
matter where we might find it. But many
planners are still slow in reaching out to
the communication technology that now
enables us to share signals and ideas
instantly. 

Today, if I may indulge in hyperbole,
more letters and notes are zapped back
and forth via electronic mail in one day
than are carried by the Postal Service in
one month. And there are a small, but
steadily growing, number of planners and
planning commissioners going “on-line.” 

A parking ordinance under considera-
tion in Tucumcari, New Mexico, is read
and commented on by planning commis-
sioners, and staff, in Tennessee, and Geor-
gia, and Minnesota — within 48 hours of
the time that the City Council in Tucum-
cari will bring the ordinance to the table
for a vote. A proposition on “takings” in
Arizona (guised as an amendment to “pro-
tect property rights”) is defeated, and
within minutes planners all across the
country have a thoughtful post-election
analysis of why that proposition failed. 

But not very many people — including
planners — yet understand this new tech-
nology. This is the flip side of bagels and
hiking boots. We’ve established the com-
mons for food, drink, clothing and shelter;
now we have to establish the commons for
communicating.

Perry Norton is a periodic
contributor to the Planning
Commissioners Journal; his
most recent column, “Who
Knows What Tomorrow
Might Bring,” appeared in
Issue 15. Perry, now retired
after a career as a planner,
planning consultant, and
teacher, devotes many hours to serving as “sysop” of
CompuServe’s municipal planning forum — from his
new home in Tucson, Arizona. 

Did I mention Tucson? In August of
1994, after 30 years of living in New Jer-
sey, we moved to Tucson. We were pretty
sure that the catalog from Lands End
would follow us. It did. And we calculated
that we would probably find more Mexi-
can food in Arizona than we did in New
Jersey. And we did. We figured that the
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THERE IS, IN THE
HEART AND MIND OF

ALL OF US, A TENDENCY
TO GET STUCK IN THE
LOCAL VERNACULAR, 

TO THINK THAT WE ARE
UNIQUE, THAT WE ARE

DIFFERENT
(BETTER, NO DOUBT).

I N S I G H T S

The Emerging American Tribe  
by Perry L. Norton 

Some time ago it was conven-
tional wisdom to intone thus:
“Every year twenty percent of the 
American population changes place of res-
idence.” Readers who like statistics can
check that out. But the point may be suffi-
cient to indicate that we do move about in
fairly large numbers. And at some point in
history, such moves were traumatic: early
settlers of the West facing unknown haz-
ards and difficulties; farm folk who migrat-
ed to the cities to take factory jobs; Dust
Bowlers fleeing to fertile lands in Califor-
nia, just to survive. 

What is particularly interesting is that
the folk lore which comes down from
those earlier days, still informs our memo-
ries and expectations. Hostile natives. Ter-
rible winters, or terrible summers. Strange,
and probably poisonous, food. Weird crea-
tures that go Bump in the Night. People
approach moving and relocating with a
great deal of trepidation. From the “famil-
iar” they are about to enter “unfamiliar”
territory. This makes even the most self
confident person just a tad bit nervous. 

But the fact is that we are an incredibly
homogeneous population. It is usual these
days to focus on our diversity, but we all
share a cultural base which provides for a
commonality of which we are aware, but
don’t yet fully comprehend. It may be con-
ceptually outrageous, but let me suggest
that if the world’s population can be delin-
eated by identifiable “cultural tribes,” there
is an American Tribe. 

We eat pretty much the same kinds of
food, from Maine to California. The bagels
in Coeur d’Alene are as good as the bagels
in the Bronx. We wear pretty much the
same kinds of clothing, from Florida to
Oregon. Everyone wears Wolverine boots.
Department stores in Tucson, Arizona, had
the same clothing racks on display in Sep-
tember as did those in the Malls of Massa-
chusetts. 

sneaky cactus called “jumping Cholla”
would do just that - and we HAVE had to
put tweezers to work. But aside from high-
ly advertised specialties of the region, we
haven’t really left home, we’ve just moved
to a different neighborhood, where the
“nimbyites” sound a lot like their Eastern
cousins.

What does this mean for those of us
who are professional planners, or planning
commissioners? A lot, if I may say so.
There is, in the heart and mind of all of us,
a tendency to get stuck in the local vernac-
ular, to think that we are unique, that we
are different (better, no doubt). “Yessir.
Here in Grovers Corners we treat people
right, lot of respect and all that, don’t you
know. We don’t need anyone who hasn’t
lived here for four generations coming in
and telling us how to run our town.” 

I exaggerate, of course. Most of us are
not loathe to reach out for expertise no




