. Of particular interest, was the 

dynamic interactions among subjects that illustrated the reforms to planning practices 

concerning the mechanisms of power. This recognition sets out the possibilities of and 

limitations to the notion of power based on different rationalities (Flyvbjerg, 1998b). 

Accordingly, when subjects are able to resist, there will be less manipulation and domination 

and thus power will be present among all actors (Gunder & Mouat, 2002). Conversely, without 

resistance, the power relation structures produce certain ‘sensible’ truths through ways of 

governing; governmentality (Buenen et al., 2015). Similarly, the debate around the consultative 

process involving planners and other actors in the planning system may create power 

imbalances. The primary concern that arises from this manifestation of power is that conflict 

may arise, as “participants in a communicative process rarely have equal resources” (Shdaimah 

& Stahl, 2012, p. 125). Rising above the conflicts between the subjects parallels and is 

intertwined with the process of de-politicising planning practices from the structurally steered 

policies and legislation by the government “or the colonization of the political by politics/the 

police” (Swyngedouw, 2010, p. 216). In this era of neoliberal globalisation, this emerging 

practice concerns the role of planners. 
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Insight into the importance of the planner’s role “as a reactive development controller of 

(neoliberal) action” (Hytönen, 2016, p. 234) could provide the essential backdrop for the 

possible restructuring of decision-making in the consultative process. Thus, depending on the 

path taken, power relations can emerge that have “a series of aims and objectives” (Foucault, 

1998, p. 94 cited in Duineveld et al., 2013, p. 17). The formation of ‘planning objects’ occurred 

via a complex consultative process between subjects in the Malaysian planning system. The 

next section addresses these findings. 

 

7.3 How is power exercised by governance in its daily practice in Malaysia? 

As alluded to in the previous chapter, the qualitative interviews highlighted the imbalanced 

effects of power relations within the formal consultative structures of the Malaysian planning 

process. To address research question four (i.e., How is power exercised by governance in its 

daily practice in Malaysia?), the following sub-sections reflect on the questions at the core of 

this phronetic social science research. When intertwined with EGT’s perspective, they are used 

to measure and justify the research findings. The answers that emerged are considered below. 

 

7.3.1 Who has gained and who has lost in the current mechanisms of power operating in 

the neoliberal spatial agenda of Malaysia? 

This section is concerned specifically with ‘who has gained and who has lost’ as a consequence 

of market-led development in the neoliberal era. This situation is illustrated in relation to 

Malaysia’s colonial history. Malaysia’s past reveals how its historical orientation contributed 

to the constitution of a subject and an object in the planning process. A closer look at Malaysia’s 

planning system indicates that policy struggles have occurred since Malaysia became 

independent in 1957; however, these struggles have changed substantially, due to problems 

associated with socio-economic structures related to the transformation of planners’ roles. The 

remarkable transformation of Malaysia (from an agricultural to an industrial nation) has to 

some extent created dividing lines between winners and losers in the Malaysian planning 

system. The evolutionary perspective of governance has redefined development in Malaysia to 

ensure that it aligns with global market imperatives. 

 

Central to the EGT perspective are notions of power that co-evolve with and are guided by 

diverse discourses. Such understandings can be interpreted from neoliberal globalisation’s 

evolutionary nature that reflects changes in planning practices (Allmendinger & Haughton, 
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2013). In particular, communications occurring in planning consultations appear to have 

merely legitimated decision-making: this is related to power relations. Thus, deploying the 

Foucauldian notion of power is significant when describing the effects of power relations 

among stakeholders in Malaysia (where some might be able to resist, but most have (at best) 

only had access to token forms resistance). Thus, it is oppression. Indeed, this is reflected in 

the role of planners that reveal power imbalances in the planning process. Capturing the manner 

in which the discourse has unfolded has highlighted the power practices in the consultative 

process. Using evidence from the Gasing Hill case, the research elucidated this act of power in 

relation to the minimal resistance in a marginalised society. It further showed that a power 

imbalance arose between the general public and property-led interest holders in the process 

demonstrating the transformation of Gasing Hill’s ‘green lungs’. The area is now the object of 

desired development. It is ‘a new generation city’. 

 

In the case study, the consultative processes observed among subjects in planning highlighted 

the inherent power imbalances. Obviously, the winners in the Gasing Hill case were the 

property developers who have profited from the development of a new generation city. In this 

sense, the developers have been able to resist pressures and develop the Gasing Hill site 

intensively, particularly in Kuala Lumpur, for more profitable uses (i.e., to produce a new 

generation city). Conversely, the main losers in the Gasing Hill case struggle were the members 

of the public who have been affected by the development’s social and environmental 

consequences. This is particularly pertinent to the residents who lived in, hiked over or enjoyed 

the area’s greenery. Other people also lost, as they were excluded from Gasing Hill’s green 

nature when part of the area was transformed for the development. The interviews (conducted 

for this study) highlighted the public’s experiences and emotions in relation to the approval of 

the new generation city development. The public did not want the new generation city 

development and it continues to cause a growing number of adverse environmental effects such 

as landslides and pollution; however, the authority still approved the development. This aligns 

with Žižek’s argument that: “[t]he very absence of struggle and resistance—the fact that both 

sides involved in [capitalist social] relations accept them without resistance—is already the 

index of the victory of one side in the struggle” (Žižek, 2000, p. 320, cited in Wilson & 

Swyngedouw, 2014a, p. 112, emphasis original). 
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Further, the Gasing Hill case showed that the planners consciously tried to avoid conflicts 

through consulting and deliberating with the stakeholders when any struggles about 

development arose (i.e., the planners tended to stabilise dominant power relations). Thus, the 

situation revealed the consequences of practices between planners and the public (who wrestled 

with conditions not of their choosing). This outcome arose from elements of power imbalances. 

Seen through the consultative process, it shows the complex ways in which governance 

regulated the social order during this process. This is a situation that calls for a consideration 

of the possibilities of changing the current power mechanisms that operate in Malaysia’s 

neoliberal spatial agenda. This issue is summarised in the next section. 

 

7.4 Improving participatory democracy in the Malaysian planning system: 

What can be done? 

This research demonstrated that development in Malaysia was associated with the emergence 

of neoliberal globalisation that vested interests in economic imperatives. This research used 

governmentality as a lens to explore aspects of power and gain perspective on the practice of 

governance to improve understandings of how subjects and objects are formed by the 

governance processes. A deeper understanding of the notion of power in relation to 

participatory democracy in Malaysia enabled us to answer the following research question. 

 

7.4.1 What possibilities are there for changing existing power relations in the Malaysian 

planning system? 

This section considers how power relations in the Malaysian planning system have been shifted 

to prioritise economic development in Malaysia. Since its independence, Malaysia has shown 

evidence of embracing neoliberalism that is closely linked with the historical junctures of the 

country. The findings demonstrated that the socio-economic landscape in Malaysia had been 

marginalised by the material objective to become a world-class city (as outlined in a number 

of plans, including the Eleventh Malaysian Plan and the Kuala Lumpur Structure Plan 2020). 

 

As the aforementioned findings suggested, the Gasing Hill project was designed to improve the 

socio-landscape of the area. The project was envisioned as a ‘greener’ version and this vision 

was encapsulated in its development theme. However, as it emerged, more high-rise 

developments had to been built on the site to achieve global market success. Significantly, the 

case study represents the dilemmas, paradoxes and complexity of the consultative process in 



202 

 

 
 

the Malaysian planning system. The position of the governance tools may have led to the 

creation of power imbalances in the form of governmentality. To be more precise, the findings 

from the Gasing Hill case mirror the governance policies that sought to create societal 

transformation through sustained power struggles that entailed equality and freedom in relation 

to planners’ interactions with other stakeholders. Again, the research reminds us of Gunder and 

Mouat’s (2002) argument that if there is no resistance from the public, no democratic power 

being deployed and there is only victimisation and oppression. The framing of the issue 

privileged the developers while excluding others. 

 

Further, in relation to EGT’s framework, the consultative process is significant in increasing or 

decreasing the effect of object formation in a governance arena. The process of object formation 

demonstrated how the object (i.e., the ‘new generation city’) was formed in Malaysia. This 

process depicted the object as part of reality. This accords with Tesfahuney and Ek’s (2015) 

view that this condition manifestly “shifts the focus away from social conflicts and towards the 

management of social life” (Ong, 2006, p. 178, cited in Tesfahuney & Ek, 2015, p. 181, 

emphasis original). This phenomenon, while driven by neoliberalism, will continuously place 

pressure on the Malaysian government to meet world-class city aspirations. 

 

Arguably, the findings of this research are in line with those of Allmendinger and Haughton 

(2014; 2015), Baeten (2012), Mertzger (2015), Swyngedouw (2014), among others, who 

addressed how the condition of post-politics has profoundly served the ideology of 

neoliberalism. As Baeten’s (2009, p. 248) argued, “communities are redefined and 

acknowledged by the government through the twin mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion”. 

The planning process fostered within this new pattern of social engagement and political 

participation clearly created significant challenges for the improvement of participatory 

democracy in the Malaysian planning system and, at the very least, led to more (in)effective 

decision-making in planning and (un)balanced the social, environmental and economic 

wellbeing (sustainable development). Taken together, the following research question responds 

to the second research objective that sought to identify achievable means for the improvement 

of participatory democracy in the Malaysian planning system. Put in another way, this research 

question asked: What can be done? 
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7.4.2 What forms of conduct are expected from governance practice in Malaysia and 

what sorts of transformation do these practices currently seek? 

In many respects, the findings showed that planning practices require reforms to face the 

challenges of the twenty-first century. Others have asked similar questions; for example, 

Hillier, (2010, p. 12) asked: 

 

What is the contribution of planning? Does it lie in an approach to 

government—perhaps a process idea of ‘good governance’ in general, or of 

transparent, inclusive, democratic, policy-driven government? Does it lie in the 

values about society which planning promotes, in considerations of social 

justice or cohesion, of environmental quality and sustainability, of economic 

vitality and ‘competitiveness’? Or does the raison d’etre of planning lie in how 

these sets of values are combined? And what happens when such planning 

ideas are promoted in situations where these values are themselves 

marginalised? How then might planning reform? 

 

In this sense, the present research advocated that there was a specific need for more rigorous 

thinking to address questions of governance practices in planning frameworks. Notably, this 

dynamic mode of planning must be continuously assessed to deliberate on Malaysia’s future 

planning direction. Such consideration is much needed in this neoliberal globalisation era. A 

range of international literature informed and defined the findings. Some influential planning 

scholars such as Allmendinger and Haughton (2014, 2015), Fox-Rogers and Murphy (2014, 

2015, 2016), Gunder (2006, 2014, 2015), Healey (2006, 2010, 2015), Purcell (2009, 2013), 

Tasan-Kok and Baeten (2012) and Van Assche et al. (2014a) have made the most sense in 

relation to understanding Malaysian planning practices. 

 

The empirical literature reviewed in Chapters Three and Four and the findings set out in 

Chapter Six all identified the complexity of planning issues in ways that can inform practice. 

In fact, as illuminated in Chapter Five, the understanding of the consultative process in 

Malaysia is crucial and requires a discussion of the OSC as the committee that made the actual 

decisions on the planning consents. As described by Abdullah et al. (2011), the purpose of the 

OSC to improve the delivery system in planning and contribute towards property development 
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in Malaysia. This perspective led to a situation that created democratic deficits in the balance 

of community and environmental wellbeing in Malaysia. 

 

This study is most closely aligned to Fox-Rogers and Murphy’s (2016, p. 87) study in Ireland 

whose findings suggested that planners’ roles “reflect current dominant discourses in planning: 

namely, communicative and [consultative] planning approaches”. The dynamic tensions 

experience by all stakeholders evidence this and these tensions further expose the instability of 

power relations. Upon reflecting on changes to planning practices, it is apparent that the conflict 

between planners and the public often operates in a dynamic environment setting. Thus, it can 

be difficult to embed change within the public realm. 

 

It may be that neoliberal globalisation’s insights in relation to governance lie in their emphasis 

on planners’ roles. From this struggle, planners have ironically shifted their practices to 

stabilise the reactions of marginalised groups. In relation to this, a noticeable trend among 

participants was the likelihood of their accepting a shifting policy that supported economic 

imperatives. It is clear that planners can determine the preferred roles and shape the discourse 

for democratic planning when facing neoliberal globalisation’s challenges. The findings 

indicate that planners have had the privilege of directing decisions in governing the consultative 

process; however, it also appears that planners have always faced a dilemma in the neoliberal 

age (i.e., to choose between economic competitiveness and the public’s needs). Such concerns 

with the nature of decision makers in the consultative process create further challenges for 

future planning. Arguably, planners should not be blamed; rather, the blame lies with concerns 

about the system that steer economic forces, as it is a system in which planners serve as 

scapegoats under neoliberalism’s hegemony (Allmendinger & Haughton, 2014; Gunder, 2016). 

The planners themselves may not have realised that their work ethic would lead to the 

preference of developmental interests over other values. This accords with Flyvbjerg’s (1998, 

p. 27) remarks that planners probably feel “this is the way it ought to be, and therefore it is this 

way”. 

 

As indicated in Chapter One, this research does not intend to propose a new theoretical 

framework or universal model to overcome planning issues, particularly planners’ roles in 

Malaysia. In this respect, this research has suggested that planners should readjust their 

functions and actions to suit contemporary planning by balancing economic, social and 
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environmental wellbeing. Thus, “planners must not only hear, see and learn from all voices, 

but must create a space where those voices that may be ignored or marginalised are heard and 

empowered” (Bond & Thompson-Fawcett, 2007, p. 467). From this point of view, the decision-

making process will be more transparent if planners seek to reflect their profession with the 

desire to serve the best interests of economic, social and environmental wellbeing. 

 

Adopting the approach of Grange (2016), who was inspired by Foucault’s work on the concept 

of parrhesia (fearless speech), this research argues that what can be done is: ensure that 

planners are aware of what is occurring and that they are able to ‘speak-up’ to resist the 

politicisation of Malaysian planning. The details of Foucault’s work on parrhesia are beyond 

the scope of this research. Rather the research’s stated recommendations highlight “the need 

for planners to give voice to their professional judgement and shoulder the role as a 

counterforce to politics” (Grange, 2016, p. 4). Thus, this research also concurs with Fox-Rogers 

and Murphy (2016, p. 88) assertion that: 

 

… a good starting point would be to help planners to become more critically 

aware of the role they play in supporting the existing political and economic 

power base in society and encourage them to identify and seize upon 

opportunities that represent a move towards a more redistributive and 

progressive planning system. 

 

It is in this way that fearless speech from planners could most usefully supplement and 

challenge the existing process of de-politicisation in Malaysia’s planning system. Arguably, 

any fearless speech that focuses on the practices and mentalities of planners would be closely 

linked to their professional commitment against which they are opposed. The recognition of 

this is essential if planners are to create a power relation in the consultative process that offers 

an opportunity to enhance democracy. Additionally, planners need to be frank about the force 

of de-politicisation under neoliberalism’s hegemonic ideology. 

 

Further, to improve participatory democracy in Malaysia’s planning system opportunities for 

(re)politicisation and (re)democratisation should be explored. This could include reversing the 

process of de-politicisation in planning (Raco, 2016; Swyngedouw & Williams, 2016). As 

Williams (2004a, p. 94) argued, “by examining the particular ways in which the discourse and 
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practices [of planning] play out in concrete situations, we can look for opportunities for their 

re-politicization” (see also Watson, 2016). In doing so, careful attention must be given to 

planners’ political capabilities to reconfigure and reshape decision-making towards an 

embedded governance path. This will have implications for the formation of subjects and 

objects in the consultative process. The precise manifestations of (re)politicisation may show 

that evolutionary perspectives can assist in the reshaping of planning practices that challenge 

and destabilise the neoliberal agenda. 

 

7.5 Conclusion 

This research has argued that a useful way to understand the dilemma of participatory 

democracy in neoliberal times is via an analytical perspective of power and governmentality 

that includes an evolutionary perspective of governance. The findings revealed that new modes 

of governance illuminate two paradoxes in Malaysia’s planning system. First, the consultative 

process is shaped by discourse through a consultative paradigm and the use of governance 

tools. The second paradox shows how neoliberal demands could stabilise the planning process 

through de-politicisation. The Gasing Hill story was found to have resulted from a confluence 

of how the consultative process uncovered the tensions between subjects in Malaysia’s 

planning system. In this context, the inauguration of new political trajectories in Malaysia 

reveals the capacity of neoliberalism to have significant effects on the relationship between 

contemporary global social, economic and even environmental wellbeing. To address this 

concern, emphasis needs to be placed on the role of planners to accommodate and address a 

contradictory neoliberal agenda and be up-front about this force. This will also involve re-

orienting planning towards the process of (re)politicisation. 
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Chapter Eight 

Conclusion 

 

[T]raversing the fantasy of the elites means recognising that the social, 

economic and ecological catastrophe that is announced everyday as 

tomorrow’s threat is not a promise, not something to come, but is already the 

Real of the present. (Swyngedouw & Wilson, 2014a, p. 224) 

 

 

8.1 Introduction 

It is apparent that neoliberalisation is occurring in Malaysia. It is embedded in the country’s 

market-oriented policies and development, including its residential projects that are 

contributing towards Malaysia’s GDP growth. In responding to the objectives of the study, this 

research identified the effects of neoliberalism on planning practices. The work of planning 

scholars such as Allmendinger and Haughton (2011, 2012, 2014), Clifford and Tewdwr-Jones 

(2013), Flyvbjerg (1998), Gunder (2006, 2010, 2011, 2015, 2016), Purcell (2009, 2013) and 

Raco (2013, 2015) was drawn on in this research. Reflecting this, the research demonstrated 

how neoliberal globalisation has affected the Malaysian planning system. Further, this research 

drew on Foucault’s conceptualisation of governmentality and power to understand and examine 

the ways in which planning practices have shifted attention towards market imperatives in the 

consultative process. Section 8.2 summarises the key findings of this research in relation to the 

research objectives and questions. Section 8.3 returns to the motivation and what really 

mattered in conducting this research. Section 8.4 discussed the research’s limitations. Finally, 

Section 8.5 recommends areas for future investigation, particularly in planning. 

 

8.2 Summary of key findings in relation to the research objectives and 

research questions 

Paradoxically, the increasing momentum of neoliberalism is attempting to shape and serve 

particularistic interests in many ways (Huxley, 2013; Legacy et al., 2014). This research 

endeavoured to develop an understanding of how neoliberalism has influenced Malaysian 

planning practices, particularly in the consultative process. This research contended that the 
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evolution of governance modes has caused neoliberalism to thrive. Specifically, this study 

asked: How does the evolution of governance affect regimes of practice in planning? 

 

Drawing upon Flyvbjerg’s (2001) phronetic social science approach and EGT (Van Assche et 

al., 2014a), Chapter Two considered the relevance of adopting these theoretical foundations to 

guide and govern this research. Importantly, the research determined that Foucault’s ideas of 

governmentality and power were compatible with the methodology selected. This approach has 

a significant impact on the social science research. Further, EGT’s two selective concepts (i.e., 

subject and object formation) offered a better understanding of the relationship of power and 

governance practices in neoliberal times. The research argued that the subjects and objects 

formed through governance practices are embedded in the technologies of governing, as they 

produce a certain truth in planning. 

 

Chapter Three reviewed the literature on neoliberal globalisation and its effects on governance 

practices. The investigation revealed that, in addition to its historical process, neoliberalism has 

constantly transformed governance by rationalising market over social and environmental 

values (Healey, 2011, 2015; Purcell, 2009). Such perspectives express the dimension of 

neoliberalism that invades planning through new forms of governmentality. In this way, 

neoliberalism can provide ‘common sense’ within what is essentially an unsustainable 

condition. This is affiliated with Foucault’s perspective of power. As argued earlier, this power 

relation had important implications for the research; it signalled a new set of practices that 

nonetheless still revolved around economic, social and environmental values. 

 

Further, it has been widely accepted that the insights of governmentality associated with 

governance mechanisms have reshaped policy arrangements and planning practices. The work 

of scholars such as Andrew and Doloreux (2012), Fox-Roger and Murphy (2015), Gunder and 

Mouat (2002) was reviewed to understand the effect of governance mechanisms on governance 

practices in the planning process. Despite the use of these planning mechanisms to supposedly 

achieve a sustainability paradigm, “the question is: do they?” (Bond & Thompson-Fawcett, 

2008, p. 52). In fact, the research revealed that these tools have pushed and led to the 

deployment of a consultation approach that profoundly materialises the neoliberal agenda 

(Gunder, 2006; Haughton et al., 2013). The findings demonstrated that, to some extent, 

sustainable development policies and legislative frameworks can influence the planning 
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process to move towards a neoliberal agenda via governance practices. This marks the 

significance of a neoliberalism that underpins planning practice regimes to secure capitalism’s 

interests (Allmendinger & Haughton, 2014; Clifford & Tewdwr-Jones, 2013). Of particular 

concern is the role of planners, as planners are capable of manoeuvring the public’s perspective 

towards particular ends (Bond & Thompson-Fawcett, 2007; Dean, 2010; Grange, 2016).  

 

Chapter Four explored the consequences of neoliberalism in relation to consultative process in 

democratic governance. Subjects (generally perceived as actors in the consultative process) 

have the right to be heard and influence the planning process (Leino & Laine, 2012). However, 

the findings revealed that the current practice of governance signalled a ‘sceptic freedom’ of 

subjects that has stifled their ability “to react to, and resist” (Mckee, 2009, p. 471). Such 

accounts attempt to grasp how the communication between planners and other actors (through 

the consultative process) position neoliberalism as the hegemonic ideology (Gunder, 2010a). 

In particular, the findings suggested that planning practices have stifled resistance and shaped 

market outcomes in the contemporary neoliberal world (Allmendinger & Haughton, 2014; 

Gunder & Mouat, 2002). Thus, the exercise of power is absent, at least for the public. 

 

The findings on the notion of consultative planning highlighted the ways through which 

language and practices are used to frame and ‘make sense’ of decisions. This revealed that the 

dynamism of the power relations between subjects in consultative processes has constantly 

shifted. These processes have been transformed to reflect a neoliberal agenda as a result of 

governance practice. Indeed, neoliberal globalisation intensifies conflict through inclusion and 

exclusion. Consequently, the planning process has been “carefully choreographed and in some 

cases displaced or otherwise residualised” (Allmendinger & Haughton, 2012, p. 89). In relation 

to this development, the findings revealed that connections between neoliberalism and planning 

operate as a form of post-political governance. This demonstrates the control and incontestable 

nature of decision-making though its orientation towards neoliberal ideologies (Metzger et al., 

2015a). 

 

Chapter Five highlighted the historical trends that have occurred in Malaysia since its 

independence in 1957. The situation reflects the challenges now facing the Malaysian 

government and highlighted concerns in relation the question of participatory democracy in 

planning. Teik and Loh (2002, p. 5) perhaps best captured these concerns when they stated: “it 
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was not Malaysia’s plural society but its ruling elite which was assumed to pose the greatest 

threat to the preservation of a meaningful Malaysian democracy”. This has been spurred by a 

consensus setting that encourages collaboration among stakeholders, but is substantially there 

to “ensure that the framework of debate and decision-making does not question or disrupt the 

existing state of neoliberal political-economic configuration” (Wilson & Swyngedouw, 2014b, 

p. 5). The Eleventh Malaysian Plan, the Structure Plan, the Local Plan and the TCPA (among 

other documents) are the current main planning policies and legislation documents set out 

Malaysia’s planning regulatory framework. The outcome has been an acceptance that also 

suggests no significant resistance is possible for the public. This also demonstrates the power 

imbalance between developers/planners and other actors in the planning system. 

 

In Chapter Six, the research investigated a case study to achieve a sense of reality; that is, the 

story of Gasing Hill from the subjects’ perspective (Flyvbjerg, 2001). This complemented the 

phronetic social science research approach. This approach exemplified that Gasing Hill’s story 

suggests that planning practices in the consultative process have contributed to Malaysia’s 

economic development. The story fits well with the re-contextualisation of subject and object 

formation in evolutionary governance perspectives. The findings revealed that part of Gasing 

Hill (on Kuala Lumpur’s side) has been transformed from a green lung area into a new 

generation city development. The object formation materialised in consultative arrangements 

via the stabilisation process that resides in the subjects’ practices. 

 

Chapter Seven discussed the research’s key findings. The methodological approach of 

phronetic social science and the theoretical framework of evolutionary governance were 

explained extensively in Chapter Two to address the research questions. The understandings 

and findings from Chapters Three and Four answered the first, second and third research 

questions. The research indicated that neoliberal globalisation inherently affects planning 

practices and is embedded in governance tools through rhetoric (e.g., the ‘sustainable 

development’ rhetoric) (Gunder & Hillier, 2009). Further, understanding the historical 

development of Malaysia’s planning system in Chapter Five and the outcomes in Chapter Six 

both assisted in answering the fourth research question: How is power exercised by governance 

in its daily practices in Malaysia? Thus, all research questions have been addressed. 
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8.3 Research findings: what really matters 

This study commenced as a reaction to the researcher’s personal experience when working as 

a professional planner in a local authority in Malaysia. Through seven years work as a planner 

and a seven year academic journey, the researcher has witnessed how the consultative process 

has the capacity to consolidate market logic in the planning process. The notion of 

neoliberalism has created instability in Malaysia’s social and economic bases. These issues 

were summarised in Chapter One. Chapter One also focused on formulating the research 

objectives, questions and the methodology. By understanding the issues that have arisen in 

Malaysia, the research examined the engagement of neoliberal globalisation and the mode of 

governance that has emerged as result of growing adherence to neoliberal political ideologies. 

 

Planning is supposed to serve the public’s interests, but it sometimes leads to social 

disintegration and division, as identified by the literature. This emerging paradigm must be 

understood through the virtue of applied phronesis to define a reality for analysing power 

relations. Indeed, the phronesis social science approach (applied as a methodology in this 

research) has guided and addressed planning practice issues in Malaysia. Further, deploying 

the EGT framework conceptualised the evolutionary features of governance and markets in 

relation to the subject and object formation that can delimit and affect the planning system. 

Thus, this research showed that understanding the evolutionary perspective was necessary to 

understanding the general evolutionary and historical transformation of urban planning in 

Malaysia. 

  

The historical background of Malaysia exemplifies the transformation of its economy and 

capabilities from agricultural to industrial to meet the neoliberal agenda. This socio-economic 

transformation highlights how Malaysia’s governance has evolved and marks the significant 

departure from planning practices in the country’s planning system. Malaysia, particularly the 

Gasing Hill case, demonstrated how economic development underpinned by neoliberal 

hegemony has resulted in social disintegration and environmental degradation. Thus, by using 

a theoretical and practical review to gain insights, the research recapitulated the merits of 

historical changes to the governance discourse in Malaysia’s planning system. As seen through 

the lens of Foucault’s interpretation of power and Flyvbjerg’s (2001, 2012) work, this research 

placed power issues at the core of the analysis. Accordingly, the in-depth case study of Gasing 

Hill outlined the dynamics of the consultative process in relation to the phenomena of power 
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and the collected data ultimately highlighted a lack of democratic participation in the formation 

of an object that has produced power disparities in the planning process. Further, the evidence 

appeared to articulate the struggles and challenges of planning to balance economic, social and 

environmental wellbeing factors in response to the neoliberal agenda. 

 

Notwithstanding the above, a growing body of international research is investigating the role 

of planners in relation to power. This research was concerned with the gap between planning 

theory and practice in Malaysia’s planning system. At the time of writing this thesis, it remained 

to be seen whether issues of power have been discussed widely in the Malaysian literature. 

Thus, the “problem is not trying to dissolve [relations of power] in the utopia of a perfectly 

transparent communication, but to give … the rules of law, the techniques of management, and 

also the ethics … which would allow these games of power to be played with a minimum of 

domination” (Foucault, cited in Flyvbjerg, 2001, p. 102). Perhaps more importantly, the 

implications of this research have enabled us to understand Malaysia’s current planning system 

and why the practice has been reconfigured and transformed. This situation has resulted in a 

waning for democracy amid criticisms that the public is being excluded from the consultative 

process. This has direct implications for today’s practices that conform to neoliberalism. 

 

Thus, while planning practice issues are not new, there is a clear need for subsequent work to 

examine planners’ roles. As governance evolves, so do planning practices. Importantly, this 

research concurred with that of Allmendinger and Haughton (2013, p. 23) who noted that such 

planning practices ‘[are] not necessarily or even ordinarily underpinned by a desire to resist 

neoliberalism per se but can be driven by a desire to protect professional autonomy’. Arguably, 

there is a need for planners to ‘speak-up’ and be frank about the force of neoliberalism as a 

basis for their actions. This position echoes Grange’s (2016) arguments that planners must be 

able to resist the de-politicisation of planning by engaging in fearless speech and being actively 

challenged within the planning profession itself. It is essential to recognise the formation of an 

object that is feasible or/and desirable and that can further mitigate problems embedded under 

neoliberalism’s dominant ideology. 
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8.4 Limitations of the study 

There were some challenges encountered when conducting this research. During the final year 

of writing this research, the Malaysian government suddenly faced financial difficulties such 

that it could not continue to provide scholarships to overseas doctorate students. Under this 

constraint, the researcher did the best she could in the available time to finish the writing, 

despite being required to return to her full time lecturing responsibilities. 

 

There is a vast academic literature on this area of research internationally; however, to date, 

little empirical evidence is available on Malaysia, particularly on issues of power relations in 

Malaysia. It is acknowledged that this limitation caused difficulties in assessing whether the 

planning practices were comparable to other factors such as the ethnicity and the income of 

participants. It also remains to be seen whether a promise of sustainable development can 

translate theory into practice in Malaysia or elsewhere. 

 

This research managed to collect all the data required, despite the sensitivity of those involved 

in the case study (i.e., planners, developers, councillors and members of parliament) making 

things extremely difficult and the confidentiality and complexity of the information. In this 

context, planners seemed to give controlled responses to some of the questions and kept 

reminding the researcher not to expose their names and positions. Additionally, time 

constraints, particularly among the local councillors and members of parliament caused some 

of the interview sessions to be conducted within a short time frame. 

 

Due to the limitation of time, there is a certainly need for more rigorous thinking on how 

planning practices might be better analytically constituted. The research has provided insights 

into the issues of power and the complicated socio-economics involved in the planning process 

that need to be communicated to planners, particularly policy-makers. This is a challenge in 

the Malaysian planning system. 

 

 

 

 

 



214 

 

 
 

8.5 Recommendations for further research  

This research concludes with a discussion of possible areas of future research. Three areas have 

been identified that need future investigation, particularly in planning. 

 

First, despite the broad body of theoretical and empirical literature on issues of power, these 

issues could be expanded upon by future research. By doing so, the role of other actors could 

be determined and identified, as these actors could have significant effects on the consultative 

process. It would be interesting, in this respect, to look at developers’ and the public’s approach 

to the consultative process. As Imrie (2009, p. 99) suggested, the investigations on “how far, 

and in what ways”, developers are responsive to the public needs to be extended to Malaysia. 

Further, the view of the public as ‘conscious subjects’ within a neoliberal setting will provide 

a better understanding on the effects of power on the planning process (Eshuis & Edwards, 

2013). Additionally, quantitative research should be undertaken to better understanding of the 

roles of planners like that being thoughtfully pursed by Clifford and Tewdwr-Jones (2013). 

This research could be useful and helpful in the context of planning profession reforms. 

 

Second, all the key stakeholders must understand the basis of planning policies and legislation 

and its implementation and limitations. In fact, planning policies need to have achievable and 

measurable outcomes, particularly in relation to aspects of sustainable development. This 

includes a well-defined theoretical and methodological framework to deliver such concepts in 

practice. Thus, the following questions arise: How can statutory rights be used to effectively 

address planning issues? How can this be achieved? As noted in Chapter Six, there is an 

underlying assumption that the TCPA is too complicated and difficult to understand, as it is 

solely interpreted in a legalistic way. This raises other important questions: How can the TCPA 

can be interpreted in a “people-friendly” way? and Is this achievable? 

 

Finally, comparative studies on other highly developed countries in South-east Asia (e.g., 

Singapore, Japan and Hong Kong) would contribute to the understanding of the role of planning 

practices in neoliberal globalised cities. By adopting the same evolutionary governance 

theoretical approach, these further investigations could contribute to filling the current gap in 

the international literature, particularly in planning. 
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8.6 Conclusion 

This research, which was guided by the research objectives and responds to the research 

questions, unfolded as a story about what was happening in reality. The work of 

governmentality can no doubt help us to understand the governance practices that seek to direct 

conduct towards certain ends, particularly in this neoliberal age. By investigating the dynamics 

of power relations, this research revealed how neoliberalism influences planning practices, 

especially in the consultative process. In this sense, the research has presented ample evidence 

of the links between neoliberal globalisation and planning practices. 

 

Malaysia’s visions to achieve world-class city status for Kuala Lumpur demonstrated the 

commitment of the government to generate economic growth for the country as a whole, 

particularly in planning. However, through the evolutionary perspective of Malaysian 

governance, pressure around capital accumulation led to unsustainable conditions such as 

environmental destruction and social polarisation. Empirically, the story of Gasing Hill serves 

as an example of planning practices engaging with elements of neoliberalism. This research 

showed how the consultative process in a post-political setting transformed an object into a 

complex reality in Malaysia’s planning system. This process relied upon the logic of planners’ 

practices. 

 

The key challenges emanating from this research related to what planners actually do and how 

those actions shape the consultative process. This will require further investigation as planning 

and the profession itself evolve. The data showed how and why the practices of Malaysian 

planners is the opposite of how power should be undertaken and through which conflicting 

demands should be negotiated. Simply put, planners are ‘the meat in the sandwich’ in the 

planning process.  

 

Planners fulfil the interests of the public. They are anchored to the economic values that affect 

society and the environment directly. This approach produces results that ought to be avoided. 

Thus, the research showed that understanding the power relations among planners is necessary 

if the practices that epitomise the ethos of participatory democracy in Malaysia are to be 

changed. In this spirit, the notion of this research was not just concerned with democracy, but 

also with future actions structured by the present. 
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