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ABSTRACT

The aim of the thesis is to clarify the meaning of sustainable development by
addressing the underlying causalities of sustainability issues — urban social sustainability.
This thesis redefines sustainable development as a fundamental interdependency between
people’s life-chances and their environments. This requires a distinction between the
external physical aspect, and the internal social aspect of sustainability. The former is
mainly concerned with the interrelationship between the natural environment and human
society as a whole; the latter is particularly concerned with the interrelationship between
the created environment and individual life-chances.

By virtue of the origins and the consequences of sustainability issues, this thesis
argues that a proper conception of sustainable development should recover the human scale
of development. A socially unsustainable society will inevitably increase exploitation of
the natural environment. In other words, to achieve physical sustainability must achieve
social sustainability first. Accordingly, the purpose here is to explore the practical
meanings of urban social sustainability.

Having argued that the expanding logic, and the utilitarian tendency of industrial
capitalism, is the underlying cause of the current unsustainable trends, this thesis is mainly
concerned with the time-space relations between productive and reproductive activities in
a capitalist industrial society. Based on the theory of structuration, the key to understanding
the internal social aspects of sustainability is the concept of ‘duality’. Individual actions
and social structures are not two given sets of entities, a dualism, but represent a duality:
the created environment is both the medium, and the constantly reproduced outcome of
individual actions. Based on this conceptual framework, the empirical analysis of the
concept of urban social sustainability is focused on the time-space connections of the
‘institutional webs’ in relation to employment, housing, retailing and transport in a concrete
urban context — London. It stresses the necessary time-space co-ordination of everyday
household life and institutional structures in London.

While acknowledging that an integrated, holistic approach to a socially sustainable
city is desperately necessary, this thesis concludes that a simple, singular prescription of
‘spatial integration’ within the existing urban boundaries is inadequate. Rather, what is
needed is to place the debate of sustainable cities in a wider regional, and, most
importantly, social context, through which the time-space connections between everyday
life and institutional structures are more likely to be adequately channelled. Moreover, the
stress of households, not individuals, as the links between different institutions also opens
up a fresh research scope for urban policy and strategic planning.

Key Words: sustainable development; social sustainability; physical sustainability;
industrial capitalism; time-space; production and reproduction; cities; everyday life;
institutional structures; urban planning; London; employment; housing; retailing; transport
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CHAPTER ONE
THE CONCEPT OF SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

The aim of the thesis is to advance the concept of social sustainability from both
theoretical and practical perspectives. Since the publication of the Brundtland Report in
1987, the term sustainable development, or simply sustainability, has gained popularity in
both academic debates and political agendas (see WCED 1987). Many ingredients of
sustainability conceptions have been added on to mainstream sustainability debates, such
as social, cultural, and political perspectives. Ten years after the publication of the
Brundtland Report, the core concept of sustainable development remains to be a
reconciliation between the goals of environmental protection and economic development.
The problem of conventional conceptions of sustainability is the neglect of a deeper
explanation of sustainability issues: they are neither the problems of economic development
nor the problems of the environmental process per se, but the problems of people
themselves. While arguing that a proper conception is the prerequisite for an effective
implementation of sustainability policy, the central theme of the thesis is to explore the
deeper explanation of sustainability issues by recovering their human scale — the emphasis
of social sustainability.

By virtue of their origins and through their consequences, sustainability issues
should be reconceptualised as an interrelated issue of the socio-environmental and the
socio-economic, an issue which is centrally concerned with the interdependency between
people and their environments. Accordingly, there are two aspects of sustainability which
should be distinguished from each other: (a) the external, physical dimension of sustainable
development, which is concerned with the interdependency between human society as a
whole and the overall material basis of the natural environment; and (b) the internal, social
dimension of sustainable development, which is concerned with the interplay between
individual actions and the social conditions (the created environment). Since a socially
unsustainable society will inevitably increase its exploitation of the natural environment,
this thesis argues that the internal, social dimension of sustainable development is the
prerequisite of the external, physical condition of sustainable development. However, this
internal, social perspective has been largely ignored in conventional sustainability debates;
therefore, it is the issue of social sustainability which this thesis focuses on.

It would be of little value if the discussion of sustainable development is restricted
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to an abstract category without any practical applicability. A second task of this thesis,
therefore, is to elaborate the concept of social sustainability in a concrete urban context —
London. Among other things, the issue of a growing scale of transport, in particular those
trips made by car, as well as the associated problems of resource depletion, pollution, and
social exclusion, have all been the central concern of sustainability debates at both local and
global levels. Moreover, the sustainability strategy adopted by the former Conservative
Government' can be described as a policy of urban re-concentration. This requires a co-
ordination of land use and transport concentrating in existing urban areas. The empirical
analysis of the thesis is thus focused on the time-space co-ordination between institutional
sectors, and most importantly, via the co-ordination between individual household’s
everyday life and the overall institutional structures in London.

This thesis argues that sustainability can be understood as an issue of ‘reproduction’
in space and time, including the reproduction of individual life-chances (a momentary
matter, i.e. consumption) and the re-production of the production system as a whole (a
continuous process). Accordingly, it is the time-space connection, not spatial proximity or
temporal proximity alone, which is the key to addressing the underlying causes of
sustainability issues. Issues regarding the time-space connections between employment,
housing, retailing, and transport structures are used to explore the practical implications of
social sustainability on the grounds that they represent the most basic moments of everyday
life and the foci of urban policies. These issues can highlight the potential conflicts
between productive and reproductive activities in contemporary urban society.

This chapter is divided into five sections. The first section briefly reviews the
history of, and the main arguments within, the sustainability debate, illustrating that the
sustainability debate is concerned mainly with the relationship between environmental
protection and economic development. The second section argues that the prevailing
approach to sustainability strategies — a neo-classical economic view — is inadequate on

the grounds that it ignores the very meaning of sustainable development: an issue of social

! The empirical analysis of this thesis was undertaken between 1994 and 1997. As might
be expected, change of government from Conservative to Labour Parties in 1997 might result in
a subsequent change of policies. At the time of writing this final draft, it is still unclear whether
the newly elected Labour government will have any radical change in sustainability policy , it must
be pointed out that government policies mentioned in this thesis were mainly those policies devised
by the former Conservative government in the late 1980s and early 1990s.



4

equity rather than a matter of market efficiency. The third section tries to reconceptualise
sustainable development by addressing the role of people in environment-development
interdependency. It suggests that an internal, social dimension of sustainability should be
distinguished from the external, physical dimension of sustainability. The fourth section
focuses on the underlying causes of sustainability problems, arguing that it is the utilitarian
logic of industrialism and the expanding tendency of capitalism which are responsible for
the problems of unsustainable development. It suggests that, in order to reverse the
unsustainable trends from their deeper roots, we have to explore the meaning of sustainable
development from the angle of time-space connections between productive and
reproductive activities. The chapter concludes with an outline of the overall structure of

the thesis.

The Sustainability Debate: A Ne onception of an Old Sto

Concern for environmental issues has become widespread in the 1980s. This is
reflected in the now popular and widespread use of the term sustainable development which
stresses the need for the simultaneous achievement of developmental and environmental
goals. In the decade since the publication of the Brundtland Report in 1987 by the World
Commission on Environment and Development (WCED), a mass of literature has been
generated in various fields, giving rise to more specific applications, such as sustainable
agriculture, sustainable forestry, sustainable ecological systems, sustainable energy patterns,
sustainable economic development, sustainable transport, sustainable land use, sustainable
industry, and sustainable foreign trade (see, for example, Alam 1994; Salih 1995; Conca
et al. 1995; Hoogendijk 1996; European Commission 1996; Jacobs 1993; UN, Economic
Commission for Europe 1996; Worrell 1997).

Within the debate on sustainable development, not only has the interest and scope
of application grown substantially, but there has also been an increasing diversity of
interpretations concerning the central concept itself. It is estimated that there are at least
160 different definitions of sustainable development (Holding and Tate 1996: 25). Within
these definitions there are many different understandings of what is meant by the words

‘development’ and ‘sustainable’. In a nutshell, the term sustainable development has been
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used to bring together two strands of thought about the management of human activities —
one focuses on developmental goals, especially the goals of economic development, and
the other focuses on controlling the harmful impacts of human activities on the environment
(see Redclift 1987; Cleveland 1987). Unfortunately, despite the extensive debates and
discussions on the issue of sustainable development, there appears to be more controversy
than agreement on the meaning of sustainable development, and the ways to achieve it.
The advance of both concepts and practices of sustainable development is a process
of ‘learning by doing’; however, given the urgent need to prevent unsustainable
development, the consequences of which might be very severe and truly irreversible, a
proper conception of sustainable development is desperately needed. Accordingly, the main
purpose of this thesis is to clarify the meaning of sustainable development and, in turn, to
explore its policy implications by linking it to existing urban questions. Dykeman (1990:
3) suggests that the concept of sustainability consists of “older, established ideas that are
wrapped in new terminology.” Although the term sustainable development gained
popularity after the publication of the Brundtland Report in 1987, it was originally used by
the International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resource (IUCN) in the
World Conservation Strategy in 1980 to recognise the challenge of integrating development
and environment (TUCN 1980). However, it focused on developing countries where people
are often forced to destroy the very resources on which their future well-being depends,
highlighting the vicious circle of poverty and environmental degradation. Accordingly,

sustainable development is conceived as follows:

Development and conservation are equally necessary for our survival and for the discharge
of our responsibilities as trustees of natural resources for the generations to come (IUCN
1980:1).

The report outlines what might be characterised as the ecological approach to sustainable
development (Hardoy et al. 1992: 177). In this work, three objectives are regarded as
necessary for living resource conservation: the maintenance of essential ecological
processes and life-support systems; the preservation of genetic diversity; and the sustainable
utilisation of species and ecosystems. Although rightly pointing out the need to care for the

environmental bases, the World Conservation Strategy, as Pearce et al. (1989: xi) argue, did
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not succeed in integrating economics and environment: it did not show what conservation
might mean for economic policy, how misguided economic policy could degrade the
environment, or how better economic policy could act as a major force to improve the

environment.

The Brundtland Report: Institutional Co-ordination

As might be expected, the most widely cited definition of sustainable development
is that of the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED 1987), also
known as the Brundtland Commission. The Brundtland definition is used by many as the
bench mark in subsequent interpretations. In the Brundtland Report, Our Common Future,

sustainable development is defined as:

... development which meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of
future generations to meet their own needs (WCED 1987: 43).

Most discussions of sustainable development fall broadly within this definition, although
some groups choose to emphasise different aspects. However, this definition has been
criticised as being too vague. Some commentators argue that it gives no indication of the
time horizon (‘future generations’), nor the scope and substance of human needs or the role
of environment (not even mentioned in the definition) (Bartelmus 1994: 69). Others see
it more as “a device for mobilising opinion rather than as an analytical concept for
developing specific policies” (Blowers 1993b: 5). Even the Brundtland Report itself is not
consistent as to what it means by sustainable development (Pearce et al. 1989: xiv).

A large number of sustainability discussions focus on the biophysical environment
which comprises the Earth’s life-support system. However, an increasing number of writers
and organisations have begun to focus on the socio-economic environment which
encompasses people and their cultural activities and the economic processes through which
they are all interrelated. Concepts like ‘social sustainability’, ‘economic sustainability’,
‘community sustainability’, and even ‘cultural sustainability’ are increasingly considered
to be part of sustainable development (Hardoy et al. 1993, cited in Mitlin and Satterthwaite
1996:25). This diversity in interest suggests that the nature of sustainability is complex,
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dynamic and, most importantly, all-encompassing. As O’Riordan (1988) notes, sustainable
development is a contested concept that is so widely used precisely because of its ‘slippery’
nature.

A key theme in the Brundtland Report is that environmental problems do not only
result from the process of development itself but also from the lack of development. In
both cases, development and environment are no longer understood as mutually exclusive.
Accordingly, the Brundtland Commission argues that environmental protection should not
be seen as an obstacle to growth so much as an integral and supportive element in that
growth. In other words, the Brundtland Commission attempts to merge environmental
issues with mainstream policy rather than to change this policy from the periphery of the
environmental movement (Bartelmus 1994: 8). The Brundtland Report, therefore,
concludes that environment and development are inextricably linked. Current policy
responses are handicapped by the fact that existing institutions tend to be independent,
fragmented, narrowly focused, and overly concerned with addressing effects rather than
causes; so they tend to focus on issues such as acid pollution as discrete policy problems
(WCED 1987: 310-12). Therefore, the major issue of the sustainability debates is not the
definition per se, but an issue of integration between environment and development. What
is consequently urgently needed is an institutionally integrated approach to the
interrelationship between environment and development.

The issues of sustainable development were much discussed throughout the 1970s,
even if they were not termed ‘sustainable development’ at the time. There are two strands
of argument which are closely related to the current sustainability debates, or the
environment-development interrelationship. One is the United Nations Conference on the
Human Environment, held in Stockholm in June 1972 (the Stockholm Conference). The
second is the publication of the book The Limits to Growth (TLTG) by the Club of Rome,
also in 1972, Although these two arguments have slightly different emphasis — the
Stockholm Conference tended to focus on the environment, while TLTG was mainly
concerned with development. However, both of them emphasised the interdependency

between human aspirations for development and the need to protect the environment.



The Stockholm Conference: Conservation vs. Economic Development

The Stockholm Conference was the key event in the growth of the global
environmental movement. It was the first occasion at which the political, social and
economic problems of the global environment were discussed at an inter-governmental
forum with a view to actually taking corrective action (McCormick 1995: 107). An
unofficial report was commissioned and later published by Ward and Dubos as Only One
Earth (Ward and Dubos 1972). The theme of this book is the basic situational
interdependence between economic growth, human development, mass poverty, the living
conditions in low-income residential areas, and everyday environmental problems. This
book was one of the first works to stress that present human needs must be met without
compromising the needs of future generations. The definition of sustainable development
used by Our Common Future in 1987 draws from this much earlier book: the “charge of
the U. N. to the [Stockholm] Conference was clearly to define what should be done to
maintain the earth as a place suitable for human life not only now, but also for future
generations” (Ward and Dubos 1972: 25).

Although the concept of the “human environment” had emerged before the
Stockholm Conference, it was the emphasis on this theme that distinguished Stockholm
from previous international gatherings at this level (McCormick 1995: 119). “Before
Stockholm™, Ward (1982: xii) observes, “people usually saw the environment . . . as
something totally divorced from humanity . . . Stockholm recorded a fundamental shift in
the emphasis of our environmental thinking.” However, among the proponents of
sustainable development, there is a large gulf between those whose primary concern is
conservation — the More Developed Countries (MDCs) — and those whose primary
concern is meeting human needs — the Less Developed Countries (LDCs) (Adams 1990).

In the Stockholm Conference, the only view rich and poor countries shared was the
conviction that environmental conservation and economic development were in conflict

with each other.



The Limits to Growth Debate: Growth vs. Anti-growth

Before the Stockholm Conference, conspicuous pollution incidents in the 1960s,
and neo-Malthusian responses to demographic and economic growth, had led to the
appearance of environmental ‘doomsday’ literature. Titles like Silent Spring (Carson 1965)
and Blueprint for Survival (Goldsmith et al. 1972) are indicative of the environmental mood
at that time. However, among the first considerations of the possible links between global
economic growth and natural resource scarcity was the report, The Limits to Growth
(TLTG) published by the Club of Rome in 1972 (Meadows et al. 1972). Although the
reactions to its conclusions were more controversial than agreeable, TLTG did provoke a
widespread concern throughout the 1970s. It was based on a then new computer model of
the world economy — established by a work group at the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology (MIT) — that included a representation of the economic system’s extractions
from the environment, its use of natural resources, and its insertions into the environment
in the form of waste discharges. The essential thesis of the MIT model was that the roots
of the environmental crisis lay in the exponential growth of people and material
consumption. Five basic factors were identified as determining and ultimately limiting
growth: population, agricultural production, natural resources, industrial production and

pollution. Three main conclusions were reached by the MIT team:

(1) If the present growth trends in world population, industrialisation, pollution, food
production and resource depletion continue unchanged, the limits to growth on this planet
will be reached sometime within the next one hundred years. The most probable result
will be a rather sudden and uncontrollable decline in both population and industrial

capacity.

(2) It is possible to alter these growth trends and to establish a condition of ecological and
economic stability that is sustainable far into the future. The state of global equilibrium
could be designed so that the basic material needs of each person on earth are satisfied and
each person has an equal opportunity to realise his individual human potential.

(3) If the world’s people decided to strive for this second outcome rather than the first, the

sooner they begin working to attain it, the greater will be their chances of success
(Meadows et al. 1972:29).

This analysis strongly challenged the conventional wisdom about the position of
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technological solutions by questioning the notion that scientific and technological changes
and free market mechanisms could be sufficient to resolve whatever problems might arise.
It pessimistically suggested that under current trends of population growth and material
consumption, resource bases could not be sustained over a few decades. Accordingly, these
assertions led to a demand for controls on population growth and economic growth. This

is now characterised as an anti-growth proposition of the steady-state economy.

From TLTG to the Brundtland Report: A Shift from a Pessimistic
View of Environment-development Conflict to an Optimistic
View of Environment-development Interdependence

As might be expected, the prospects of sustainability implied in the TLTG report
were widely unappealing: the reaction to it by economists was generally either dismissive
or hostile. This can be compared to the widely praised and little criticised Brundtland
Report. In fact, both reports tell very similar stories and reach somewhat similar
conclusions. In both cases, environmental constraints on growth/development are identified
and discussed. Both report agree that current trends cannot continue far into the future; they
both conclude that radical changes are required to manage world economy and world
environment. However, the difference in the bottom line conclusions of the two documents
is what sets them apart.

On the one hand, what the TLTG report explicitly offers is sustainability in the
sense of a constant level of total world output which can be maintained into the indefinite
future. Implicit is the continuing existence of pressure for redistribution from rich to poor

nations. What the Brundtland Report offers, on the other hand, is quite different:

Far from requiring the cessation of economic growth, it [sustainable development]
recognises that the problems of poverty and underdevelopment cannot be solved unless we
have a new era of growth in which developing countries play a large role and reap large
benefit (WCED 1987: 40, emphasis added).

In other words, the TLTG position takes the view that the potential for reducing the
demands on environmental functions by the substitutions between different environmental

capital, and between environmental and human capital, is quite limited. By contrast, the
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Brundtland Report position takes the view that, by virtue of such substitutions, it is possible
for the world economy to continue growing without increasing the demands made on the
environment beyond the limits that it can tolerate.

From the TLTG report to the Brundtland Report, the nature of the sustainability
argument has shifted. The environment-development discourse of the 1970s was concerned
mainly with the ecological limits to economic growth, and focused on the probable
exhaustion of non-renewable natural resources. In the late 1980s and 1990s, the
relationship between development and environment has been seen as both interdependent
and complementary: the Brundtland Report stresses the need for global environmental
management and puts faith in scientific solutions to perceived environmental and ecological
crises (Brown et al. 1993; Auty and Brown 1997). In other words, in the 15 years between
the TLTG report and the Brundtland Report, the concept of sustainability has shifted from
a more pessimistic neo-Malthusian view of anti-growth, steady-state economy to a more
optimistic view — sustainable development — which is arguing for managing the
environment in sustainable ways that meet the goal of further economic growth (De la
Court 1990: 10).

No consensus has been reached on which view is correct. Nevertheless, given that
sustainability problems are both irreversible and global in nature, no society can afford the
costs of being unsustainable. Only prevention is possible. Therefore, a precautionary
attitude is necessary (see Pearce 1989). The definition of sustainability will probably
remain ambiguous because “its beguiling simplicity and apparently self-evident meaning
have obscured its inherent ambiguity” (O’Riordan 1989: 93); but the fundamental concern
with sustainability, a concern with the interconnections between development and
environment, “is becoming accepted as the mediating term which bridges the gap between

developers and environmentalists™ (ibid.).
The Rio Summit: Local Agenda
While the operational implications of sustainable development often remain unclear,

it is certainly true that sustainability problems have emerged as an issue at the top of the

international agenda of developmental concerns. Despite the recognition of the
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interconnections between environmental and developmental objectives in the Brundtland
Report, an integration has not taken place because developed and developing countries have
quite distinct agendas. For the former, affluence (over-development) is the driving force
behind environmental degradation and resource depletion; for the latter, poverty (under-
development) is the problem to be blamed (Bartelmus 1994:11). Taking this into
consideration, in developing countries, the negative impacts of urban life are acutely felt
by local inhabitants, and their primary concerns are based in the present and not with the
future, while in developed countries, sustainable development can be addressed from the
urban level up to the global level (Stren et al. 1992:2).

However, given the urgency of sustainability problems, action has been called to
redress unsustainable trends. In December 1989, the UN General Assembly passed a
resolution agreeing to call a conference. It was the United Nations Conference on
Environment and Development (UNCED), which drew representatives from 178 countries
to Rio de Janeiro during two weeks period in June 1992. It was the largest international
conference ever held, and it became known as the Earth Summit. At this time, the idea of
sustainability had a significant international forum. At the Rio Summit, general principles
were set for ongoing international, national and intellectual agendas on sustainable
development in the 4genda 21 — a local action plan for sustainable development. It argues
that the goals of environmental protection and economic development could be integrated
on the basis of local community and free market principles (see Quarrie 1992). However,
this meeting has been criticised by some for failing to come up with policies of a
sufficiently radical nature to tackle effectively the problems confronting the world. Among
the five agreements signed in the Rio Summit, only the Framework Convention on Climate
Change and the Convention on Biological Diversity are binding under international law.
Agenda 21, the Rio Declaration and the Forest Principles, are non-binding statements of
intent which solely provide guidelines for future development (Jordan and Brown 1997:
271).

From Stockholm to Rio: Contrasting Perspectives
on the Environment-development Debate

In 1972, the Stockholm Conference called attention to the deteriorating international
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environment. Twenty years later, the Rio Summit explicitly recognised the link between
environmental protection and economic development. The links between environmental
protection and economic development had been clarified at the Stockholm Conference,
illustrating that these two concepts are not necessarily incompatible (Holdgate et al.
1982:7). However, it was not until the 1987 Brundtland Report that the interrelationship
between environment and development was fully recognised. Turner et al. (1994) have
summarised the spectrum of the various views about the concept of sustainability to date
(see Table 1.1).

There are both strong and weak concepts and definitions of sustainability. They are
most easily distinguished from one another with reference to often unstated assumptions
about how effectively technology and human ingenuity (human or technological capital)
can substitute natural resources and ecological services (natural capital) (Pearce et al. 1989;
Turner et al. 1994). Strong sustainability positions hold that human-made capital and
natural environmental capital are not always interchangeable, so that the possibility for such
a substitution is limited enough, or at least uncertain enough, to make continued industrial
growth ecologically precarious. In this manner, some proponents of the strong
sustainability camp see a total incompatibility between continued high levels of economic
growth and sustainable environment, as the one systematically undermines the other
(Seabrook 1990). Weak sustainability positions, by contrast, regard natural environmental
capital as potentially replaceable with human-made capital and thus tend to assume that
efficiency in use of resources, reflecting the substitution of ingenuity for resource inputs,
will continue to increase as it has done in the past (Cairncross 1991: 47; Daly and Cobb
1989: 72-73). It so follows that weak sustainability views economic growth as necessary
to sustainability.

In practice, as suggested by Houghton and Hunter (1994), strong versions of
sustainable development would include an approach to economic development that begins
from a position of uncompromising restraint on the use of some resources. However, from
a social perspective, this is not appealing since it does not distinguish human society from
other systems and it cannot relate those (eco)systems to human interests in any direct and
simple way (Common 1995: 55). Most importantly, strong sustainability positions fail to

recognise that environmental crises are problems of social organisation and cultural forms.
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Table 1.1 1deological Camps in Sustainability Debate

TECHNOCENTRIC ECOCENTRIC
‘Cornucopian’ ‘Accommodating’ ‘Communalist’ ‘Deep Ecology’
GREEN LABELS
Resource Resource Resource Extreme
exploitative, conservationist & preservationist preservationist
growth-oriented ‘managerial’ position position
position position
TYPE OF ECONOMY
Anti-green Green economy, Deep green Very deep green
economy, green markets economy, stead- economy, heavily
unfettered free guided by state economy regulated to
markets economic regulated by minimise
incentive macro- ‘resource-take’
instruments environmental
standards
MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES
Primary economic Modified Zero economic Reduced scale of
policy objective, economic growth growth; zero economy and
maximise (adjusted green population growth population
economic growth accounting to
(max GNP) measure GNP)
SUSTAINABILITY LABELS
Very Weak Weak Strong Very Strong
Sustainability Sustainability Sustainability sustainability

Source: Turner et al. (1994: 31), Box 2.1.
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A weak environmental political economy would, by contrast, emphasise the adoption of the
status quo. this has been argued as feasible, realistic and adequate. Ecologists, however,
criticise human management in narrowly conceived human interests as neglecting
considerations which relate to the functioning of the biosphere and its constituent systems
(ibid.).

Hardoy et al. (1992: 174) argue that there are at least three changes in emphasis
regarding the environment-development debate between the Stockholm Conference and the
Rio Summit. The first is the much increased concern about damage of global ecosystems.
The second is that, while the concern about the depletion of non-renewable internal
resources has to some extent receded, the concern about the finite nature of many renewable
resources (especially fertile soil and freshwater resources) has increased. The third is the
wider acceptance among many environmentalists of the need for economic growth within
many nations and regions (especially the poorest ones) for the achievement of necessary
basic human needs. In other words, at least one important consensus has gradually been
established between ‘developers’ and ‘environmentalists’: that unfettered economic growth
and extreme preservation are unsustainable. This change can be characterised as a move
away from an uncompromising antagonism between extreme sustainability positions (very
strong and very weak sustainability) and towards a mutual understanding between strong
and weak positions of sustainability. Taking into account the different developmental and
environmental agendas in both developed and developing countries, in particular under the
conditions of the current global political economy, a commonly accepted path to sustainable
development will be a compromising position between strong and weak sustainability
camps. The question is whether such a compromise solution, i.e. as an issue of ‘uneven
development’ between developed and developing countries, can really contribute to global

sustainable development.
Global Consequences and Local Origins: Concept and Implementation
The global consequences of environmental crises are local in origin; in turn, global

environmental problems, such as global warming and ozone depletion, will have local

impacts. A comprehensive understanding of sustainability issues at global level is
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necessary, but the existence of a global problem does not necessarily imply a global
solution. While ‘think globally and act locally’ has become one of the most popular catch
phrases of sustainability debates, we must recover the necessary connections between the
global and the local, as well as between the consequences and origins of sustainability
issues. In this regard, the difference between strong and weak sustainability positions is not
a question of degree regarding the possibility of substitution between human and
environmental stocks, but fundamentally a philosophical gulf between ecocentric and
anthropocentric views, as well as a question of ‘uneven development’ between developed
and developing countries. It could be argued that a commonly accepted position of
sustainable development is unlikely to be reached between these two world views except
a compromising global political-economic solution. As might be expected, this top-down
approach can at best reach a limited degree of success and, at worst, enlarge the
‘unevenness’ of development between rich and poor countries/regions on the grounds that
they are occupying very different positions in the global community. In other words,
different societies and regions are facing different environments, and thus have different
sustainability agendas. While the issue of equity (both inter- and intra-generational equity)
stands at the centre of sustainability debates, it is both unjust and counterproductive to
resolve sustainability issues in this way.

Because these two positions are so different in their underlying assumptions, to
reconcile these conflicting views requires a fundamental rethinking of the meaning of
sustainability. This thesis argues that what sets these two sustainability positions apart is
also the key to bring them together — i.e. we need to re-examine the interrelationship
between environment and development by looking at the fundamental interconnections
between people and their environments. While recovering this defining character of
sustainability issues, it might be possible to weave together these two conflicting positions.
This also suggests that a proper conception is crucial for the adoption of policy and action.
The policy and action based on inappropriate conceptions are unlikely to achieve the goal
of sustainable development. For the sake of illustration, as well as to justify the re-
conceptualisation of sustainable development, it is important to highlight the inadequacy
of current sustainability policy before moving on to explore the underlying

interconnectedness between environment and development.
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ustainable Policies: -classical Economic¢ Approac

Since the publication of the Brundtland Report in 1987, the UK government has
shown its support to the concept of sustainable development by publishing a series of
environmental documents (DoE 1989; 1990; 1992; 1993; 1994a; 1994b). In summary, the
UK government’s conception of sustainable development can be characterised as a neo-
classical economic view, i.e. one which emphasises the price mechanism of the free market
on environmental issues. Neo-classical environmental economists hold the view that
improvement, or at least maintenance, of the material standards of living is desirable but
should not destroy or reduce the environmental and resource bases which are critical to the
welfare of current and future generations. This view is represented by the Blueprint for a
Green Economy? (Pearce et al. 1989). The purpose of this book, and the subsequent
Blueprint series (see Pearce, ed. 1991; Pearce 1993; 1995), is to consider the implications
of sustainable development for the UK economy by setting it in context to the global
economic and environmental systems. While arguing that “future generations should be
compensated for reductions in the endowments of resources brought about by the actions
of present generations” (Pearce et al. 1989:3), the central idea of these Blueprint series is
on the trade-offs between environmental and economic goals, and on valuing the

environment. Pearce argues that:

. . . solving environmental problems necessarily requires solving economic problems first,
especially by removing those distortions that arise from the failure to place an economic
value on environmental assets and their services, and the failure to reflect those economic
values in the workings of the market-place (Pearce 1993: xiii).

In other words, the neo-classical economic approach argues that sustainability problems
arise because the values of the services provided by the natural environment are not
properly taken into account as part of the existing economic decision-making. The price

mechanism has wrongly recorded environmental goods and services as having zero, or very

2 This report was commissioned by the Department of Environment (DoE) and prepared
by the London Environmental Economics Centre (LEEC), a joint venture established by the
International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED) and the Department of Economics
at University College of London.
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low prices when they serve economic functions which should attract positive prices; so the
economic system tends to over-use the under-valued environmental services. What Pearce
and his associates suggest, is to value the environment by establishing market-based
incentives and to allow the market to decide the levels of resource exploitation and
economic development.

In practice, this corresponds to the application of the principle of ‘polluter pays’
(environmental taxation), as, for example, taxes on emissions and discharges, deposit-
refund systems, tradeable emissions, and resource-use permits, as extensions to the
principle of ‘user pays’ in neo-classical economic thought (Pearce et al. 1989:156-66).

It is believed that to make the polluter pay by assigning some pollution tax to the
prices of environmental services can encourage rational use of scarce environmental
resources and avoid distortions in international trade and investment. In other words,
sustainability issues are dealt with within the conventional boundaries of economic analysis
except the underlying assumptions about environmental goods and services are modified.
To use economic jargon, a neo-classical economic approach to sustainability issues is to
internalise the environmental externalities into market mechanisms. For example, the
definition of capital has been extended to include not only man-made capital but also
natural capital (environmental assets); suggestions have been made to replace the
conventional monetary valuation of national well-being and measure of economic growth,
such as Gross National Product (GNP) and Gross Domestic Product (GDP), with some
environmental-sensitive indices of welfare and development, such as ‘Gross Natural
Product’ (see Agarwal and Narain 1991) and ‘Net National Product’ (GNP minus
depreciation of natural assets, minus defensive expenditures against environmental damage,
minus the costs of unmitigated environmental damage) (see [IUCN et al. 1991).

However, it could be argued that neo-classical economic concepts of sustainable
development are misleading, and the associated market-based measures can only have a
limited degree of success. The major problem of the neo-classical economic approach to
sustainability is economic reductionism. While neo-classical environmental economists
rightly criticise that ‘development’ should not be conflated with ‘growth’ by separating the
qualitative dimensions of economic development apart from the quantitative ones, they fail

to recognise that economic life is only a part, though a very important part, of social life.
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It might be necessary to include environmental goods and services into price and market
mechanisms in order to make the best use of the increasingly scarce common goods (or to
avoid the growing scale ‘common bads’). However, what is also needed is to recognise the
limits and the distortions of price/market mechanisms on ‘valuing’ the states of ‘being’,
such as quality of life and other survival needs. These basic needs should not be seen as
merely ‘tradable goods’ in the first place. Moreover, market mechanisms, no matter how
efficient they are for the allocation of resources, can only deal with ‘effective demands’
which are supported by the purchasing power of people, but not necessarily by people’s
‘real needs’ which may not be included in the market mechanisms. While economists often
accept the Keynesian maxim that ‘in the long run we are all dead’ and that the short-run is
the only reasonable time horizon over which to operationalise economic and political
decisions, Harvey (1996: 229) argues that the purpose of the rhetoric of sustainability is to
direct public policy towards thinking about time horizons well beyond those encountered
in the market. Moreover, Mehmet (1995: 125) argues that: “In pragmatic trade terms,
monetisation is more likely to facilitate the process of pro-Western capitalisation of Third
World resources, thus widening rather than narrowing global inequality and
unsustainability.” In this view, while the neo-classical economic approaches to
sustainability issues try to resolve the issue of inter-generational equity by improving
market efficiency, it is likely to be achieved at the expense of intra-generational equity.

Whereas Pearce explains sustainable development in terms of neo-classical
€conomics, a contrasting view (see Jacobs 1991) holds that the environmental crisis can not
be resolved by economic means alone, but is in effect an economic crisis. In his view, it
is the overly emphasised economic logic which leads to ‘development’ being unsustainable.
While equity (both inter- and intra-generational equity) is conceived by many to be the
upmost goal of sustainability, conventional economic analysis thus reaches its limits: the
monetary valuations of non-economic effects of economic growth and of other human
activities and natural processes become arbitrary, because these processes and
consequences cannot fit into the economic demand-and-supply system.

The problem of the neo-classical economic approach to sustainability issues is also
reflected in the price mechanism per se. Like Pearce and his associates, I take the view

that environmental considerations should be integrated into the processes of socio-
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economic decision-making. But an integration of environmental and economic policies is
not sufficient. The complex, dynamic and multifaceted nature of sustainability issues
requires a holistic conception to address the interconnections between environmental and
developmental goals. It cannot be further clear that certain actions must be taken to reverse
unsustainable trends, but effective corrective actions are only possible when we have a
proper conception of sustainable development. The neo-classical economic approaches
attempt to integrate both environmental and economic issues in the market mechanism, but
their core atomistic conception is unable to address this multi-faceted nature of
sustainability issues. Society is not the sum of a mass of homogeneous individuals, but is
constituted by a web of institutions. To see the individuals as the final unit of decision-
making in neo-classical economic analysis will obscure the significance of the
interdependent and multifaceted nature of sustainability issues. Hence, a re-

conceptualisation of sustainable development is necessary.

in : -con lisati

In much of the writing on sustainable development there is a common thread, a
fairly consistent set of characteristics that appear to define the close relationship between
people and their environments. Conventional conceptions of sustainable development
stress either ecological sustainability (the fallacy of strong sustainability view) or economic
sustainability (the fallacy of weak sustainability view), but they share a common blind spot:
a lack of focus on people. The concepts of both environment and development cannot be
separated from people’s thinking and doing; it is people’s environment and people’s
development. As noted in the Brundtland Report, “the ‘environment’ is where we all live;
and ‘development’ is what we all do in an attempt to improve our lot within that abode”
(WCED 1987: xi). In other words, sustainability issues are not the problems of the
environment (as a natural process) or the economy (as a human activity) per se, but an
interrelated issue of people and environment (people’s intervention in environment and
environment’s impact on people). What is needed in the discussion of the environment-
development interrelationship is to make explicit the human scale, or the social dimension,

in sustainability debates: as socio-environmental issues and socio-economic issues.
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The trend towards an emphasis on the human scale has been stressed as early as in
the Stockholm Conference of 1972 by virtue of the title of the conference — the United
Nations Conference on the Human Environment. To re-conceptualise sustainable
development, therefore, one should begin with a broad and fundamental rethinking about
the meanings of environment, development, and most importantly, people. With the
emphasis on the role of people in the interconnections between environment and
development, what appears central to the re-conceptualisation of sustainability issues is the
concept of ‘duality’: i.e. environment, development, and people, not as discrete entities, a
dualism, but representing an interdependent whole, a duality: an interdependence between
people and their environments. The concept of duality will be explained in chapters 2 and
3. However, in the remainder of the chapter, let us see how the re-conceptualisation of the
notions of environment, development, and people, can help to clarify the meaning of

sustainable development.

The Concept of Environment: The Nature and the Society

The relationship between people and environment has long been a central theme in
geographical studies. Dunford and Perrons (1983, chap. 3) argue that geographical writing
on this issue tends to under-emphasise the role of social factors. Naturalistic ideologies
dominate: theoretical frameworks are concerned with the conditioning of human individuals
by nature and with the determination of geographical forms by natural conditions (see
Smith 1990, chap. 1). The natural environment is seen as given, pre-existing to human
beings, and external to society. It is a realm of impersonal objects, to be studied, then
conquered or exploited by humans. By contrast, the socially constructed society, which is
sustained and made to happen by human beings, is regarded as fundamentally discontinuous
with nature (see Fuller 1988). Orthodox economics also regards environmental resources
as ‘given’ (i.e. exogenously derived in theory building) and thereby not being brought into
full explanation and significance. As far as sustainability is understood as an
interdependency between people and their environments, it is inappropriate to see the
natural environment and the social conditions as totally separated entities. Environment is

not separate from where we live. Harvey (1996: 118), in examining the relationship
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between social process and practical politics, as well as the geographical difference

embedded in place, space, and environment, argues that:

‘Environment’ is . . . whatever surrounds or . . . whatever exists in the surroundings of
some being that is relevant to the state of that being at a particular place and time. The
‘situatedness’ of a being and its internal conditions and needs have as much to say about
the definition of environment as the surrounding conditions themselves, while the criteria
of relevance can also vary widely (emphasis added).

In other words, environment is always related to people, or the human society. In the late
twentieth century, while the utilitarian logic of industrialism and the expanding tendency
of capitalism radically changed the nature and scale of people-environment
interdependency, the boundaries of people’s activities have gone beyond the immediate,
local surroundings and reached the global scale. For example, ‘fresh’ vegetables and fruits
grown in remote areas, and in different seasons, are occupying a large space of shelves in
the 24-hour supermarkets; synthetic materials and artificial surroundings are common to
our daily lives, including the created space of ‘virtual reality’. It is inappropriate to reduce
‘environment’ to ‘natural environment’, or ‘nature’, as something discrete, remote, and
external to our society.

Clearly, there are pre-existing conditions of the natural environment, such as the
atmosphere, oceans, land, and ecosystems as a whole, of which human society is an integral
part. However, there also exists the man-made environment in which humans do not exist
in a state of mere adaption to the material world; by contrast, people seek to master their
environment rather than adjust to it as given. People change themselves by changing the
world around them, and people change in accordance with the changing world, in a
continual and reciprocal process. After millions of years of hunting and gathering and
thousands of years of tilling the soil, humans are now entering a new era where the created
environment is the dominant structure of their surroundings. In such times, most areas of
the environment are subject to the interventi(')ﬁ of (intended and unintended) human
activities. In Britain, for example, social and economic change over a period of six
thousand years has removed all but 7 per cent of the natural forest cover of the British Isles
(McCormick 1995: 161). Very little, if any, true wilderness remains, and only the vestiges

of once great natural forests remain in places such as Sherwood, the New Forest and the
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Forest of Dean (ibid.). The significance of the man-made environment can be illustrated

by a lengthy quotation from the words of Beck. He stresses that:

. .. at the end of the twentieth century, it means the end of the antithesis between nature
and society. That means that nature can no longer be understood outside of society, or
society outside of nature. The social theories, which understood nature as something
given, ascribed, to be subdued, and therefore always as something opposing us, alien to us,
as non-society, have been nullified by the industrialization process itself. . . . At the end
of the twentieth century, nature is neither given nor ascribed, but has instead become a
historical product, the interior furnishings of the civilizational world, destroyed or
endangered in the natural conditions of its reproduction. But that means that the
destruction of nature, integrated into the universal circulation of industrial production,
ceases to be ‘mere’ destruction of nature and becomes an integral component of the social,
political and economic dynamic (Beck 1992: 80).

In other words, while conceptually it is necessary to distinguish between the man-made
environment and the natural environment, in reality they co-exist as an integrated whole —

the living environment of human society.

The Concept of Development: Economic Development
and Socio-economic Development

In the sustainability debates, the notion of development has been clarified by making
a distinction between the qualitative and the quantitative dimensions of development, or
simply the distinction between development and growth (see Redclift 1987; Pearce et al.
1989; Turner et al. 1994). For example, it is often argued that ‘development’ is confused
with ‘growth’: growth conveys the idea of quantitative expansion of the economic system,
and development, by contrast, is a qualitative process involving the improvement of
cultural, social, as well as economic aspects of society (IUCN et al. 1991). Most
commentators would now accept that there is more to development than rising real
incomes — i.e. economic growth.

It is generally acknowledged that economic growth is at best an ‘essential’ or a
‘mere’ means of development rather than an end in itself (World Bank 1992:34; UNDP
1992: 2). Development is judged not only by the production of goods and services, the
accumulation of wealth, but also its respective implications for individual well-being.

Affluence, or economic development, itself, does not necessarily promote human welfare
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if certain social groups (usually the poor) are excluded from the access to resources. In
other words, human development also involves an indispensable dimension of distribution
and positioning. In some circumstances, economic development actually creates scarcity
rather than reduce it because it generates additional needs. It is necessary to expand the
analysis of development from focusing on its ‘means’, economic growth, to addressing its
‘ends’, quality of life. These two dimensions are closely related, but not equivalent.

In this manner, the concept of development must be understood in a wider context
of socio-economic dynamics rather than in a narrowly-conceived notion of economic
growth. The conventional notions of sustainable development are controversial partly
because they do not explicitly distinguish between the sustainability of economic activity
and the general substance of human life. The reason is obvious: human ‘assets’ (beings)
are not owned and traded and thus valued in the markets as is the case of produced assets
(material goods). In other words, there exists a fundamental incompatibility between
different people’s “utility functions’. They cannot be ‘summed up’ or ‘averaged out’, as the
monetary evaluations of commodities and productions.

However, it could be argued that for a full and proper understanding of the meaning
of sustainable development, simply to distinguish the qualitative dimension of development
from the quantitative one is insufficient. Rather, to re-conceptualise the meaning of
development, we have to explore the relationship between different kinds of development.
In so doing, first we must understand the roles of production and reproduction in relation
to human aspirations for development. Production is about the transformation of materials;
reproduction, by contrast, is about the transformation of beings. However, the meaning of
reproduction is twofold. On the one hand, reproduction is understood as a momentary
happening, a single event — i.e. consumption, or in Marxist terms, the reproduction of
labour power. On the other hand, reproduction is understood as a cyclical or repetitive
process — i.e. re-production, or the continuity of the production system. As might be
expected, consumption necessarily involves production, and re-production cannot be
sustained without consumption. The relationship between production and reproduction,
consequently, can be understood in two senses. One is a substitute dualism: as production
and consumption; another is a complementary duality: as production and re-production.

Progress in the transformation of materials, or the re-production of the production system,
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is referred to as productive development, or simply economic development; and
improvement in the transformation of beings, or the reproduction of labour power, is
referred to as reproductive development, or socio-economic development. For example,
the breakthroughs in production technology and the growing scale of productive activities
can be seen as a productive development. However, this does not necessarily mean that
people within the same society consume more or better products, for example, if these
products are produced for export. In turn, the production system cannot be sustained over
time if the producers cannot find the buyers to finance the resources required for production
in the next cycle.

The difference between productive and reproductive development, or between
economic and socio-economic development, as might be expected, is more than a simple
dichotomy between the quantitative and the qualitative. Clearly, both involve quantitative
and qualitative dimensions. In the late twentieth century, the relationship between
productive and reproductive development can be seen to be mutually exclusive and
complementary; mutually exclusive due to the constraint of space and time (presumably
people can either undertake productive activities or consume goods and services at a
specific time/space, but not both). They are complementary because both production and
reproduction cannot be sustained without input from another. Consequently, overall
development requires an adequate channelling between productive and reproductive
development to assure that both systems can be sustained into the future. It could be argued
that the notion of sustainable development can be understood by exploring the duality
relationship between productive and reproductive development via the interplay between
man-made and natural environment. Nevertheless, to address the environment-
development duality, it requires a rethinking about the notion of people via the distinction

between individual persons and the social collective.
The Concept of People: Individuals and Society
Strictly speaking, in everyday life there is no environment which is truly ‘natural’

or ‘artificial’. The relationship between human society and environment is neither one of

a simple part nor one of a complete whole (the ecocentric view), and neither is it the
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dominance of human society over natural environment, so the latter is an object to be
controlled (the anthropocentric view). Rather, it is an interdependency between them: the
social and the natural environments which are in effect the two sides of the same living
‘environmental’ coin. While what is called the natural environment is increasingly shaped
by human action (both directly and indirectly), human activities are increasingly
conditioned not only by natural processes but also by what humans themselves have made
of nature. The issue of sustainability must be understood as a social problem, a problem
created by, and eventually having its final impact on people themselves. Commoner (1973:
23) argues:

When any environmental issue is pursued to its origins, it reveals an inescapable truth —
that the root cause of the crisis in not to be found in how men interact with nature, but in
how they interact with each other . . . (cited in Singh 1989: 155).

This human scale (or social dimension) is important for the re-conceptualisation of
sustainability since the meanings of both environment and development are value-laden,
involving people in the decision-making and management processes of our society,
including the formulation and implementation of sustainability strategies. In other words,
the interdependency between development and environment cannot be separated from
people’s asserts and actions. Manning (1990:291) stresses that “the concept underlying
sustainable development is . . . a human perspective relating to human use of the
biosphere”. In one sense, modemn civilisation was established on the transformation of
natural materials via the transformation of social relations. At the end of the twentieth
century, and in particular in the Western societies where large-scale human intervention on
the environment has a longer history than in other societies, it seems unrealistic to talk
about the relationship between environment and development without addressing the role
of people themselves. “Environment problems”, Beck (1992:81) argues, “are not problems
of our surroundings, but — in their origins and through their consequences — are thoroughly
social problems, problems of people” (original emphasis). In other words, environmental
issues and developmental issues are related to each other by virtue of human mediation.
While sustainability issues are conceptualised as a social problem in terms of their

origins and consequences, the concept of people should be clarified. Traditionally there are
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two categories of human conceptions: one is the individual persons; the other is the social
collectivity, or the society as a whole. Within the social sciences, there are many differing
views held on the relationship between individuals and society. The voluntaryist camp,
which is represented by Weber, argues that society is constituted by individuals and their
intentional behaviour; the reificationist camp, which is represented by Durkheim, argues
that society possesses a life of its own, external to and coercing the individuals. A third
camp, the dialectical model developed by Berger and his associates, argues that society
forms the individuals who create society and society produces the individuals who produce
society in a continuous dialectic reproduction (for a summary of the individual-society
relationship, see Gregory 1981; see also Walmsley and Lewis 1993; Bhaskar 1989b).
However, these three individual-society theories have a common problem: they all
subscribe to the dichotomy between individual behaviour and the structure of society. A
fourth camp, which tries to resolve the individual-society dichotomy is represented by
Giddens’ structuration theory (for a summary, see Giddens 1984). Central to the theory of
structuration is the concept of ‘the duality of structure’. Giddens argues:

The constitution of agents and structures are not two independently given sets of
phenomena, a dualism, but represent a duality. . . . the structural properties of social

systems are both medium and outcome of the practices they [agents] recursively organise
(Giddens 1984: 25).

This theory sees the relationship between individuals and society as one whole: human
action creates the structures of society, those structures providing the context for the
socialisation of humans, and, in turn, the human action which will reflect and re-create
these structures. In Bhaskar’s words, “society is both the ever-present condition (material
cause) and the continually reproduced outcome of human agency” (Bhaskar 1989a: 34-35,
original emphasis). Arguably, this individual-society duality is the key to building the
susfainability connections between different concepts of environment and development: as

dualities of environment—people—development.
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The Interconnectedness Between Environment and Development:
The External and the Internal Dimensions of Sustainability

Having understood that the concepts of environment, development, and people
cannot be reduced to single, undifferentiated entities of natural environment, economic
development, and human society respectively, the meaning of sustainable development can
be re-conceptualised as interconnections between environment, people, and development.
Two dimensions of sustainable development should be distinguished from each other (see
Figure 1.1). The first dimension is the external, physical interconnections between natural
environment, human society, and productive (economic) development, referred to as
DPhysical sustainability, an issue which has been widely discussed in mainstream
sustainability debates. The second dimension is the internal, social interconnections
between man-made environment, individual persons, and reproductive (socio-economic)
development, referred to as social sustainability, an issue which has been largely ignored
in mainstream sustainability debates. In a way, this can be compared to Ward’s conception
of ‘sustainable development’ as meeting the ‘inner limits’ of human needs and rights
without exceeding the ‘outer limits’ of the planet’s ability to sustain life, now and in the
future (see Ward 1976). Arguably, social sustainability is the prerequisite of physical
sustainability: to achieve physical sustainability social sustainability must be achieved first.
This is because a socially unsustainable society will increase its exploitation of the natural
environment, and the aim of a sustainable environment is to improve the quality of life for
all people in society. Overall sustainability, consequently, requires a harmonious
channelling between social and physical sustainability.

This thesis does not intend to deal with the all-encompassing question of sustainable
development in general. This would be a task which would require one to make insights
from a wide range of disciplines, in particular an interdisciplinary collaboration across
natural and social sciences. Such a task is beyond the scope of a single thesis. Rather, this
thesis is focusing on the internal, social perspective of sustainability, arguing that it is a
deeper explanation of sustainability issues. This social focus can be easily justified. In
the vast amount of sustainability literature to date — whether it is concerned with developed
or developing countries, a historical analysis or a theoretical economic argument, a practical

application of sustainability concepts or a political agenda — most of these debates are
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Figure 1.1 External and Internal Dimensions of Sustainability

centrally concerned with the issue of physical sustainability, arguing that a robust economic
development is embedded in an ecologically healthy and resource-bound environment (for
a summary, see Van den Bergh and Van den Straaten 1994). The internal, social aspect of
sustainable development is largely ignored, although it might be implicitly accepted in
some sustainability debates, and some passing comments have been made on this matter.
However, as far as sustainability problems are understood as a social problem, a problem
which cannot be separated from people’s thoughts and actions, this social aspect of
sustainability is important. This thesis argues that to explore the meaning of social
sustainability, as well as its practical implications, is crucial to the understanding of
sustainability issues in general, including the formulation of effective sustainability

strategies in practice.
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Social Sustainability: A Deeper Explanation

The significance of the internal, social aspect of sustainability is that it addresses
the generative essentials of the issue of sustainable development. A real, overall
sustainability, which simultaneously and constantly channels the external, physical
properties of sustainability with the internal, social conditions of sustainability, will not
have the problems of sub-sustainability and pseudo-sustainability. A sustainable overall
development will not seek a sustainable path of development for some regions at the
expense of unsustainability in other regions — the fallacy of sub-sustainability; nor will it
pursue a sustainable condition of development for society’s production system as a whole
at the expense of certain social groups’ welfare, in particular the welfare of the less
advantaged groups — the fallacy of pseudo-sustainability. The former is seen as an issue
of uneven development between the more developed Western countries and the less
developed Third World countries or between the core and the peripheral regions; the latter
is usually understood as an issue of social exclusion of certain disadvantaged groups in a
particular society. Since the internal, social aspect of sustainability is of a common interest
for all societies, as well as the deeper explanation of the sustainability concerns in general,
to explore this generative essentials of sustainability issues can provide a meeting ground
which will bring together the diverse interests of both developers and environmentalists,
developed and developing countries, the local and the global, as well as some different
social groups.

However, cautions should be taken to explore the internal, social aspect of
sustainability. It needs to be pointed out that social sustainability defined in this thesis is
not understood as a constituting element of, or an add-on to, conventional sustainability
debates, i.e. as environmental sustainability, economic sustainability, and social
sustainability. This constituting approach to social sustainability tends to focus on issues
like poverty, health, participation, and so on. As might be expected, research of this kind
has a great interest in Third World countries and cities (see United Nations Centre for
Human Settlements 1989; 1991; see also James 1996). These issues are important and
urgent, requiring quick and adequate policy responses. However, this thesis is mainly

concerned with the underlying causalities of sustainability issues; as a result, the meanings
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of social sustainability should be explored with reference to the origins of sustainability
problems. This is why this thesis sees social sustainability as the internal dimension, as
well as the deeper explanation of, sustainability issues.

Accordingly, the theoretical analysis of the thesis focuses on reconceptualising
sustainable development via a distinction of the internal, social dimension of sustainability
from the external, physical dimension of sustainability. By virtue of the origins and through
the consequences of sustainability issues, the empirical analysis of the thesis focuses on
Western cities. In this context, urban social sustainability is defined as a time-space
channelling of everyday life and the created environment in the cities between productive
and reproductive activities. Due to the expanding logic of Western industrial capitalism,
social sustainability is understood as ‘uneven development’ between production and
reproduction, that requires adequate time-space channelling between individual life-chances
and overall institutional structures. This social conception of sustainability may be unable
to deal with some of the most pressing issues like environmental degradation and economic
downturn directly; however, as the remainder of the thesis will demonstrate, this urban
social dimension is the deeper explanation of the broader sustainability issues. To tackle
other social issues such as poverty, health, and participation, we must address this
underlying causality first.

In the sustainability debates, many have rightly noted that environmental problems
must be traced to dominant modes of production, consumption, and reproduction (Johnston
1989; Robertson 1989; Singh 1989). This thesis argues that sustainability problems are in
essence a Western problem, a problem closely associated with the process of Western
modernisation® by virtue of the utilitarian logic of Western industrialisation and the
expanding logic of the capitalist mode of production. It is the combination of Western
industrialism and capitalism which go hand in hand in the appropriation of natural
resources and the transformation of social systems that should be responsible for the current

trends of unsustainable development. This does not mean that sustainability problems are

3 Western modernisation refers to the process of social and economic changes resulting
from the diffusion and adoption of the characteristics of industrial revolution taking place in the
late eighteenth-century and early nineteenth-century Europe and North America. This period was
also the history of fast urbanisation in many Western cities and the history of imperialism and
colonialism in Africa, Southeast Asia, and Central and South America.
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problems that only exist in the more developed Western countries. On the contrary, the
world as a whole is moving towards Western style of development, i.e. industrialisation,
market economy, and democracy, that is characterised by the desire to ‘be developed’ in
Third World countries. Such an ideology of development, as Harvey (1989: 373) notes,
roots in the deeper and wider tendency towards modernisation associated with the
“remarkable . . . historical geography of capitalism.” A full and proper understanding of
the issue of sustainable development, either in Third World countries or on the globe as a
whole, requires an understanding of the process of Western industrialisation and associated
socio-economic changes. A complete theory of capitalism and a historical analysis of the
evolution of industrial revolution would show how and why current development is
unsustainable. But this is beyond the scope and the focus of this thesis. Nevertheless, with
highlighting the transforming, expanding, and destructive character of the capitalist mode
of production, alongside a brief historical review of the process of Western
industrialisation, one can demonstrate why development under industrial capitalism is
unsustainable. Moreover, such an analysis will shed light on the interwoven character of

sustainability issues in relation to current social, economic, and environmental problems.

Industrial Capitalism: A Growth Machine

In the last two centuries the rise of industrial capitalism, with industrialism as the
machine, and capitalism as the power, has transformed the world in ways that natural
processes and previous civilisations would have taken millennia to achieve. Taking this
into consideration, to explore the deeper explanation of sustainability problems, we must
understand why the term development is prone to be reduced to material accumulation and
consumption, i.e. economic development.

First and foremost, it is necessary to clarify the meaning of industrial capitalism.
Broadly speaking, industrialism and capitalism are two distinctive things operating under
different rules and conditions in the course of Western modernisation. Giddens (1985: 123)
argues that they should not collapse into one another either conceptually or empirically.
On the one hand, industrialism mainly refers to the transformation of the means of

production which is characterised by the process of industrialisation that alters the human-
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nature relations in a created environment via the large-scale use of machinery and energy
(especially non-renewable fossil fuels) in both production and everyday life (Giddens
1990:60). It denotes a utilitarian logic that human societies attempt to use the results of
scientific-technological advances as the means for human and social aspirations, mainly
through the appropriation of nature.

In Western societies, several historical periods can be identified in the process of
industrialisation. Firstly in Britain, a major mechanisation of production and massive
increases in energy consumption took place in the late eighteenth century and the early
nineteenth century, i.e. the initial Industrial Revolution. Then in Western Europe and North
America, the Second Industrial Revolution took place at the turn of the twentieth century.
It was characterised by the industrial process of scientific management, or Taylorism, and
lately the organisation of mass production, or Fordism, which dominated the post Second
World War period till the mid-1970s. In the late 1970s, a new kind of ‘flexible
accumulation’ was emerging on a global scale (see Harvey 1988), resulting in what Blim
(1992) terms the ‘global factory’, i.e. industrial production for the capitalist world market
is now found in every continent and in most regions of the world.

For some writers, industrialism, or the so-called ‘scientific-technological
revolution’, has been thought to have been responsible for the major structural changes of
modern society — i.e. as the primary motor of social development (Scase 1989: 2). But
industrialism without capitalism, for Marxists, could only exist as a local phenomenon and
could not be sustained over a long period of time. Capitalism, on the other hand, as Marx
said, “preceded the development of industrialism and indeed provided much of the impetus
to its emergence” (Giddens 1990: 61). In this view, capitalism is the driving force which
has extended the arena of Western industrialisation to a global scale. Capitalism, in short,
refers to a historically specific form of economic and social organisation in which (a) the
direct producer is separated from ownership of the means of production and the product of
the labour process; and where (b) this separation is effected through the transformation of
labour power into a commodity to be bought and sold on a labour market regulated by price
signals (Gregory 1994: 40-41). In other words, capitalism has facilitated, and has been
reinforced by, the separation between productive and reproductive activities in both space

and time.
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There are two main strands of Marxist-influenced political-economic accounts of
this concern: class conflict theories and capital accumulation theories (see Gottdeiner 1985,
chap. 3). However, the collapse of Marxist-Leninist socialism as basic forms of economic
and political organisation in Eastern Europe, in the former Soviet Union and elsewhere, has
nullified the thesis of class conflict and has given rise to much (dangerous) self-
congratulation in the West, regarding the victory of capitalism. While Alperovitz (1996:
55) argues that neither of the two major ‘systems’ of the twentieth century — capitalism and
socialism — are organised in ways compatible with sustainability goals, the danger is that
the urgent need for a re-examination on the direction of industrial capitalism, and on the
implications for a sustainable future, will be deferred because Western industrial capitalism
can temporarily find more space to expand. Amin (1997:14-15) points out that
“Capitalism is not ‘a system of development’. . . [since] the logic of capitalist expansion
does not imply any result that can be identified in terms of development.” Rather than
unquestionably accepting capitalist society as the most desirable social system for the years
to come, to explore the internal, social dimension of sustainability requires a full
understanding of the driving force of capitalist society — the expansion of capital. Hill
(1977) notes:

Capital accumulation, the production of surplus value, is the driving force of capitalist
society. By its very nature, capital accumulation necessitates expansion of the means of
production, expansion of the size of the wage labour force, expansion of circulation
activity as more products become commodities, . . . (Hill 1977, cited in Gottdiener 1985:
87).

While the globalisation of the capitalist system has exploited the natural resources and
environmental services to an unsustainable level, it could be argued that the central question
regarding the issue of social sustainability lies in the underlying logic of industrial
capitalism: the overriding tendency of expansion guided by the search for profit (surplus
value). To use Fukuyama’s (1992) words, capitalist expansion is the ‘accumulation without
end’, or what Saunders (1995) terms the ‘growth machine’. It is the capitalist mode of
production, which provides the energy for expansion, and the scientific-technological
revolution of industrialism, which serves as the engine for growth, these going hand in

hand, should be responsible for the crisis of our current unsustainable development. The
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capitalist growth machine, in Saunders’ (1995: 54) words, is like “a monster created by
Frankenstein, something powerful, out of control, destructive and seemingly
uncontainable.” Therefore, knowledge of the practical manifestation of industrial
capitalism’s expanding tendency is critical to the understanding of the concept of social

sustainability.

Industrial Capitalism and its Time-space Implications

Rather than entering into debates about the consequences of global capitalist
expansion as an issue of uneven development which characterises the geographical hallmark
of the capitalist mode of production, i.e. the geographical unevenness in capitalist growth®,
this thesis tries to explore the defining character of industrial capitalism by examining its
time-space implications from both productive and reproductive perspectives. This thesis
argues that to explore the geographical consequences of the capitalist mode of production
as uneven development at international, regional, and urban levels — i.e. as over-
development and under-development between developed and developing countries, between
the cores and the peripheries, and between suburbs and inner-cities (see, for example, Smith
1990; Webber 1982) — only scratches the surface of sustainability problems; the
underlying causes remain untouched. Such arguments tend to deal with the issue of
different degrees of growth in terms of capital accumulation and their roles in the process
of capitalist production, the reproductive aspect is largely ignored.

As argued above, in a sense sustainability can be understood as a matter of
reproduction, including the reproduction of individual life-chances (consumption) and the
re-production of the production system as a whole (social reproduction). Accordingly, this
thesis is centrally concerned with the unevenness between productive (economic) and
reproductive (socio-economic) development, not with an overriding concern about the
narrowly defined term: economic development. In so doing, it would transcend the

overriding concern about the environment and address the fundamental need for a concern

4 The issue of uneven development is manifested on several scales, for example, the
opposed but connected processes of development and underdevelopment between the Western
World and the Third World at global scale, or the regional divide between the North and the South
in the British case.
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about the people who create and change their environments. As stressed above, it is the
social aspect of sustainability concerns which distinguishes this thesis from other
mainstream sustainability debates. This thesis argues that one should explore the meanings
of sustainable development from its deeper roots. While addressing this internal, social
dimension of sustainability as an ‘uneven development’ between productive and
reproductive activities in a particular society, one is more likely to integrate the diverse,
and often conflicting, interests between different regions and social groups.

Research over the internal, social dimensions of sustainability begs one to ask the
question: ‘Why should the industrial capitalist mode of production, driven by the expansion
of capital, be responsible for the “uneven development” between productive and
reproductive activities?” To answer this question, we must understand the time-space
implications of the capitalist mode of production. First and foremost, in the process of
Western modernisation in the last two hundred years or so, industrial capitalism has helped
radical institutional changes in the structure of everyday life: the separation between
productive activities and the otherwise concurrent counterpart of reproductive activities in
both space and time. In hunting and gathering society, production and reproduction were
by and large the same thing because reproduction (consumption) was taking place almost
at the same place and the same time in the process of production. In agrarian society,
production and reproduction also took place in a rather narrow span of time-space zones
because the livelihoods of most people were bound to the land. Even the ‘urban’
inhabitants in agrarian society were living and working in a small area within the city walls.
In other words, in agrarian society, both production and reproduction were localised
activities. When entering into an industrial capitalist society, the productive activities
(especially manufacturing) and the reproductive activities (the consumption of
manufactured goods) increasingly take place in different places and times, resulting in an
obvious separation of the work place and the living place, and furthermore with an
associated division between work time and leisure time. The time-space disparities
between productive and reproductive activities are not only restricted to the working class
— those who sell their time and labour in the market — but also applicable to capitalists
who own the means of production.

One significant consequence of such time-space disparities between production and
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reproduction has been the creation of an economic entity with its own ‘life’ — the capitalist
production system is one which is geared by the search for profit, by companies operating
separately from the basic institution of social reproduction — i.e. family life and the
reproduction of labour power. Marxists tend to explain the potential conflicts between
production and reproduction as a class conflict. However, with the development of the
stock market in the twentieth century, the means of production has increasingly been shared
by public shareholders rather than being controlled in the hands of a small number of
capitalists. As a result, the line between capitalists and workers has become increasingly
ambiguous. In other words, the conflict between capitalists and workers as a class conflict
is diminishing, although some disputes might occur between the management and the
workers. Consequently, the time-space disparities between productive and reproductive
activities in a capitalist society should be understood as an institutional conflict (between
productive and reproductive institutions) rather than a class one, shared by both capitalists

and workers.

The Significance of Time-space Connections to Sustainable Development

In A Contemporary Critique of Historical Materialism, Giddens employs the
concept of ‘time-space distanciation’ to articulate the driving principle of modernity,
describing how societies are ‘stretched’ over shorter or longer spans of time and space
(Giddens 1981: 90). In this view, progress in the production system, or productive
development, mainly relies on its ability to stretch over wider space and longer time.
Capitalist expansion, accordingly, is to be found in a society with a higher degree of time-
space distanciation. In the realm of history, continuous progress in productive activities
have evolved from a primary society, to an agrarian society, through to industrial society.

However, in reproductive activities, ‘time-space co-presence’ is as important as
‘time-space distanciation’. Things as basic as eating, sheltering, and other such activities
of consumption are mainly a matter of ‘here and now’ that can hardly be deferred (in time)
or undertaken from afield (in space). In primary and agrarian societies, the basic units of
societal organisation are those of high presence-availability, including productive

organisation, therefore the issue of ‘uneven development’ between productive development
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and reproductive development is less marked, although there might be a problem of
underdevelopment. In a capitalist industrial society, progress in the production system as
a whole has produced more and better goods than ever before; however, it does not
necessarily mean that the same degree of progress has been achieved in the reproduction
of individual life-chances. This is because productive and reproductive activities are
increasingly separated in both space and time. In the late twentieth century, productive
activities have become highly globalised, and reproductive activities, on the contrary, have
remained more or less at a local level. Therefore, the issue of time-space channelling
between productive and reproductive activities is becoming a major challenge facing a
capitalist industrial society today.

The time-space tension between productive and reproductive activities has been
vividly depicted in Ward’s discussion on urban settlement. Ward (1975: 39) declares that
“the very word ‘settlement’ is in some measure a contradiction. In many ways modern man
is living with ‘unsettlement’. While the cities themselves continually change and develop
in both form and function, Haughton and Hunter (1994: 9) add, “our places of work,
recreation and residence all differ and change over time, so that in our assorted roles as
residents, commuters, producers, consumers, migrants, leisure-seekers and tourists, we are
always on the move within and between our cities.” For many, the ‘mobile society’ created
by the separation of the locations of work, residence, shopping, and leisure, as well as by
the large-scale use of motorised vehicles, represents the very antithesis of sustainable
development in terms of waste (of non-renewable energy), the generation of pollution,
together with social problems of exclusion and injustice (see , for example, Breheny 1992;
Newman and Kenworthy 1989; CEC 1990; DoE 1994b; Andersons et al. 1996). In other
words, the time-space consequences of industrial capitalism are closely related to the
concern about sustainable development. To explore the internal, social aspect of
sustainability, therefore, we must dig into the deeper explanation of industrial capitalism’s
expanding tendency to both space and time.

As noted above, the capitalist production system reproduces itself via the pursuit of
surplus-value in the process of capital circulation, or what Marx calls the capitalist mode
of production: production, distribution, exchange, and consumption. With the help of

scientific and technological advances, including progresses in transportation and
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communication, industrial capitalism is pursuing a continuous expansion in circulation
either by stretching over space (i.e. developing new markets) or by increasing the times of
circulation (i.e. stimulating consumption), or both. Industrial production has increased by
a factor of 50 in the last one hundred years and of that four-fifths of this increase has come
since 1950 (Saunders 1995:56). Industrial capitalist society, in Harvey’s (1985a: 1) words,
is founded on the principle of “accumulation for accumulation’s sake, production for
production’s sake.” It is not an exaggeration to say that economic performance, economic
growth, economic expansion, and so forth have become the abiding interest, if not the
obsession, of all modern societies. Consequently, an inherent problem of the capitalist
mode of production is over-accumulation of capital and over-production of commodities.
The way to avoid over-accumulation and over-production is either through a massive
expansion of consumption or the process of ‘creative destruction’ characterised by an
acceleration of the turnover time of fixed capital by replacing it before its economic lifetime
is out (Harvey 1985b: 27). Taking this into account, what industrial capitalism does best
— stimulating rapid growth — is what the world can no longer afford. In the late twentieth
century, with increased cross-border trade and the growth of multinational enterprises
(MNEs), we have a Japanese car designed in Europe, with parts imported from Southeast
Asia, assembled in the United States, and sold in Africa. With the advance of storage and
growing technologies, local 24-hour supermarkets provide vegetables and fruits which are
grown in areas thousands of miles away and in seasons which are far in advance of ‘natural’
times of consumption. With the breakthroughs of gene engineering and the wide use of
medicine, animals are growing faster and bigger while people’s life expectancies are
extended. In other words, people are living longer and consuming more resources. On the
one hand, it has created enormous pressure on the environment in terms of resource
depletion and pollution generation that is threatening the reproduction of the production
system itself — the problem of physical sustainability. On the other hand, it has also
created many co-ordination problems between, and within, individual life-chances and the
institutional structures at large, in terms of social exclusion that has hampered the
reproduction of everyday life — the problem of social sustainability. It so follows that, to
resolve the problem of unsustainable development, we must resolve the problem of

industrial capitalism first.
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An early, perhaps the most renowned, response to the capitalist expansion is
Schumacher’s seminal work Small is Beautiful, published in 1973. Schumacher argues that
economies, political units, societies and industry, have become too big, and therefore lose
their human scale. He criticises ‘the idolatry of giantism’, arguing that inhuman scale both
suffocated and debilitated human nature, and warning that a way of life that bases itself on
materialism, i.e. permanent, unlimited expansionism in a finite environment, cannot last
long. He believes that industrial capitalism is destructive both to the human spirit and to
the environment. Therefore, he strongly supports the idea of restoring a human scale to
institutions and processes, and giving technology ‘a human face’.

As far as sustainable development is concerned, this thesis argues that this human
dimension is embedded in the concept of reproductive (socio-economic) development.
Western modernisation is seen by Giddens (1984; 1990) as a process of ‘time-space
distanciation’ in which time and space ‘empty out’, become more abstract; whereas things
and people become ‘dis-embedded’ from concrete space and time (Lash and Urry 1994:
13). Rather than rashly accepting a U-turn to the small-scale, localised mode of
development as suggested by Schumacher’s ‘small is beautiful’ argument, this thesis argues
that the key to sustainable development in a capitalist industrial society is to restore the
human scale by ‘re-embedding’ things and people into concrete space and time.
Sustainability issues and the crises of industrial capitalism are not just a question of scale
but also a more fundamental issue of time-space channelling between productive and
reproductive activities, as well as between individual life-chances and the surrounding
social conditions and environmental bases on which the reproduction of everyday life
depends. It could be argued that to understand economic development and environmental
problems, we need to understand the social origins and consequences of economic and
environmental changes. It is precisely these perspectives that are conceptually and
empirically ignored by conventional analyses and policies in the sustainability debates.
Hence, this thesis is focusing on this internal, social aspect of sustainability by examining
the time-space connections between productive and reproductive activities in the duality

of people’s life-chances and the created social environment.
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Structure of the Thesis

The thesis is comprised of two parts. The first part is an abstract, theoretical
analysis. With the contention that a proper conception of sustainable development is
critical for the effective adoption of an action for sustainable development in practice, it
aims to construct a solid theoretical ground to deepen our standing of socio-environmental
processes in the sustainability debates. Chapter 1 sets the overall context of analysis,
arguing that conventional conceptions of sustainability are inadequate on the grounds that
they ignore the generative essentials of sustainability issues: the interdependency between
people and their environments. In addressing this issue, one needs to analytically
reorientate one’s position towards the internal, social dimension of sustainability, stressing
that it is the time-space dimension, embedded in the duality of people-environment
connections between productive and reproductive activities, that is the deeper explanation
of sustainability issues. Chapter 2 focuses on the overall theoretical framework regarding
the concept of social sustainability. It clarifies the philosophical stance, theoretical base,
and methodological strategy of the thesis. While refuting conventional conceptions of
sustainability in normal (positivist) science, it is characterised as a marriage of critical
realism and structuration theory. Chapter 3 attempts to operationalise the concept of social
sustainability by situating the debate in a concrete urban context. It explores the time-space
relations between productive and reproductive activities in the duality of social structure
and human agency; and translating the theoretical account of social sustainability into
concrete urban question.

The second part of the thesis is a concrete, empirical analysis. It is comprised of
two methodologically contrasting, but theoretically consistent approaches: extensive
analysis and intensive analysis. Chapters 4 and 5 are extensive analysis, dealing with the
institutional structures in London. Chapter 4 focuses on the overall patterns of informal
institutions. Drawing upon census and other statistic data, it highlights the structural
features of London’s employment, housing, retailing, and transport structures. It
demonstrates that under the general trend of decentralisation, these structural properties are
increasingly detached from each other in space and time. Chapter 5 focuses on the

mediation of formal institutions, analysing the former Conservative government’s
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sustainability strategy and policy, in particular, via the practice of land use planning. It
argues that the Government’s urban re-concentration strategy of coordinating land use and
transport can only have a limited degree of success on the grounds that it lacks a dimension
on the necessary, internal connections between institutional structures in the dynamics of
people’s daily lives at micro level. Therefore, chapters 6 and 7 are intensive analysis,
highlighting the significance of household dynamics in the co-ordination of institutional
structures. A project of intensive interviewing with selected households in different parts
of Greater London is used as the means of information collection. Chapter 6 focuses on the
issues of employment and housing; chapter 7 focuses on the issues of shopping and
transport. Finally, the concluding chapter, chapter 8, draws together the emerging themes
from both abstract and empirical analysis developed in earlier chapters and sets them in a

wider context, and introducing new areas for possible future research.



CHAPTER TWO

DEVELOPING THE CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK: A MARRIAGE OF
CRITICAL REALISM AND STRUCTURATION THEORY

The aim of this chapter is to develop the general conceptual framework for the
analysis of sustainability issues by clarifying the philosophical position, the theoretical
body, and, consequently, the methodology of the thesis. This thesis demonstrates the
significance of a proper conceptual framework for conducting empirical research: empirical
research without an adequate philosophical stance, theoretical ground, and suitable
methodology, could only at best produce common sense knowledge and in many cases
result in misleading conclusions. This is especially crucial for the analysis of sustainable
development because sustainability issues are both complex and dynamic and, most
importantly, their consequences have system-wide and very long-term influences. Rather
than automatically accepting conventional conceptions and methodologies, we need to
critically re-evaluate existing conceptual frameworks in order to develop a holistic approach
to the complex issue of sustainable development.

As noted earlier, conventional conceptions of sustainable development can be
characterised as a reconciliation between environmental sustainability and economic
development, or to use the terminology developed in chapter 1, an overriding concern with
Physical sustainability. Such conceptions of sustainability have a blind spot in their
analysis: i.e. they tend to focus on the phenomena per se (the symptoms) rather than on the
deeper causes. It could be argued that the trends of unsustainable development are partly
caused, or at least are reinforced, by conventional (positivist) conceptions of environment
and development inherent in normal science on the grounds that positivist approaches to
sustainability issues tend to focus only on observable phenomena.

For example, in sustainability debates many researchers focus on the relationship
between transport and the environment, arguing that the growing reliance on the use of
private cars is closely related to environmental degradation and wasteful energy
consumption (see, for example, Banister and Button 1993; DoT 1988; TRANSNET 1990;
Transport and Environment Studies 1991). In order to reduce the adverse effects of motor
vehicles, their solutions tend to be a combination of improving the efficiency of motor
vehicles via technological breakthroughs (the US approach) and discouraging the use of

private cars at all via either taxation and regulation or, more radically, via manipulating the
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patterns of land use (the European approach). These methods only touch the surface of
sustainability problems by linking environmental problems directly to the scales and
patterns of car usage; nevertheless, they fail to question causalities: such as the type of trips
made and the reasons, why car trips are undergone. If it is agreed that sustainability is in
essence a social problem, then the stress on social sustainability in the re-conceptualisation
of sustainable development opens up a distinctive terrain of debate. However, this begs
one to question the adequacy of conventional conceptual frameworks in normal science.
In other words, to tackle key philosophical and theoretical problems is also essential for
conducting proper empirical research in the social sciences.

In order to address the inadequacy of conventional approaches to the social sciences
in general, and to the issue of sustainability in particular, the thesis devotes a rather lengthy
space — a whole chapter — to clarify the philosophical, theoretical, and methodological
issues of sustainability studies which are largely ignored in many empirical studies. In
many studies, these issues are either briefly mentioned in the introductory section, relegated
to an appendix, or omitted all together. The need to devote such a large space in the thesis
to conceptual issues is partly because an alternative approach — critical realism — to the
orthodox position, namely, positivism, is adopted in the analysis of social sustainability.
Although critical realist thinking is now not so foreign to social researchers as it was some
twenty years ago, many still consider it as a non-orthodox approach in the light of the
difficulty of putting realist epistemology into practice. However, as this thesis will
demonstrate, it is necessary to employ such a complex view of social reality in order to
explore the deeper explanation of sustainability issues. For these reasons, it is worth an
extended discussion of philosophical issues before a theoretical account of sustainability
can be unpacked, and an empirical study be deployed, to explore the internal, social
dimension of sustainable development. In summary, in order to attain a proper
understanding of sustainable development, the purpose of this chapter is to strengthen the
theoretical and methodological bases of the thesis by clarifying the philosophical positions
of social science in general.

This chapter is divided into three sections. The first section justifies the critical
realist position as a useful alternative to positivist approaches. This thesis argues that it

is a more appropriate conceptual framework for the study of the social world, including the
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issue of sustainability. This argument is built from the debate about naturalism on
philosophical grounds: i.e. a discussion on the relationship between the social sciences and
the natural sciences. The second section elaborates the theoretical basis of the thesis by
introducing a philosophically compatible and theoretically informative theory —
structuration theory — into realist framework. It focuses on the relationship between
individual and society, i.e. the debate over the nature of the social world. This is
characterised by a marriage of critical realism and structuration theory. The third section
tries to put critical realist conceptions into practice, dealing with the methodological issues
of social research. It suggests that, to explore the underlying causes of sustainability issues,
we have to examine the two ends of the structure-agency duality by incorporating both
extensive and intensive research programmes in the constant engagement of both theoretical

and concrete analysis.

On Philosophy: Critical Realism as an Alternative
ositivism _in Social Resear

In the 1980s and the early 1990s, there has been a serious engagement by social
scientists in general and human geographers in particular with the philosophy, theory, and
methodology of realism. Although the realist debates are fundamental to the construction
of credible social theories, as well as crucial to the undertaking of substantive social
research, this thesis does not attempt to join such grand debates. However, it would be
helpful to highlight two major themes in the social science debates where the realist
argument is triggered: one is the debate over the relationship between the social sciences
and the natural sciences, another is the debate over the relationship between the individual
and society. The chapter makes the point that the philosophical problems between
naturalism and humanism, as those between determinism and voluntarism, are closely
related to the conceptualisation of sustainable development where sustainability is
understood as dualities between people, development, and the environment.

A commonly quoted and generally accepted definition of realism is provided by
Gregory (1994: 499) who claims that realism is understood as “a philosophy of science
based on the use of abstraction to identify the (necessary) causal powers and liabilities of

specific structures which are realised under specific (contingent) conditions™ (original
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emphasis). In order to distinguish the contemporary concerns of realism from the earlier
versions of naive realist philosophy (for example, Locke’s conception of a real world), here
the term “critical realism’ will be used to refer to the realist approaches advanced especially
by Bhaskar (1975; 1979; 1986; 1989b), Keat and Urry (1975), and Sayer (1981; 1982;
1984; 1985a; 1985b). This thesis argues that critical realism is a useful and, a more
adequate, conceptual framework for the study of social science in general and for the study
of sustainability issues in particular.

Critical realism emerged in the early 1980s as a critique of positivism. Its origin can
be traced back to the mid-1970s when Bhaskar developed the argument of a realist theory
of science (Bhaskar 1975). The philosophical groundwork for critical realism was carried
out by Harré and Bhaskar himself. Harré’s work is mainly situated over the debates on the
history of science and social psychology (Harré 1970; 1979; 1984, Harré and Secord 1972;
Harré and Madden 1975). However, it is Bhaskar’s extension of this project in a
philosophical mode that is of key significance to this thesis. The overall position of
Bhaskar’s conception of realism can be characterised as critical realism, a term which is
not an invention of his own. It arises out of the two phases, transcendental realism (or
scientific realism) and critical naturalism by elision. The former refers to the general
ontology which Bhaskar derives from his analysis of scientific practices by stressing the
stratified nature of scientific knowledge between domains of the real, the actual, and the
empirical; and the latter refers to his development of the possible implications of
transcendental realism for the social sciences in the argument that the same methods of
analysis can be applied across the natural and the social sciences (Collier 1994: xi; Pratt
1994a: 14-15).

Critical realism is built first and foremost on a rejection of positivism. Critical
realists insist that the natural science model is a valid exemplar, but positivism has mis-
characterised and mis-represented the form and operation of this exemplar (Layder 1990:
90). This focus of interest distinguishes critical realism from another alternative of
positivist social science — humanism. For the humanists, the subject matter of the social
sciences — conscious intentional human beings — is so radically discrepant from that of
the natural sciences — inanimate material objects — that it requires a very different

approach (ibid.). As far as sustainability issues are concerned, the humanist conception is
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dismissed because it tends to prioritise human awareness and human agency, as well as the
social constructions of place, space, and landscape. It ignores the fact that sustainability
issues are essentially an interdependency between people and their environments, that
necessarily involve mutual influences between people and the environment: as socially
constructed environment and environmentally constrained human action. By contrast, a
critical realist conception of the social world, which stresses the transformational character
of society but avoids the dualism of both structural determinism and idealism, is more able
to address the defining character of sustainable development: a complex, dynamic, and
multifaceted duality between human action and the thus created environment. A brief
review of the development of critical realism, as a critique to positivism, would justify this

argument.

Explanation, Prediction and Confirmation

Positivist approaches are basically involved with the making of empirical
generalisations and with the statements of a law-like character which are related to
phenomena that are empirically recognised. As such, positivist approaches are essential to
the methodology and philosophy of the natural sciences (Johnston 1986: 11). Positivism
holds the view that the scientific study of society, in method and procedure, should
resemble as closely as possible the scientific study of natural phenomena, for instance, as
in mechanics (see Harré and Secord 1972, chap. 2). In summary, the epistemology of
positivist approaches is that knowledge is gained through experience, but through
experience which requires to be firmly established as verifiable evidence on which all will
agree; their ontology is thus one of agreed evidence and the methodology is one of
verifying factual statements (Johnston 1986: 5).

The origins of positivism are traced back by many to the French nineteenth- century
social philosopher Auguste Comte (Lacey 1976: 165), but the major development of
positivist thinking, to which most contemporary work refers, was undertaken by a group
of philosophers working at the University of Vienna in the 1920s and early 1930s (known
as the Vienna Circle). Their debates and statements are central to what is known as logical

positivism (or logical empiricism), which is a philosophy concerned with the development
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of knowledge in the form of general statements, obtained by accepted procedures, about
observable phenomena (Johnston 1986: 12). This incorporates what is widely known as
scientific method or what Keat (1981: 17) calls ‘the positivist conception of science’.
Having established that the positivist conception of science is built around empirical
hypotheses (propositions with factual contents), a central feature of that science is the
testing of hypotheses: the verification principle. Phillips (1987: 39) argues that “this is truly
the heart of positivism.”

For critical realists, positivist explanation is misleading and its methodology is
problematic. The positivist notion of explanation is often called ‘the covering law model’:
to explain is to identify the relevant generalisations which cover the case to be explained
(Hollis 1994: 62). It “. . .enables us both to explain them and foresee them, each by means
of the other” (Comte 1844: 20, cited in Keat and Urry 1982: 73). For positivists, prediction
and explanation are the two sides of the same coin on which science can have or could
need. Both prediction and explanation rely on generalisations, which are projected
forwards for purposes of prediction and backwards for purposes of explanation (Hollis
1994: 49). But for realists, unlike positivists, there is an important difference between
explanation and prediction. To explain a phenomenon is not merely a case of showing that
there are instances of well-established regularities. Instead, one must discover the
necessary connections between phenomena by acquiring knowledge of the underlying
structures and mechanisms at work. It is explanation and the necessary mechanisms of
structures, rather than prediction and regularities of phenomena, which must be pursued as
the primary objectives of science. |

Accordingly, the starting point, and the core argument, of a critical realist account
of the social world is a distinction between explanation and prediction and between the
generative mechanisms of things (which many not be observable) and the appearance of
things (which are observable) (see, for example, Harré and Secord 1972; Keat and Urry
1975; and Bhaskar 1978; 1986; 1989a). Realism, in Outhwaite’s (1987: 19) words, “takes
seriously the existence of the things, structures and mechanisms revealed by the sciences
at different levels of reality.” It analyses causalities in terms of the natures of things and
their interactions, their causal powers and liabilities, not of observable, regular conjunctions

of events. For critical realists, a true explanation must go beyond the establishment of
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observable empirical regularities and posit causal or generative mechanisms which underlie
these regularities (conjunctions of events) and actually produce them. In other words,
realists argue that if we wish to explain why certain things behave in a certain manner, then
we must understand both their internal structures and the mechanisms and properties that
enable them to produce or undergo particular changes when placed in contexts where they
interact with other things (Cloke et al. 1991: 136).

The critical realist conception of true explanation is articulated by Bhaskar’s claim
that the world and science (including social science) are stratified. There exist three
domains of reality: the real (mechanisms, which are unobservable), the actual (events,
which are observable phenomena), and the empirical (experiences of events) (Bhaskar
1978: 56-57). By distinguishing these three separate but overlapped domains of reality,
Bhaskar insists that one chief mistake of positivist approaches is to oversimplify and
collapse these three domains (ibid.). Following this distinction of the real world, Keat and
Urry (1982: 232) note that positivists tend to adopt an ontology of events; critical realists,
by contrast, stress an ontology of entities and their inner relationships. For critical realists,
one important objective of science is to discover the often unobservable structures and
mechanisms which causally generate the observable phenomena.

The word ‘real’, in many contexts, draws its content from its contrast with the word
‘apparent’. Critical realists do not deny the reality of events and discourses; on the
contrary, they insist on them. In Bhaskar’s view, we will only be able to understand, and
so change, the social world if we identify the structures at work that generate those events
or discourses. Such structures are irreducible to the patterns of events and discourse. They
are not the human constructs imposed on phenomena (as viewed by idealists); but they are
supposed to be real structures and mechanisms that exist independently of our knowledge
and experience and of the circumstance that permit us access to them (Cloke et. al 1991:
138). In this sense, critical realism can be characterised as a ‘depth realism’ (compared to
‘shallow realism’ or ‘empirical realism’, which is common to positivism) which asserts that
various kinds of entity — molecules, trees, people, societies — have certain powers of their
own, as a result of their respective inner structures.

However, since realists’ only access to reality is through their own apprehension of

it, an immediate response of critics of critical realism is ‘How do realists know that their
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three-tiered version of how reality works is true?” This criticism can be dismissed by the
following arguments, based on the critical realist conception and interpretation of ‘truth’.
First, it must be understood that Bhaskar’s transcendental realism is not a claim to
necessary truth; rather, it is open to refuting arguments. It is more like an explanatory
‘must’ than a ‘must’ of logical necessity (Collier 1994: 27). This is why the word “critical’
is so important to realist conceptions. Second, because of the impossibility of a theory-
neutral observation, Bhaskar’s distinction between necessary causal powers and contingent
conditions suggests that the causal explanation of social phenomena should be verified in
terms of the effects of causal powers in conjunction with the presence or absence of certain
contingently related conditions. Third, this is related to the second point, the concept of
‘truth’, as Sayer (1992: 69) suggests, should be replaced by the concept of ‘practical
adequacy’, i.e. knowledge must be situated in contexts in which the necessary relations
(though not necessarily realised) and the (important) contingent conditions are both
recognised. It must be noted that a critical realist account of ‘practical adequacy’ does not
rule out the existence of other powers or mechanisms at work; on the contrary, it stresses
the existence of the multiplicity of generative mechanisms: the contingent are contingent
because they are not themselves analysed or analysable by the particular theory concerned.
In other words, a critical realist account of social reality is a contextual analysis of social
phenomena, with the necessary mechanisms situated in a contingency. Accordingly, the
outcomes of events are co-determined by the necessary mechanisms and the contingent
conditions, i.e. critical realist research is theoretically laden. This must refer to a critical

realist distinction between closed and open systems in scientific research.

Closed and Open Systems

The distinction made by Bhaskar between closed and open systems in science can
be used to explain why empirical regularities pursued by positivist approaches are
considered as misleading in the social sciences. One of the initial premises of critical
realism is that the social sciences in general tend to deal almost exclusively with open
systems, thus positivist analyses encounter significant difficulties in handling these open

systems in an assumed closed-system fashion (Cloke et al. 1991: 145). Positivism, as the
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search for, and the prediction of, empirical regularities, seeks to make universal statements
and to conceptualise both (a) a constant mechanism for causing regularities; and (b) a set
of constant conditions in which a causal mechanism operates. Thus positivism is suited to,
and often assumes the existence of, closed systems. In other words, empirical regularities
do not necessarily tell us why an event did or will occur. By contrast, because social
entities presuppose a natural environment and natural components (i.e. not purposefully
constructed), and because they exist only in symbiosis with social entities in other strata
(societies, people and so on), we can find only open systems in social research. In this
view, Collier (1994: 161) suggests that social science must search in the open systems of
social life for the various emergent mechanisms that co-determine them.

However, in a real social world there exist no absolutely closed or open systems;
rather, it is a question of degree. Given that social events or objects are constituted by a
combination of diverse elements of forces, the social sciences deal with open systems but
lack the advantage of their equivalents in the natural sciences, which have relevant closed-
system sciences on which to draw. It follows from this that decisive test situations are
almost impossible in the social sciences, so that the criteria for theory-choice and theory-
development must be exclusively explanatory and non-predictive. One major reason for
the openness of social systems lies in that “people can interpret the same material
conditions and statements in different ways and hence learn new ways of responding, so
that effectively they become different kinds of people” (Sayer 1992: 123). In this view, the
significance of agency has to be addressed when the scientific account of social reality is
placed on the domain of the real (causal mechanisms and structures). This leads to the very
nature of social activity — the interrelationship between social structure and human agency.
This thesis argues that a social theory is valid only if the structure-agency relationship is
properly understood. The next section will demonstrate that a relational conception of
social reality is important for the study of the social sciences in general and for the
understanding of sustainability issues in particular. But before turning to that point, it
would be helpful to summarise the main arguments of the critical realist philosophy and

link them to geographical inquiries and sustainability issues.
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Critical Realism, Geographical Inquiries and Sustainable Development

While rejecting the ‘atomism’ and monistic characteristics of both positivism and
empiricism — the simple connections between cause and effect, real and observed, and the
implicitly assumed existence of closed systems, critical realism offers an alternative
approach to social reality. Critical realism assumes a stratified and differentiated world
made up of events, experiences, and structures/mechanisms in open systems. In this social
world there exist complex, reproducing and sometimes transforming interactions between
structure and agency whose recovery will provide ‘answers’ to questions posed about
processes and dynamism. In other words, the notion of ‘unpacking’ is an integral part of
critical realism’s conceptual vocabulary: the task of a critical realist science is to tease out
causal chains which situate particular events within these ‘deeper’ generative mechanisms
and causal structures. Hence, a critical realist explanation must be based on substantive
social theories which are able to identify the relations between different ontological
domains, while recognising their integrity as differentiated features of social reality (Layder
1981).

As might be expected, a critical realist explanation is attractive to human
geographers since geographical inquiries are basically concerned with the interrelations
between people and their environments: an issue which cannot be reduced merely either to
the ‘objective’ — the error of positivism, in particular functional structuralism — or the
‘expressive’ — the error of humanism (see Massey and Allen 1984; Gregory and Urry 1985;
Peet and Thrift 1989; Macmillan 1989; Johnston et al. 1990; Johnston 1993). The former
pays no attention to the role of human agency and the latter ignores the role of social
totality and the material world. Critical realism, on the contrary, promises a useful meeting
ground to allow the dialectics between different views of reality. This is crucial for the
understanding of sustainability issues.

First and foremost, critical realism’s stress on a scientific inquiry in the open system
vividly captures the complex, dynamic, and multifaceted characteristics of sustainability
issues which cut across economic, social, political, cultural, and environmental boundaries
(functional boundaries), transcending different spatial scales, such as local, regional,
national, and global scales (spatial boundaries), and affecting the survival needs of different
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generations (temporal boundaries). Positivist approaches, by contrast, assume a closed or
controlled system in which empirical regularities and generalisations are expected. As far
as sustainability issues are concerned, this is totally misleading because empirical
regularities can neither be used forwards to predict, nor backwards to explain, the complex
relations of sustainability issues.

Secondly, critical realism’s stress on the generative mechanisms and causal
structures rightly addresses the need to dig into the deeper layers of sustainability issues:
it is the internal, social aspect of sustainability (the underlying causes), rather than the
external, physical aspect of sustainability (the symptoms), which should be the primary
concern of sustainability debates. As far as sustainability is defined as a social problem,
positivist conceptions of sustainability, on the contrary, have an analytical blind spot on the
grounds that they conflate the domain of the real with that of the actual, i.e. positivist
conceptions of sustainability do not distinguish the underlying causes (the internal, social
aspect) and the symptoms (the external, social aspect) of sustainability issues. This thesis
argues that social sustainability is the deeper explanation of sustainability issues;
accordingly, corrective actions focussing on the underlying causes are more likely to
succeed. By contrast, to resolve sustainability problems in reactive ways based on the
symptoms of contingent relations is totally misleading and can at best have a marginal
effect. For example, the calls for stricter regulations on car emissions and higher taxation
on the use of car can only alleviate the symptoms of environmental degradation and energy
consumption. They fail to recognise the changes of life-patterns regarding the organisation
of time and space in our daily lives. Likewise, the calls for a co-ordination of land use and
transport, though rightly capturing the interconnectedness between different types of land
use in terms of their time-space relations, are subscribed to the problem of nominalism.
They fail to address the necessary connections between transport and other sectors: i.e. the
significance of agency. This suggests that a conceptual reorientation from positivist
approach towards critical realist approach is necessary.

However, apart from critical realism, a recent, and perhaps quite fashionable,
movement in philosophy and the social sciences since the 1980s which challenges the
monistic theory of positivism is the rise of postmodernism. Postmodernism and critical

realism have many things in common. For example, postmodernism, like critical realism,
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is built first and foremost on a rejection of positivism. It criticises the monistic
characteristics of positivist approaches, stressing the significance of multiple positioning
by placing an openness to a range of voices in social inquiry. Both postmodernism and
critical realism emphasise the need for new interdisciplinary, hybrid knowledge — such as
gender studies, ethnic studies, urban studies, and cultural studies — that cuts cross
conventional disciplinary boundaries like economics, sociology, politics, history, and
geography. However, while both postmodernism and critical realism have identified an
object of human studies that comprises the multiple tiers and complex relations of social
reality, it is their attitude about the possibility of integrating these workings that sets them
apart. Peet and Thrift (1989b: 23-24) note that postmodernism is a confusing term because
it represents a combination of different ideas; it is most often seen to be concerned with the
issue of method. In this regard, postmodernism is basically arguing for a pluralist position,
thinking more in terms of disorder, incoherence, and difference. Its attitude is inherently
suspicious of ‘grand’ intellectual positions, such as structuration theory and critical realism.
Postmodermism can therefore be considered to be a move, intended or unintended, towards
fragmented knowledge of social reality. On the contrary, critical realism, based on the
‘complex ontology’ of social reality, seeks to integrate the stratified conceptions of reality
via the search for a middle-ground approach to social science.

As long as sustainability issues are understood as a social problem linking people
and their environments, an issue with system-wide and long-term consequences,
postmodernist explanations, which stress fragmented, open-ended voices and multiple
positioning, are dismissed on the grounds that they are unable to address the necessary
connections between different domains of reality except for bringing out their complexity
and dynamism. Rather, it is the critical realist conceptions which offer a conceptual
framework for an integrated social science incorporating geographical inquiries. To explore
the complex and dynamic characteristics of sustainability issues, in Dear’s (1988: 270)
words, “we need to move beyond the deconstruction urged by postmodern thinkers to a
reconstruction of human geography designed to embed the discipline more securely . . . to
establish a new ‘internal order’ for it.” The next section will demonstrate that a
constructive way to weave together the diverse views in geographical inquiries in general

and in the study of sustainability issues in particular is to explore the duality relationship
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between social structure and human agency.

On Theory: A Marriage of Bhaskar’s Transformational Model of
Social Activi MSA) and Giddens’ Theory of Structuration

As noted earlier, sustainability issues should be analysed as a social problem in the
light of its origins and through its consequences. That means social sustainability is a
deeper explanation of sustainability issues and, accordingly, should be a central concern,
of sustainability debates. It is the interconnections between people and the created
environment, not people or the environment per se, which should be responsible for the
conflicts between the goals of environmental protection and economic development. In
other words, sustainability is an issue of duality, not a dualism, between people and their
environments. As might be expected, such a relational conception of sustainability does
need a proper theoretical framework to address this interconnectedness between people and
their environments. Sustainability is not something which can be ‘summed up’ or
‘averaged out’. Accordingly, this thesis argues that the subject matter of sustainability
debates should be neither the collectivity of social structure nor the individuality of human
agency alone, or the sum of them as unrelated and fragmented knowledge suggested by
postmodern approaches, but should be the interrelationship between social structure and
human agency.

While critical realism’s stress of the stratified domains of reality is opening up the
possibility of theoretical integration, a very important, but relatively neglected, tenor in the
critical realist debate that can fill this theoretical gap is Bhaskar’s elaboration on his
relational conception of society. He calls this account the transformational model of social
activity (TMSA) (Bhaskar 1975; 1986; 1989a). Bhaskar argues that social reality should
be understood as essentially consisting of, or depending on relations. But Bhaskar’s
discussion on structure and agency sounds more like a series of warnings about the
complexity of the issues concerned rather than a deeper engagement with the issues
themselves. In view of this, Bhaskar’s TMSA should be read in conjuncfion with another
middle-ground social theory — Anthony Giddens’ theory of structuration (Giddens 1979;
1981; 1984). It tries to solve the dualism of what Dawe (1970) calls ‘two sociologies’ (or
‘two anthropologies’, ‘two human geographies’, and the like, all produced by this basic
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dualism) or what Fielding (1988) calls the ‘micro-macro problem’ in the social sciences.
Hauer (1990: 87) notes that one of Giddens’ major contributions to the development of
social theory is his ability to bridge the gap between the theories about human agents and
the theories about institutions, or voluntarism and determinism, or subjectivity and
objectivity. He brings the two together by situating behaviour in both a local context and
a compositional ordering (Johnston 1986: 150; Thrift 1983: 41). However, Bhaskar’s
TMSA and Giddens’ structuration theory are different on several grounds. On the one
hand, critical realism has much to do with the philosophical question which is centrally
concerned with the attitudes and methodologies for the acquisition of scientific knowledge
in both the natural and the social sciences. In other words, it is an epistemological question,
concerning the fundamental ‘building blocks’ of social reality and how we can acquire
knowledge about these building blocks. However, it is relatively silent in the discussion
of substantive social theories. Structuration theory, on the other hand, focuses mainly on
the elaboration of general social theories. It is essentially an ontological question, a grand
social theory which is concerned more precisely and concretely with what human societies
or social systems contain. However, it is reticent about the application in research problems
(see Gregson 1986; see also Moos and Dear 1986; Dear and Moos 1986). The different foci
between critical realism and structuration theory on the conceptions of the structure-agency
relationship should be seen as complementary to each other, rather than as contradictory.
It is possible and, in effect, desirable, to combine these two strands of argument into one
philosophically compatible and theoretically reinforcing conceptual framework in the
discussion of the interdependency between people and their environments. In other words,
the conceptual framework adopted in this thesis can be described as a marriage of critical
realism and structuration theory.

Such a theoretical marriage can be justified on two grounds. First, both critical
realism and structuration theory are working on the middle ground between structure and
agency; this dimension is crucial for the understanding of the deeper causes of sustainability
issues in terms of the internal, social dimension of sustainability. Second, Giddens’
writings on structuration theory are seen as a research programme developed through a
continuous dialogue between the theoretical and the empirical (Gregory 1989: 185). Such

a process exactly coincides with the theorising procedure proposed by critical realists — the
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idea of retroduction (see Sayer 1992: 107; Pratt 1994a: 202-204). Rather than adopting one
argument and abandoning the other all together, this thesis considers these two conceptions
of social reality as one consistent theoretical framework, capable of ‘getting at’ the deeper
explanation of sustainability issues which are embedded in the complex, dynamic
relationship between individual life-chances and the created social environment. In other
words, critical realism provides a useful philosophical foundation for an alternative
scientific explanation of the underlying causality in sustainability debates. But its
effectiveness does need a theoretical input from structuration theory in order to construct

a substantive theoretical explanation of the relational conception of social sustainability.

The Structure-agency Debate: TMSA and Structuration Theory

While rejecting both the voluntarist and reificationalist views of the structure-
agency relations, Giddens argues that “the basic domain of study of the social sciences, .
. . is neither the experience of the individual actor, nor the existence of any form of societal
totality, but social practices ordered across space and time” (Giddens 1984: 2). In a
nutshell, structuration theory tries to approach both structure and action under one coherent
theoretical framework of time and space. This can be characterised as a contextual theory
of action in which social structures are held to be continually reformed through the rhythms
of daily life: human action creates the structures of society; those structures provide the
context for the socialisation of humans; and, in turn, human action reflects and re-creates
the structures. In other words, Giddens’ structuration theory provides promise of a
comprehensive explanation that considers how the theories of agency and structure come
together in the production, reproduction, and transformation of society.

Developed almost at the same period (in the mid-1970s), the twin-star of Giddens’
theory of structuration in the debate of the society-people connection is Bhaskar’s TMSA.
Society, for Bhaskar, is not the product of conscious human activity — to believe this leads
to the error of voluntarism. However, society could not exist independent of conscious
human activity — this is to commit the error of reification. Not only arguing against both
collectivist (Durkheimian) and individualist (Weberian) ontologies of social relations,
Bhaskar also rejects the ‘dialectical’ position of Berger and his associates, arguing that

dialectical interaction cannot occur between radically different kinds of things. For Bhaskar,
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it is not true to say that human agents create society; rather, they reproduce or transform
it (see Bhaskar 1989b: 74-77). In other words, Bhaskar’s TMSA distinguishes itself from
another three models on the grounds that “on Model I [voluntarism] there are actions, but
no conditions; on Model II [reification] conditions, but no actions; on Model III [dialectical
reproduction] no distinction between the two” (Bhaskar 1989b: 37).

The basic idea shared by Bhaskar’s TMSA and Giddens’ structuration theory lies
in the evolutionary and continuous nature of society: on the one hand social reproduction
is synonymous with change, which occurs through the structuration of social systems across
time-space; on the other hand the remarkable continuity that exists in society occurs
because of the routinisation of day-to-day activities. In TMSA, “society is both the ever-
present condition (material cause) and the continually reproduced outcome of human
agency (Bhaskar 1989b: 34-35, original emphasis). This echoes Giddens’ argument of the
structuration of society. Via the concept of ‘duality of structure’, Giddens defines society
as connecting “the production of social integration, as always and everywhere a contingent
accomplishment of knowledgeable social actor, to the reproduction of social systems across
time-space” (Giddens 1981: 27). One of Giddens’ favourite, and perhaps most frequently
cited, examples of his duality conception of social life is his quotation from Marx which
says that “human beings make history, but not in circumstances of their own choosing”
(Giddens 1984: xxi; after Marx and Engels 1960: 115). In like manner, Bhaskar (1989b:
80) stresses his relational conception of society by arguing that “people do not marry to
reproduce the nuclear family; or work to reproduce the capitalist economy. But it is
nevertheless the unintended consequence (and inexorable result) of, as it is also the

necessary condition for, their activity.”

Towards a Theoretical Convergence: Linking
Critical Realism and Structuration Theory

As noted above, we know that both critical realism and structuration theory are
against idealism and reductionism and both Bhaskar and Giddens are keen to solve a
perennial question in the social science: the problem of structure and agency. The
similarity between Bhaskar’s TMSA and Giddens® structuration theory — in terms of their

acknowledgement of knowledgeable human actors operating within some form of
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conscious and unconscious structure, and in terms of their attempt to avoid the simple
dualism of structure and agency — suggests a theoretical convergence between the two.
However, although there are realist elements in structuration theory, Giddens has never
endorsed Bhaskar’s transformational model of the social/person connection with its notions
of ontological depth and the stratification of reality (see Bryant 1992). In fact, Giddens has
been criticised for lacking a concern about the articulation and justification of his
philosophical position (ibid.). In other words, the theoretical convergence between critical
realism and structuration theory does need to overcome a philosophical incommensurability
over the debate of naturalism in the social sciences. Critical realism holds the view that it
is possible to conceive of basic similarities between the concepts and practices of the social
and the natural sciences — i.e. an advocate of naturalism. Bhaskar’s TMSA suggests that
there exist social forms that are fundamental or necessary conditions for any intentional
action. Social forms, like the natural world, exist before we have knowledge of them, and
therefore have autonomy as objects of knowledge and investigation. Structuration theory,
by contrast, accentuates that there is a fundamental discontinuity between nature and the
social construction of society. For Giddens, nature pre-exists human society, and society
is sustained and ‘made to happen’ exclusively by human beings; i.e. an anti-naturalist
position. Giddens’ structuration theory stresses the mediating concept of institutions,
through which social structures are reproduced by practices. In other words, there exists
a problem of incommensurability between critical realism and structuration theory
regarding the nature of social structures (Gregson 1986; Pratt 1994a: 58-59).

Can the philosophical incommensurability between critical realism and structuration
theory be resolved, or does a choice have to be made between them? This thesis argues that
critical realism and structuration theory can be as compatible on philosophical grounds as
on theoretical grounds. There are two reasons. First, there is a philosophical common
ground between critical realism and structuration theory by virtue of Bhaskar’s recognition

of three ontological limitations on naturalism:

1. Social structures, unlike natural structures, do not exist independently of the activities
they govern.

2. Social structures, unlike natural structures, do not exist independently of the agents’
conceptions of what they are doing in their activity.
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3. Social structures, unlike natural structures, may be only relatively enduring (so that the
tendencies they ground may not be universal in the sense of space-time invariant) (Bhaskar
1989a: 38).

Bhaskar himself maintains that these all indicate real differences in the possible objects of
knowledge in the case of the natural and the social sciences (ibid.). In other words, the
reservation of critical realist conceptions of the social sciences is in sympathy with
structurationist conceptions of the social world. By contrast, Giddens’ stress on
unacknowledged conditions and unintended consequences of action in the theory of
structuration suggests that there exists a possible object of social structure which is
independent of our knowledge and beyond our intention (Giddens 1984:7-16). In other
words, this position reserves a space for realist conception of social reality in the theory of
structuration. Consequently, both arguments suggest that there exists a grey area between
naturalism and anti-naturalism in the social sciences. The problem is that Bhaskar tends
to stress the structural end of social reality, and Giddens puts considerable emphasis on the
agency end of social activity. While the very spirit of both structuration theory and the
TMSA is to avoid the pitfall of structural dualism, i.e. not to prioritise either structure or
agency, this thesis argues that this common ground could and should activate a theoretical
convergence between them instead of setting them apart.

Second, this is related to the first point, Collier in his critique on Bhaskar’s
ontological divide between the natural world and the social world argues that to recognise
that it is impossible to reduce social to natural, or indeed social to biological, or biological
to physical, and so on, does not imply that the social and the natural worlds are so much
different (Collier 1994: 242-48). “The hermeneutic moment is so prominent in the human
sciences”, as Collier (1994:148) argues, “not because it is a more essential stage or a more
reliable or informative source than in the natural sciences, but because, in the absence of
experiments, we have so little else.” To recognise the significance of subjectivity and
intention does not exclude the possibility of objective knowledge of social reality, although
such a reality is simultaneously the medium and outcome of intentional action. Giddens
himself admits, however loosely, that the interpretative endeavour of social science is also
a moral intervention in the social world: in the continual slippage in exchanging theory for

data and data for theory in the social sciences (Giddens 1976: 8). In other words, the
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ontological differences between the social sciences and the natural sciences could, and
should, be resolved at a methodological level rather than at a philosophical level because
the grey area between the social and the natural sciences in general, and between structure
and agency in particular, is in effect the very meeting ground of different domains of social
reality. Accordingly, it is the key to unpacking the complex causal links between different

domains of social reality, as the issue of sustainable development suggests.

Structure-agency Debate, Geographical Inquiries and Sustainable Development

As noted earlier, sustainability issues are complex, dynamic, and multifaceted by
virtue of the interconnections between social sustainability and physical sustainability: a
fundamental concern about the interdependency between people and their environments.
This is the common interest of both geographical inquiries and sustainability debates. In the
light of its generative significance, this thesis is only focusing on the issue of social
sustainability. However, conventional social theories characterised by the dichotomy
between voluntarism and functionalism reach their limit for being unable to address the
interconnectedness between people and their environments. This requires an insight into
the duality of social structure and human agency. In social theory, voluntarism rightly
points out that social structures are constituted by active agents, but ends up denying that
social structures determine reality. Functionalism, by contrast, sees social structures as real
because they have real effects, but ends up denying that they are the product of active agents
(Manicas 1980:66). In this regard, the relational conception of social reality envisaged by
the marriage of Bhaskar’s TMSA and Giddens’ structuration theory is suitable to the task
of digging into the deeper explanation of sustainability issues which is embedded in the
duality relationship between social structures and individual actions.

Via emphasising the importance of both social structure and human agency, such
a realist social theory promises a theoretical convergence between different domains of
reality in a holistic conceptual framework. It incorporates structure and action, intention
and practice, context and composition, individual and society, and constraint and
enablement. Therefore, it is useful for an integration of geographical patterns and social

processes (Kellerman 1989: 5). This theoretical integration is also the key to a proper
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understanding of the deeper explanation of sustainability issues. While sustainability issues
are conceptualised as social problems created by, and having impacts on, people
themselves, they cannot be analysed without a reference to the various contexts of social
dynamics. The stress on inter- and intra-generational equity in sustainability debates
suggests that sustainability is essentially concerned with the continuity of day-to-day life
across space and time via the social practice of appropriating environmental resources. In
other words, sustainability is concerned with the continuous production, reproduction, and
transformation of both social and material conditions — the very notion of the created
environment — on which individual actions and life-chances both draw and shape.
Accordingly, to understand the underlying causes of sustainability issues, we need
to consider both social structure and human agency. However, not in a dualistic fashion,
as trade-offs between the goals of environmental protection and economic development,
but rather, as a duality, as an interdependency between individual life-chances and the
created social environment. Bernstein (1985: 240) notes that structuration theory is
powerful and attractive because it expresses a deep understanding of what we are, as
reflexive knowledgeable human agents, always conditioned by, and constantly reproducing
social structures. As far as social sustainability is considered to be the deeper explanation
of sustainability issues, it is the unintended consequences and the unacknowledged
conditions which are the primary concern of sustainability debates. This dimension is also
the central concern of geographical inquiries. Therefore, this thesis is focusing on this key
issue, of what mainstream sustainability debates largely ignore and conventional social
theories fail to address. This dimension is not only the starting point for a proper
conception of sustainability issues, but also the only way leading to a sustainable overall

development.

n Methodology: Puttin jitical Realism into Practic

As a critique to ‘orthodox’ approaches to the social sciences, i.e. as an anti-
positivist, a serious challenge facing critical realism, as might be expected, is not its
philosophical argument, but rather, as Pratt (1995: 62) puts it, “it concerns the inadequately

worked through practice of critical realism” (original emphasis). Partly because critical
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realism promotes a ‘complex ontology’ which emphasises the coexistence of different
levels of reality and partly because the relational conception of social reality highlighted in
structuration theory requires the incorporation of both structure and action, both critical
realism and structuration theory have been criticised for lacking a simple, straightforward
framework for conducting empirical research (see Gregson 1986; 1987; 1989; Sarre 1987;
Pratt 1995). The methodological implications of critical realism and structuration theory
are important on the grounds that they are the only way to build a constructive alternative
from the critique, rather than merely a negative critique of the positivist approaches
(England et al. 1987). And this is truly a serious challenge to critical realism if such an
alternative view is to be widely accepted and, most importantly, broadly applied at an
empirical level instead of just as an abstract theory or a philosophical debate.

Soja (1989) observes that a lack of formal epistemology makes any simple and
direct translation of Giddens’ ontology into demonstrative empirical research rather
difficult, especially among those who seek such direct and simple empirical insights from
Giddens’ work. Rather, structuration theory only provides an overall theoretical framework
for analysis, its effectiveness requiring a substantive elaboration of the theory, i.c. a
methodological question is, in essence, a question of operationalisation.

Although proper social research should include both theoretical and empirical
categories, nevertheless, theorising is one thing and putting theory into practice is quite
another. These two things should not be conflated with each other. In other words,
empirical investigation must be theory-informed. In this view, this is in effect the strength
(instead of a deficiency) of critical realist social theory. It is unlikely that the stratified
domains of social reality can be explored in a simple and straightforward manner, either
theoretically or empirically. While stressing the concept of multiple realities promoted by
critical realist philosophy and the concept of duality of structure advanced by Giddens’
structuration theory, this thesis argues that sustainability issues do require a more
sophisticated methodology which is able to address the dynamic and multifaceted
characteristics of the necessary causalities embedded in the internal, social perspective of
sustainability. This implies the use of a combination of methods in empirical analysis in
order to bring out the diverse mechanisms at work in the multiple dualities between

different conceptions of people, environment, and development. However, a radical
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departure from traditional philosophies and social theories does not necessarily imply a
radical departure from conventional methodologies, or imply a revolutionary invention of
complicated research procedures. In order to illustrate that both critical realist philosophy
and structuration theory can be, and should be, used in empirical investigation of complex
social phenomena, in particular the all-including issue of sustainability, this section is
focusing on the issue of putting critical realism and structuration theory into practice.

It is widely recognised that it is Bhaskar who has led the way in contrasting the
empiricist approaches of positivism with the emergent philosophy of critical realism
(Outhwaite 1987; Cloke et al. 1991; Collier 1994). Nevertheless, it is Sayer (1982; 1984;
1985a; 1985b) who contributes most on the methodologies and the practices of critical
realism. He tries to bridge the traditional gap between what philosophers and
methodologists say and what researchers actually do by addressing the practical issues
raised by critical realist philosophy of social science (see Sayer 1992). For Peet and Thrift
(1989b: 17), critical realism’s greatest impact has been in promoting the thoughtful conduct
of empirical research. But even Sayer’s painstaking work on ‘putting critical realism to
practice’ has been criticised as a rather vague ‘recipe book’ approach (Pratt 1995: 67). It
is not surprising that critical realists themselves, such as Allen (1983), have admitted that
“the realist epistemology is under-equipped for its task” (Cloke et al. 1991: 168). Hence,
an important question that may be legitimately asked is ‘How can we effectively put critical
realism into practice in the exploration of the deeper causalities of sustainability issues?’
To answer this question, it may be necessary to divide the question into two sub-questions:
one concerning the research programme at a general level; the other concerning the specific
research methods which can be used to explore the social duality of sustainability issues,

i.e. the internal, social aspect of sustainability.

Realist Research Programme: A Retroduction Between
Abstract Research and Concrete Research

For critical realists, the task of social science is to discover the generative
mechanisms underlying and explaining the social phenomena. Critical realist social
research is not restricted to the, probably unrealised, underlying mechanisms and properties

of social structures, nor to the messy contexts of contingencies. Rather, its aim is to link the
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(necessary) underlying mechanisms with the (contingent) conditions in which those
underlying causalities are situated. By virtue of the disconjunction between domains of the
real (mechanisms and structures), the actual (events) and the empirical (experiences),
critical realism’s epistemological challenge is to allow for varying relationships between
the necessary causalities and the contingent conditions. Via the identification of both
underlying structures and contingent conditions in concrete social research, critical realist
methodologies allow us to avoid the pitfalls of both crude determinism and undifferentiated
eclecticism. The purpose of critical realist research is not to seek the universal laws (or the
law-like regularities) in order to predict; nor to record the nuances of local and individual
contexts in order to describe. By contrast, its purpose is to provide a practically adequate
explanation of social phenomena by distinguishing the internal causal mechanisms from
the external contingent conditions in a concrete context. To do this, we need to distinguish
two types of research: abstract and concrete research.

Sayer (1992: 87) argues that critical realist understanding of concrete objects
requires a double movement: concrete —* abstract, abstract — concrete. Abstract research
is a theoretical category, in order to ‘get at’ necessary relations. It refers to a particular
relationship between causal powers and the object of study. Sayer refers here to a one-sided
or partial aspect of that relationship. It is characterised by a process of distinction between
essential and incidental characteristics, or between internal (necessary) and external
(contingent) relations. By this distinction, Sayer (1981: 9) argues that there are good
(‘rational’) and bad (‘chaotic’) abstractions. A good, or ‘rational’ abstraction, should
isolate necessary relationships, while a bad abstraction, or ‘chaotic conception’, is one
which is based on a contingent relationship, or one which divides the indivisible by failing
to recognise a necessary relationship. Concrete research, by contrast, is an empirical study,
so as to ‘get at’ contingent conditions. Concrete research is required in order to discover
the actual contingent conditions under which the causal mechanisms we are interested in
are triggered. By ‘concrete’, however, Sayer (1981) means something real, but not
something which is reducible to the empirical: what is empirical depends on our knowledge
and sensory powers; what is concrete does not. Rather, the concrete object is concrete
because it is a combination of many diverse forces or processes; so it is referred to as a

many-sided object of study (Cloke et al. 1991: 148).
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Figure 2.1 summarises the relationships envisaged by Sayer between abstract and
concrete categories and between the domains of events, mechanisms and structures. Figure
2.2 reprises Figure 2.1, but indicates how events, mechanisms and structures can be
combined in different ways through abstract theoretical research, concrete practical
research, empirical generalisation, and synthesis research.

Abstract theoretical research deals with structures and mechanisms; events are only
considered as possible outcomes. Concrete practical research, on the other hand, deals
with actual events and objects, treating them as phenomena that have been brought about
by specific mechanisms and structures (each of which has been isolated and examined
through abstract research). Empirical generalisation, by contrast, only seeks to establish
regularity at the level of events, but not involving abstraction. As might be expected,
different philosophical positions tend to adopt different research programmes. For
example, Marxism is usually associated with abstract theoretical research; humanism tends
to use concrete practical research; and positivism is closely in line with empirical
generalisation. Finally, a fourth type, synthesis research, can be added by combining all
three research types as an attempt to explain major components of whole systems.

Sayer (1992: 238-41) reminds us that one type of research should not be ‘over-
extended’ by doing the job of the others. For example, abstract theories should not explain
events directly without looking into the contingent forms of a combination of abstract
elements which comprise the concrete — the common fault of Marxism. Concrete research,
by contrast, should not give undue prominence to localised, unique findings, without any
reference to the broader necessary relations that have brought them about — the common
fault of humanism. Morever, empirical generalisation should not conflate the necessary
relations and the contingent conditions by focusing only on empirical regularities — the
common fault of positivism. As might be expected, social research which focuses only on
abstract or concrete research alone is problematic: either one sticks to theory about
mechanisms and never ‘dirties one’s hands’ with empirical material, or one works at the
empirical level alone and never bothers about the underlying mechanisms. Critical realist
methodology views a priori knowledge (abstract research) and empirical understanding
(concrete research) as complementary to each other; most importantly, this should be an on-

going process rather than a one-off engagement. The realist terminology for this research
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process is retroduction: the use of causal mechanisms to explain concrete events (Bhaskar
1978: 135-36; Sayer 1992: 107).

Pratt (1994a: 12) argues that critical realism can only be effective if it is developed
as part of an on-going dialogue between abstract and concrete research: a consecutive
engagement of theory and methodology, spiralling between the abstract and the concrete
(see Figure 2.3). The ‘reiterative’ model of critical realist research is in contrast to the more
linear and rigid form of social research proposed by the positivist approach (see Figure 2.4).
The latter has been considered by many as a standardised procedure of, or the orthodox
approach to, scientific study under positivist methodology. For example, Johnston
(1986:152) observes that there is a substantial volume of journal articles following this
format: review of the literature on a topic, derivation of hypotheses to be tested, conducting
an ‘experiment’ (or experiment-like observation), and evaluation of results. Hence, what
sets critical realist research and orthodox (positivist) research apart, as a research
programme, is the stress of practical adequacy in critical realist research. On the one hand,
it suggests that there exists an irreducible empirical dimension to social analysis on the
grounds that social phenomena cannot be studies in a vacuum. Otherwise, social analysis
based exclusively on abstract categories may end up with impractical theories which cannot
be related to the real world or local knowledge and/or experience. On the other hand,
empirical research must refer to the deeper mechanisms and causal structures on the
grounds that these factors are the deeper explanations of observed phenomena. Otherwise,
social analysis based exclusively on empirical categories may end up with undifferentiated
experiences which have little explanatory power. In this manner, Pratt (1994a: 42) argues

that a critical realist social research must be a theoretically informed empirical programme.

Extensive and Intensive Research: A Synthesis

If critical realist research must be theoretically informed concrete research, a
question which is immediately raised is that of: ‘What theories and what methods?” As
noted earlier, as far as social sustainability is considered to be the deeper explanation of
sustainability issues and, a major concern of sustainability debates, the thesis is arguing for

a critical realist philosophy which stresses the stratification conception of social reality
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dividing the domains of the real, the actual, and the empirical. In other words, it is against
positivist philosophy. Moreover, while social sustainability is conceptualised as a duality
between individual life-chances and the created social environment, this thesis is arguing
for a structuration conception of social relation which requires the inclusion of both social
structure and human agency. In other words, it is against the dualism of both voluntarism
and determinism. Accordingly, the empirical analysis of sustainability issues needs to build
the connections between necessary causal mechanisms and contingent conditions in the
duality relationship of social structure and human agency. By virtue of complex
epistemology and ontology highlighted in critical realist philosophy and structuration
theory, as one might expect, the empirical analysis of the internal, social aspect of
sustainability cannot be achieved via a single engagement in a research project.

The problem with the structuration concept of sustainability — as a dualities
between people and their environments, between the natural and the man-made
environment, between productive (economic) and reproductive (socio-economic)
development, and between society and individuals — lies in the difficulty of translating
abstract theories into concrete questions. At a theoretical level, the duality between social
structure and human agency can be conceived of more easily because of the fact that we
have the advantage of being able to constantly change our ‘analytical lens’, i.e. we can shift
between different levels of realities simply via the change of analytical foci between
structural properties and human actions.

At an empirical level, by contrast, social structure and human agency are very
different entities by nature, and it is very difficult, if not impossible, to examine two things
with very different ‘ontological depth’ simultaneously without the need to change the foci
of our ‘analytical lens’. The question shows that changing the foci of analysis in empirical
research involves not only different methods, but also fundamentally different questions.
In other words, a theoretical duality (constitutional duality) necessarily involves an
empirical dualism (compositional dualism). However, to reject positivist philosophy and
the social theories envisaged by both structuralists and individualists does not necessarily
lead to a rejection of their methodologies all together. This thesis argues that a synthesis
of existing research methods will do the job. As far as structure and agency are concerned,

the empirical investigation of the internal, social aspect of sustainability may need to
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employ both extensive and intensive methods in order to explore the dynamics at both ends
of the duality spectrum.

Extensive research studies a large number of individuals, but also restricts the
number of properties used to define them. Intensive research, by contrast, studies a large
number of properties on a small number of individuals. Sayer (1992: 242) stresses that
distinction between these two types of research is much more than a question of scale or
‘depth versus breadth’. Rather, they ask different sorts of question, using different
techniques and methods and defining their objects and boundaries differently. Table 2.1
presents Sayer’s summary of intensive and extensive research. In intensive research, the
primary questions concern how some causal processes work out in a limited number of
cases. The research techniques employed are qualitative methods — participant
observation, informal and unstructured interviews, life-histories, and so on — that permit
the detailed study of the individual in his/her or its causal context, and in so doing
establishes connections between the ‘necessary’ and the ‘contingent’. Extensive research,
by contrast, asks the more common question of whether there are general properties and
patterns to be discovered over the whole population. Research techniques involve formal,
large-scale surveys, such as formal questionnaires, descriptive and inferential statistical
analyses, etc., in order to uncover empirical regularities. Accordingly, extensive research
prioritises information about patterns, while intensive research prioritises information about
processes (Sayer and Morgan 1985: 152).

Nevertheless, there are inherent weaknesses associated with both intensive and
extensive methods. The main weakness of intensive research methods is that it lacks
representativeness and may therefore be subscribed to the problem of over-extension in
concrete research. Extensive research, by contrast, is the weaker explanatory tool as far as
concrete events are concerned: it lacks sensitivity to details; it will not permit the
identification of causal mechanisms; and, by favouring generalisation over abstraction, it
is likely to be subscribed to the twin problems of chaotic conceptions (i.e. ascribing
causality to a category that has little or no internal logic or structural interaction, for
example, the idea of ‘service sector’), and distributive unreliability (see Harré 1979: 108-
109). While the issue of social sustainability demands us to consider both structural

patterns and individual dynamics, the methodological challenge to the empirical analysis



Table 2.1 Intensive and Extensive Research: A Summary

INTENSIVE EXTENSIVE
How does a process work in a What are the regularities,
particular case or small number common patterns, distinguishing
Research | of cases? features, of a population?
question | What produces a certain change? | How widely are certain
What did the agents actually do? | characteristics or processes
distributed or represented?
Relations | Substantial relation of connection | Formal relations of similarity
Types of
groups Causal groups Taxonomic groups
studied
Type of | Causal explanation of the Descriptive ‘representative’
account production of certain objects or generalisations, lacking in
produced | events, though not necessarily explanatory penetration
representative ones
Study of individual agents in their | Large-scale survey of population
Typical causal contexts, interactive or representative sample, formal
methods | interviews, ethnography questionnaires, standardised
Qualitative analysis interviews
Statistical analysis
Actual concrete patterns and Although representative of a
contingent relations are unlikely | whole population, they are
to be ‘representative’, average or | unlikely to be generalisable to
generalisable other populations at different
Limitations | Necessary relations discovered times and spaces
will exist wherever their relata Problem of ecological fallacy in
are present, e.g. causal powers of | making inferences about
objects are generalisable to other | individuals
contexts as they are necessary Limited explanatory power
features of these objects
Appropriate Corroboration Replication
tests

Source: Sayer (1992: 243)
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of sustainability issues is not a choice between extensive and intensive methods, but are of
how to synthesise these two types of research in order to recover the ‘duality picture’ from
the “dualistic jigsaws’ of structure and agency. Giddens (1984: xxxi) himself notes that
“what is especially useful for the guidance of research . . . is the study of (a) the routinised
intersections of social practices which are the ‘transformation points’ in structural relations,
and (b) the modes in which institutionalised practices connect social with system
integration.” In other words, the empirical analysis on the internal, social perspective of
sustainability should focus on the significance of contextuality through which the duality
between structure and agency can be dis-embedded. This needs to employ a research
strategy which combines both extensive and intensive research techniques. The former
aims at identifying the structural patterns of events; the latter aims at exploring the
processes of action in which the production and reproduction of structural features are
embedded.

Realist Methodology, Geographical Inquiries and Sustainable Development

Critical realists argue that the purpose of social science is to discover the underlying
causalities of social phenomena. It involves both theoretical and empirical categories: the
purpose of abstract theoretical analysis is to identify the necessary relations between objects
of interest, and the purpose of concrete empirical analysis is to specify the important
contingent conditions in which the underlying causalities are situated. In other words,
critical realist methodology stresses a practically adequate explanation: research requiring
both proper theoretical accounts and adequate empirical investigations. To put it more
precisely, critical realist methodology emphasises the significance of theoretically
informed concrete research.

This is truly the primary concern of geographical inquiries. Johnston (1993: vii)
notes that geography is both an empirical discipline — which is concerned with
understanding the world and transmitting that understanding to a wide audience — and a
practical discipline, for its transmitted understanding of value to those who would change
the world at all scales. Their foci, accordingly, are neither an overriding concern about the

preexisting material world (the environment), nor an overriding concern about the varied
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experiences of individual life-chances. Rather, geography is centrally concerned with the
interrelationship between people and their environments. To understand such an
interconnection, we must address the underlying causalities of the people-environment
connection while at the same time paying due attention to the contingencies in which those
necessary causalities are situated. Accordingly, this is the value that a critical realist
methodology can contribute to geographical studies: i.e. not only to focus on either
space/place or human actor, but on their interconnection.

As stressed throughout the chapter, a relational conception has been a common view
shared by both geographical inquiries and sustainability debates. But the interconnection
between people and their environments is complex, dynamic, and multifaceted. A full
understanding of sustainability issues must distinguish between the internal, social
dimension of sustainability and the external, physical dimension of sustainability. By virtue
of its generative power, this thesis argues that the internal, social aspect of sustainability
represents a deeper explanation of sustainability issues. However, addressing this internal
dimension is not enough. What is also needed, is to explore the underlying causalities. In
this regard, the structuration conception of social relation advanced by Giddens’
structuration theory is the key to unpacking the people-environment interconnection: a
duality between social structure and human agency. This theoretical breakthrough provides
an adequate conceptual framework for a proper understanding of sustainability issues.

However, sustainability is not only about conceptions, it is also concerned with the
survival needs of hundreds of millions people, of both current and future generations.
Accordingly, the building of a link between sustainability conceptions and sustainability
practices is necessary. In other words, the issue of operationalisation is crucial to a proper
understanding of sustainability issues: it moves forwards to construct a proper theory of
sustainability by addressing the necessary causalities of sustainability issues; it moves
backwards to examine the manifestation of sustainability mechanisms by identifying the
important contingencies in real conditions. Therefore, a practically adequate explanation
of sustainability issues must involve both theoretical and empirical categories: a
retroduction, i.e. the process of constant engagement of abstract and concrete research,
spilling over theories and practices.

As noted earlier, social sustainability is a deeper explanation of sustainability issues.
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Moreover, this deeper explanation is embedded in the duality between individual life-
chances and the created social environment. This suggests that sustainable development
cannot be reduced to trade-offs between sustainable environmental bases and continuing
economic development: the issue of physical sustainability, but should be understood from
its underlying causalities: the issue of social sustainability. However, social sustainability
cannot be reduced to either social structure or human agency alone. Sustainability cannot
be ‘summed up’ or ‘averaged out’. It is fundamentally concerned with the interrelationship
between these two domains. Thus, the empirical analysis on the internal, social aspect of
sustainability needs to build the connections between the necessary causalities and the
contingent conditions in the duality of social structure and human agency. The question is
that in practice, social structure and human agency are very different entities, and hence an
empirical investigation of their interrelations needs to ask very different questions and,
consequently, use very different methods. This suggests that a combination of both
extensive and intensive research techniques is necessary: the former identifying the
structural patterns of the people-environment duality; the latter highlighting the dynamic
processes of the people-environment duality. By exploring both ends of the duality
spectrum in concrete situations, we can understand both the ‘becoming’ and the ‘outcome’
of sustainability issues via the constant production, reproduction, and transformation of
social structures embedded in the routinised practices of individual people’s day-to-day
lives. This thesis argues that this is a more appropriate way to explore the deeper

explanation of sustainability issues, both theoretically informed and empirically embedded.

Conclusions: Towards a Contextual Explanation of Sustainable elopmen

This chapter discussed three fundamental issues regarding the study of sustainability
issues: philosophy, theory, and methodology. This thesis argues that these issues are the
key to achieving a proper understanding of sustainability issues. Without them, any
painstaking work on the discussion of sustainability issues might end up with, at best,
commonsense knowledge or, at worst, misleading conclusions. In other words, a proper
conceptual framework is the prerequisite for a proper understanding of sustainability issues.

The overall conceptual framework of the thesis can be characterised as a marriage
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of critical realism and structuration theory. First and foremost, by virtue of the complex,
dynamic, and multifaceted characteristics of sustainability issues, this thesis argues that the
stratification concept of social reality promoted by critical realist philosophy is a more
appropriate philosophical stance for the understanding of the internal, social perspective of
sustainability issues. It is the underlying causalities (the causes), rather than the empirical
regularities (the symptoms), which should be the primary concern of sustainability debates.
However, since critical realism is in essence a philosophical debate concerning the
acquisition of scientific knowledge, i.e. an epistemological question, its effectiveness does
need a theoretical input, i.e. an ontological question. In this regard, the structuration
conception of structure-agency duality advanced by Giddens’ structuration theory is a
suitable theoretical framework which is capable of ‘getting at’ the underlying causalities
of sustainability issues. Structuration theory rightly addresses the interconnection between
people and their environments via the concept of structure duality. It provides a theoretical
convergence between different domains of social reality in a holistic theoretical framework.
In this view, sustainability is conceptualised as a continuous production, reproduction, and
transformation of both social and material conditions on which individual actions and life-
chances both can draw from and shape.

Having said that a proper conceptional framework is the prerequisite for a full
understanding of sustainability issues, critical realist methodology argues that a theoretical
explanation must be re-embedded into concrete situations: social phenomena cannot be
studied in a vacuum. There is an irreducible empirical dimension to sustainability debates.
In this regard, critical realist methodology is a useful guidance for conducting empirical
research. The overall research programme adopted in this thesis is characterised as a
process of retroduction: with the use of causal mechanisms to explain concrete events. The
research strategy for this empirical investigation of the internal, social aspects of
sustainability issues is a combination of extensive and intensive methods. The inclusion
of both abstract theoretical analysis and practical concrete analysis is important on the
grounds that sustainability issues are complex, dynamic, and multifaceted; we need both
abstract theoretical categories and practical concrete categories to build the link between
necessary causalities and contingent conditions. In other words, the research programme

for the understanding of sustainability issues must be ‘theoretically informed concrete
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research’. The adoption of both extensive and intensive methods is important on the
grounds that social sustainability is centrally concerned with the interconnection between
social structures and individual actions; hence we need both extensive and intensive
methods to bring out the structural patterns and individual processes in which the duality
between people and their environments is embedded. In other words, the empirical
investigation of the internal, social perspective of sustainability must be a contextual
analysis that links structures and actions. The next chapter will illustrate how the deeper
explanation of sustainability issues can be explored via a translation of the theoretical

explanation of social sustainability into concrete urban questions.



CHAPTER THREE

LINKING SOCIAL SUSTAINABILITY AND URBAN QUESTIONS:
TOWARDS A CONVERGENCE OF THEORY AND PRACTICE

The aim of the chapter is twofold: (a) to develop the theory of social sustainability
via a discussion on the duality between social structure and human agency, and (b) to link
the theoretical account of social sustainability to the empirical investigation of sustainability
issues in a concrete urban context.

As argued earlier, by virtue of their origins and through their consequences,
sustainability issues should be understood with reference to their deeper causalities: the
internal, social aspect of sustainability. This view was justified in chapter 2, where the
marriage of critical realism and structuration theory has provided the philosophical
foundation, the theoretical base, and the methodological guidance for the deeper
explanation of sustainability issues: i.e. it must be a theoretically informed empirical
research. This thesis argues that theorising sustainability is the prerequisite for a concrete
empirical investigation of sustainability issues. Nevertheless, theorising (to address the
underlying causalities) must be embedded in concrete, contingent conditions. In other
words, a critical realist empirical investigation of sustainability issues must be a contextual
analysis which can bring together the internal, necessary causalities and the external,
contingent conditions. As far as social sustainability is conceptualised as a time-space
connection between individual life-chances and the created environment in the process of
production and reproduction, the empirical analysis of the internal, social aspect of
sustainability is going to be situated in a concrete urban environment — London — by
translating abstract concepts of social sustainability into substantive urban questions. In
turn, the existing urban questions can be answered with reference to the concepts of social
sustainability.

This chapter is organised into three main sections. The first section justifies the
urban focus of the empirical analysis of sustainability issues. Via a critical appreciation of
Giddens’ theory of structuration, the second section focuses on the theoretical explanation

of social sustainability: the time-space connections between productive and reproductive
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activities in the duality of institutional structures and individual daily practices. Finally,
based on this theoretical framework, a research project is devised to translate sustainability
hypotheses into substantive urban questions: the time-space dynamics relating to

employment, housing, shopping, and transport in London.

Sustainable Urban Development: The Spatial Dimension

As argued earlier, theorising sustainability needs an appropriate conceptual
framework. But an appropriate conceptual framework alone is not enough. Sustainability
debates are illuminating only if they are linked to the real world. In order to bridge the gap
between the theoretical account and the empirical investigation of social sustainability, one
key dimension in the social analysis — space — must be specified at the outset.

In the social sciences, there has been a strong and almost overwhelming
predisposition to giving time and history priority over space and geography. Marx, Weber,
Durkheim, and Marshall all have that in common. Harvey (1985: xiii), for example,
observes that historical materialism appears to license the study of historical
transformations (when Marx said that human beings wrote their own history), while
ignoring how capitalism produces its own geography. Social structures cannot be separated
from spatial structures. Urry (1985: 23) argues that the social world should be seen as
comprised of space-time entities having causal powers which may or may not be realised
depending on the patterns of spatial/temporal interdependence between them. Massey
(1985: 17) also seriously questions the validity of social theories without reference to spatial
structures. It is not surprising that a similar criticism is also registered in sustainability
debates. Breheny (1992: 1), for instance, notes that “whereas time is an explicit dimension
in most notions of sustainability, space is generally ignored.” He therefore points out that
it is necessary to be explicit about the spatial dimension in sustainability debates, arguing
that there is an urban focus to sustainability issues in the light of cities’ contribution to
pollution and waste (ibid.: 2). Having said that social theories in general have not paid due

attention to space and spatiality, a contrasting mistake has been found common to
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geographical and planning studies: a lack of temporal dimension. Gregory (1979), for
example, notes that the lack of convergency between human geography and social theory
has been due to the excess of spatiality in geography and the deficiency of it in the social
theory of sociology and anthropology. In other words, social science should not prioritise
either time or space, but should focus on time-space. In as much as the deeper explanation
of sustainability issues is considered to be embedded in the duality of social structure and
human agency, by virtue of the time-space conflicts created by industrial capitalism in the
organisation of individual and society’s time and space, the significance of time-space is
self-evident: social relations are in essence embedded in the spatio-temporal system that
links people and things both here and now and there and then.

It might be an exaggeration to say that conventional sustainability debates are space-
blind, but, arguably, their conceptions of space are naive. While the temporal dimension
has been elected as a defining character of sustainable development, known as the issue of
intergenerational equity, the spatial dimension of sustainable development, known as the
issue of intragenerational equity has largely been interpreted as an issue of uneven
development between regions. For example, sustainability issues are seen as conflicts
between meeting basic survival needs in the Third World and improving the quality of life
in the Western World (see, for example, WCED 1987; Smith 1990; Mainwaring 1991;
Jalal 1993). Although this global perspective is important, especially when some global
issues such as global warming and ozone layer depletion are taken on board, it is inadequate
on the grounds that (a) the spatio-temporal interconnections between the global and the
local and (b) the social interconnections between production and reproduction are largely
ignored. The ‘uneven-development’ thesis tends to lump together a variety of issues on a
global scale by identifying the degrees of development, in particular in the realm of
production, between more developed countries and less developed countries. Most
importantly, it tends to marginalise the interdependency between productive and
reproductive activities which necessarily involves an interplay between global and local
sustainability. While emphasising the significance of spatio-temporality to sustainability
debates, this thesis argues that to set the debate of sustainability in the urban context could
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address this global-local connection by virtue of the links of socio-economic and

environmental processes.
The Global-local Connection of Sustainable Development

One might suspect that the global significance of sustainability issues would be
marginalised if the spatial dimension of sustainable debates is focussed on the urban scale,
rather than on the global scale. This thesis argues that, when the concept of ‘open systems’
is taken on board, the discussion of sustainable urban development can address the
sustainability connection between the global and the local. The global consequences of
sustainability are local in origin and, in turn, the global environment, both physical and
socio-economic, has significant local impacts. This global-local connection is especially

important in contemporary capitalist society. As Cronon (1991: 378) puts it:

Living in the city consuming goods and services in a market place with ties to people and
places in every corner of the planet, people and places that remain invisible, unknown and
unimagined as we consume the products of their lives.

In the late twentieth century, economic and environmental issues have become increasingly
global in scope. It has become more difficult to view cities meaningfully in isolation from
each other, or simply in conjunction with their less urbanised hinterlands.

Cities are not islands. They have to import resources from outside and export
outputs, wanted or unwanted, to other areas. It is more appropriate to see the cities as open
systems, integrated into broader systems of, both local and global, economy and
environment (MacNeill et al. 1991; Girardet 1992). Haughton and Hunter (1994: 14) note
that cities and their hinterlands are increasingly indistinct from each other, linked by better
communications and increasingly exposed to similar (global) cultural influences. Cities are
connected to each other by an increasingly complex web of links, in production systems,

in finance, in resource usage and in the environmental problems which they both create and
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face. Urban residents, businesses and politicians can play an important role in shaping their
economies, societies and environments, but they cannot do this in isolation from their role
in the global economy. Hence, a sustainable city is not only an end result, but also a process
of contributing to global sustainable development.

But before we can move on to discuss how the theory and practice of sustainable
development can be applied to cities, it is important to consider exactly what constitutes a
city. Elkin et al. (1991: 4) note that the physical city (the mass of buildings, streets and
people) is just the visible focus of the complete urban system. The social and economic
impacts of the contemporary urban system are of a truly global context. In Britain, for
example, while the processes of economic restruéturing have eroded the traditional
manufacturing base of urban areas since the 1970s, the processes of counter-urbanisation,
inner-city regeneration and re-urbanisation, as well as continuing urban sprawl all suggest
that the urban contexts should never be restricted to the physical boundaries of cities but
rather should be considered as the urban regions, or more precisely, the urban societies.
Nevertheless, at the local urban level issue-linkage and the adoption of actions aimed at
fostering sustainable development can be more ‘manageable’ than at the global level. In
the meantime when the openness of urban social contexts is included into analysis, it
provides a broader scope of issue-linkage than if merely restricted to the physical
boundaries of local urban areas. In other words, a naive spatial conception of sustainable
development as ‘either global or local’ is substituted by a more sophisticated one as a
combination of ‘the local in the global’ and ‘the global in the local’. This global-local
interconnection is an essential dimension that any sensible discussion of sustainability
should not ignore. The term glocalisation, invented by Swyngedouw (1992), is a useful
connotation which catches the changing interplay between the global and the local. Before
engaging in the theoretical analysis of social sustainability, this urban focus of sustainability
analysis can be further supported by the argument that cities represent (a) the most serious
threats to, and, accordingly, the greatest opportunities for, sustainable development; (b) the

dominant forum of modern civilisation; and (c) the very manifestation of the created space.
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Cities as Pressure Points

The reasons for adopting an urban focus on sustainability analysis are compelling.
First and foremost, it is in the urban areas that many environmental and social problems
take root and are experienced at their most intense. It is not surprising that many
sustainability debates are focused on the urban contexts (for example, CEC 1990; Elkin et
al. 1991; Haughton and Hunter 1994; Council of Europe 1994; ECMT 1995; Ciuffini 1995;
Badshah 1996; see also Cadman and Payne 1990; Breheny 1992). Many critics argue that
cities represent the very antithesis of sustainable development: cities are major consumers
of natural resources and the main producers of pollution and waste (Girardet 1992: 86;
Owens 1992: 79), i.e. cities are regionally unsustainable. Moreover, cities are closely
associated with crime, vandalism, deprivation, unemployment and all sorts of socio-
economic problems, including deteriorating infrastructure, inner-city decay, and
neighbourhood collapse, i.e. cities are socially unsustainable. However, it is in the cities
that we find the greatest concentration of population and activities. To resolve urban
problems would contribute significantly to the alleviation of the most pressing problems
confronting the world as a whole. Haughton and Hunter (1994: 12) argue that cities are also
potentially more environmentally friendly than many realise (the environmental economies
of scale). However, most debates over urban sustainability tend to focus on physical
sustainability, treating social sustainability as unrelated or implicit. For example, research
has been focused on issues relating to urban form, energy consumption, transport
infrastructure, and environmental impacts (for example, Newman and Kenworthy 1989;
CEC 1990; Breheny 1992; DoE 1994; Banister 1992; Owens 1992; Elkin et al. 1991;
Anderson et al. 1996); but these debates did not penetrate to the underlying causalities of
sustainability issues: why the movements of people and goods/services are required? This
thesis is not arguing that these issues are unimportant or irrelevant; on the contrary, as Singh
(1989: 155) argues, “when any environmental issue is pursued to its origins, it reveals. . .
that the root cause of the crisis is not to be found in how men interact with nature, but in
how they interact with each other.” In this view, Haughton and Hunter (1994: 22) add that
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“the problems of the environment must be traced to dominant modes of production,
consumption and reproduction.” Accordingly, as argued earlier, sustainability issues should
be explored via the interrelationship between structure (the created environment) and
agency (people) in the processes of production and reproduction. Nonetheless, here I want
to take a step further by arguing that it is the created urban environment which exhibits the
most serious symptoms of unsustainable development and at the same time provides the
greatest opportunities for its remedy. The concentration of population and activities in the
cities provides a greater latitude of intervention. Elkin et al. (1991: 6) argue that “we
cannot make the same mistake of garden-city movement which in fact bears the opportunity
costs of ‘losing’ improvements to existing cities and leaving the large cities with increasing
social problems and a lower tax base on which to fund action.” Sustainability debates and,
consequently, the corrective actions, should begin with the problems facing the most serious
pressure point of sustainable development — the cities. Maclennan and Mega (1992: 6)
argue that in reality it is politically difficult to prioritise global sustainability problems in
the face of local unemployment, poverty, poor housing, and deteriorating infrastructure.

Accordingly, to resolve existing urban questions is to pursue global sustainability from
within.

Cities as the Dominant Forum

By virtue of the close relationship between the city-based capitalist industrial
economy and the processes of Western urbanisation, as well as the fast growth of urban
population, the significance of the urban settings in sustainability debates is self-evident.
The rise of industrial capitalism in the last two centuries, which has been argued earlier in
the thesis as a major cause of unsustainable development, finds its manifestation mainly
through, or in conjunction with, the processes of urbanisation in the course of Western
modernisation (see Harvey 1989; Clarke 1991). Cities are the foci of production,
distribution, exchange, and, increasingly, consumption in which the heart of capitalist mode

of production lies (Johnston 1989). Harvey (1982) sees the function of urban life in the
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West as the reproduction of the capitalist economic system. The world is becoming
economically and environmentally more interconnected. Cities are the nodal positions of
unprecedented flows of resources, wastes, traded products and services, finance capital and
labour. Accordingly, the issue of managing sustainable cities, and eventually managing
sustainable urban societies, is one of the greatest challenges to sustainable development
(WCED 1987: 235). |

The significance of sustainable cities is also reflected in the increase of urban
populations. After two hundred years of development, most industrial countries nowadays
are virtually totally urbanised. In the year 1800 just 5 per cent of the world’s population
was urban; by 1900 the proportion had risen to around 15 per cent. By the year 2000 the
proportion will have increased to around 50 percent (McMichael 1993). An estimated 80
per cent of world population increase between 1990 and 2000 will be in the urban areas
(Houghton and Hunter 1994: 32). While 42.6 per cent of the world’s population was urban
in 1990, there had been an obvious skewness to the developed world: 72.6 per cent of the
population in developed countries was urban and 33.6 per cent in developing countries
(Hardoy et al. 1992). Although the growth of urban population in the developed, industrial
world has been stabilised in the last few decades; however, more than ever before world
population as a whole is now living in urban areas as a result of the fast growth of urban
population in Third World countries. There are few signs that such trends will slow down
or even reverse. If current trends hold, most of the urban population increase will be in
developing countries. In other words, in the next century a more uniform level of
urbanisation will spread around the globe, moving towards the current levels of urbanisation
prevailing in the industrial countries. Given that the total urban population in developing
countries is already larger than the total population of Europe, North America and Japan
combined (Hardoy and Satterthwaite 1991), the problems of Third World cities will be a
serious challenge to sustainable development (WCED 1987). Given that to be developed,
i.e. to be industrialised and capitalised, is among the top priorities of many developing
countries, to focus on sustainability issues facing Western, industrialised cities can provide

useful lessons for Third World cities in their search for a sustainable route of development,
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although the nature of scope of sustainability problems might be very different between
Western cities and Third World cities.

Cities as Created Spaces

Bertilsson (1984: 48) argues that “Modern man no longer stands in direct
relationship with organic nature, but lives in a mediated and manufactured space, the
culmination of which is the creation of the modern city.” In this view, this thesis argues that
sustainability should be conceptualised as an interrelationship between ‘created
environment’ (which involves both natural and man-made environment) and ‘real
development’ (which involves both economic and socio-economic development, or
productive and reproductive development) that involves not only an issue of physical
sustainability but also, more fundamentally, an issue of social sustainability. Moreover,
in terms of the origins and the consequences of sustainability issues, social sustainability
should be the deeper explanation of sustainability issues. In the discussion of spatiality, this
social orientation is supported by the argument for a distinction between objective space and
social space (Schatzki 1991), or between the physically based contextual space and the
socially based created space (Soja 1989). Haughton and Hunter (1994: 10) argue that
“cities are in themselves a unique form of natural, built and cultural environment.”
Accordingly, cities represent the very manifestation of the created spaces in which a variety
of major social interactions are taking place. In the late twentieth century, where we work,
rest or play depends more on the spaces we have created or modified than on the natural or
inherent characteristics of different locations, be they the noisy factories or air-conditioned
offices, the cosy semi-detached houses or small flats in high-rise buildings, or the beautiful
seaside resorts or artificial downtown shopping centres.

Although urbanism, as a way of life, should not be conflated with urbanisation or
cities (for the sake of increasing blurring between urban and rural boundaries as the
consequence of advanced transportation and communications) and the created environment

should not be equated with the built environment in towns and cities (since the created



87

environment of modern urbanism is everything and everywhere, including the ‘green’
farmland and the ‘wild’ national parks), nonetheless, the urban space still carries the very
spirit of the created environment in terms of its massive scales, versatile functions, and,
most importantly, the roles that the cities have been playing in social transformation. Cities
are not the static structures of mortar and bricks; rather, they are built by and for people.
Elkin et al. (1991: 241) suggest that “cities are about human contact.” Human activities
‘take place’ by appropriating and transforming nature, nowhere more evidently so than in
the created spaces of modern cities where such influences reach far beyond their immediate
boundaries. Cities are the major locations of social, economic, political, and cultural
interactions; cities are important for their roles in capital accumulation, information
dissemination, consumption of goods and services and reproduction of waged, and
unwaged, labour. Accordingly, cities are the key settings of social transformation that the
discussion of the deeper explanation of sustainability issues should be focused on.

Last but not least, the urban focus of sustainability analysis has important
theoretical and practical implications. It provides a meso scale of socio-spatial analysis in
which the notion of structuration can be comprehended more easily in the concrete
empirical analysis of social sustainability. So it can dismiss the critique of Giddens’
tendency to polarise scale in his work: either the micro-world of day-to-day and face-to-face
interaction or the world system at large (Cloke et al. 1991: 129). This thesis demonstrates
that to situate the empirical analysis of social sustainability in an urban context can link
together the abstract propositions of time and space to the detailed investigations of the
specificity of history and geography and, accordingly, allow a more hierarchical

appreciation of the notion of locales, a key spatial concept of the theory of structuration.
Urban Social Sustainability: A Convergence of T nd Practic
In chapter 1 it was argued that an appropriate conception of sustainability should

distinguish the external and the internal dimensions of sustainable development, i.e. a

distinction between physical and social sustainability. An overall, or a real, sustainability
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requires a harmonious channelling between physical and social sustainability.
Conventional sustainability debates tend to focus on the external, physical aspect of
sustainability, leaving the internal, social aspect of sustainability largely unexplored. Some
authors (see, for example, Yiftachel and Hedgcock 1993; Taylor and Pieper 1997), though
quite rightly addressing the significance of ‘social sustainability’, tend to see ‘social
sustainability’ as something ‘added-on’ to current sustainability debates, a very different
enterprise which is characterised by the distinction between environmental sustainability,
economic sustainability, and, social sustainability. In other words, this conception of social
sustainability i(s a compositional understanding of sustainability issues that might have
broadened the breadth of sustainability debates but does not dig into their deeper
explanation. By virtue of its generative causalities, this thesis argues that social
sustainability, as the internal dimension of sustainability issues, should be the primary
concern of, and not an addendum to, sustainability debates.

Because all sustainability issues are social in origin, and having impacts on people
as consequences, this thesis argues that it is the utilitarian tendency of industrialism and the
expanding logic of capitalism which go hand in hand that are responsible for the current
trends of unsustainable development. Harvey (1996: 233-34) argues that one major
consequence of the capitalist mode of development has been the creation of a binary
structure: contrasting the various intricately interwoven spatio-temporalities to be found in
the ‘lifeworld’ of individuals and the abstract ‘rationalised’ spatio-temporalities attributed
to the capitalist production system. The reproduction of capitalist production systems is
increasingly dependent on the acceleration of turnover time (the moments of production,
circulation, exchange, and consumption all tend to change faster) and on the shrinking of
space horizons ( the ‘markets’ of many products and services are now truly global in nature)
via the search for surplus value in the process of economic production and re-production.
In other words, the growth of industrial capitalism relies very much on the
‘disembeddedness’ of time and space (or the elimination of time-space barriers) in the
process of production and re-production. However, the reproduction of individual life-

chances in capitalist society, though being expanded considerably in both space and time
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due to the advance of transportation and communications, remains a localised affair by
virtue of the constraint of human bodies. In other words, the maintenance of people’s day-
to-day lives relies very much on the ‘embeddedness’ of time and space in the process of
production and reproduction (consumption).

As might be expected, there is a close connection between the re-production of
capitalist production systems and the reproduction of individual life-chances: one cannot
survive without input from the other. Accordingly, sustainability can be understood as a
channelling between these two domains of production: system reproduction and individual
reproduction. While physical sustainability, or the concern about the reproduction of the
material bases of capitalist production system that is characterised by the argument of both
environmental and economic sustainability, is understood as a matter of system
reproduction, there exists a more fundamental concern about the reproduction of individual
life-chances: the issue of social sustainability. This concern can be justified on two
grounds. On the one hand, in terms of the origins of sustainability issues, a socially
unsustainable society will inevitably increase its exploitation of both natural resources and
environmental services. For example, the growing scale of transport which has created
enormous environmental, economic, and social problems is the result of increased
mismatches between the locations of facilities and services, employment, and housing for
individuals. The need to co-ordinate an increasingly fragmented life is the origin of many
sustainability problems. On the other hand, in terms of the consequences of sustainability
issues, sustainability problems, no matter whether they are environmental problems,
economic problems, or social problems, will eventually have impacts on individual lives.
It is misleading to argue for a sound environment and a robust economy at the expense of
individual life-chances. In other words, the means should not be confused with the ends of
sustainable development; a meaningful sustainability debate cannot be justified without any
mention of the consequences of sustainability issues.

Accordingly, this thesis argues that to focus on the internal, social dimension of
sustainability — as an issue of time-space channelling between the individual life-chances

of individuals and the overall structure of capitalist production system — can provide a
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deeper explanation of sustainability issues by virtue of the origins and the consequences of

sustainability issues. In summary, the main arguments' of the thesis are:

1. Social sustainability, a duality between socio-economic development and the created
environment, is the prerequisite of physical sustainability, a duality between economic
development and the natural environment.

2. This internal, social perspective of sustainability is ingrained in the duality of social
structure and human agency, in which the created environment (social structure) is both
the medium and the outcome of individual actions (to live day-to-day life).

3. The underlying causes of unsustainable development are traced to the utilitarian
tendency and the expanding logic of industrial capitalism which have resulted in a
separation of the reproduction of the individual’s everyday life and the reproduction of a
capitalist production system as a whole in both space and time.

4. Social sustainability, therefore, is conceptualised as a time-space channelling between
the everyday practices of individuals and the institutional structures of industrial capitalist
society as a whole.

Chapter 2 demonstrated that the theory of structuration, when integrated into critical
realist framework, is illuminating for the exploration of the internal, social perspective of
sustainability by virtue of its emphasis on the relational conception of social relation.
However, based on different disciplines and interpretations, there are, in effect, several
versions of structuration theories: for example, Bourdieu (1977) on structures and habitus
in social anthropology; Touraine (1977) and Dawe (1970; 1979) on the sociology of action;
Bhaskar (1975; 1979; 1986) on the transformational nature of social activity in the
philosophy of social science; Archer (1988) on culture and agency in cultural studies;
Thrift (1983; 1995) on social action in time and space in geography; and Giddens (1976;

! Some might prefer the term ‘hypotheses’ on the grounds that they believe the purpose
of social research is to test these hypotheses with empirical data so as to verify or falsify them.
However, this thesis adopts a critical realist view which emphasises that the purpose of social
research is to search for a practically adequate explanation of social phenomena. Accordingly, the
abstract theoretical category only focuses on the underlying causalities of the objects we are
interested in; and the purpose of a concrete empirical research is to see the manifestation of these
necessary causalities in the context of contingencies.
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1979; 1981; 1984; 1985; 1987) himself on the constitution of society in a broader arena of
the social sciences in general. For the sake of clarity and in the light that Giddens’ account
of structuration is best known, as well as because Giddens borrows (or ‘imports’)
substantially from geographical thinking, especially that of time geography developed by
Higerstrand (known as the Lund school), this thesis is exploring the notion of social
sustainability via a critical appreciation of Giddens’ discussion of structuration.

Although complex in both details and implications, the theory of structuration can
be summarised as a social theory emphasising the interdependence between social structure
and human agency in the context of space and time. On the one hand, Giddens argues that
society and individuals cannot be theorised in isolation. Instead, they must be theorised
together, as ‘individuals in society’ and ‘society in individuals’. On the other hand,
Giddens stresses that structure and agency are temporally and spatially specific: societies
and individuals are embedded in a particular configuration of time and space which itself
is the creation of society and individual action (Gregson 1986: 185). The intersection of
social structure and human agency in time-space, or the discussion of regionalisation,
provides a theoretical framework for a practical understanding of the issue of social

sustainability.

Agency and Structure: A Duality

The starting point of Giddens’ theory of structuration is his stress on how the
concepts of action, meaning and subjectivity should be specified and how they might be
related to notions of structure and constraint. While sustainability is conceptualised as an
interdependency between people and their environments, this structuration conception of
social relations is a key to the understanding of the complex relations of how human
aspirations for development (to live everyday life, a better life) are related to the means and
conditions of people’s actions (i.e. the created environment).

The premise of Giddens’ conception of agency is that people are both

knowledgeable and capable, so the changing circumstances of social life are a skilled
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accomplishment by these intended subjects. He says that the production of society is a
skilled accomplishments of its members, but it does not take place under conditions wholly
intended, or comprehended by them. Accordingly, what is fundamental to the conception
of agency in structuration theory, according to Giddens (1984: 6), is the notion of practical
consciousness and associated routinised daily practices. On the one hand, the idea of
practical consciousness is that the everyday actor, however cognizant, is not necessarily
capable of rationally justifying or even comprehending his or her undertakings (discursive
consciousness). On the other hand, the repetitiveness of activities which are undertaken in
like manner day after day is the material grounding of the recursive nature of social life.
Routinised practices of everyday life, therefore, are the prime expression of the duality of
structure in the continuity of social life. By virtue of its recursive nature, the structured
properties of social activity are constantly recreated out of the very resources which
constitute them. In other words, routinisation implicates social reproduction, and hence
social transformation, in the very production of these social conditions.

This thesis argues that the reproduction of everyday life should be the primary
concern of sustainability debates. It is unrealistic to talk about intergenerational equity
without any reference to the reproduction of day-to-day life: to sustain the day-to-day life
is not only the prerequisite but also the very end of sustainable development. However, acts
have unintended consequences; and unintended consequences may systematically feed back
to be the unacknowledged conditions of further acts. Accordingly, social sustainability
should be concerned with the interrelationship between the acknowledged/unacknowledged
conditions and the intended/unintended consequences of people’s routinised daily practices.

In rejecting the structuralist view of structure which is understood as some kind of
‘patterning’ and ‘constraining’ of social relations, Giddens sees structure as a relation
between the past as a totality and the new movement of generation in which structure is
perpetuated and modified as a result of human agency (Carlstein 1981: 41). The structural
properties of social systems are both the medium and the outcome of the practices they
recursively organise. Structure is not ‘external’ to individuals, and, therefore, it is both

constraining and enabling by virtue of the inherent relationship between structure and
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agency. Giddens (1984: 24) argues that the most important aspects of structure are rules
and resources recursively involved in institutions. Institutions by definition are the more
enduring, though changeable, features of social life. Families, organisations, markets,
industries, and nation-states are all institutions. Archer (1982: 458) argues that what
Giddens is seeking to enfold here are two views of social institutions: institutions as causes
of action (which have certain deterministic overtones) and institutions as embodiments of
action (which have more voluntaristic connotations). While sustainability is mainly
concerned with the reproduction of both social structures and individual agent’s everyday
life, Giddens’ conceptions of structure can connect the origins of environmental issues to
the process of everyday life. It bridges the theoretical gap between the conceptions of
environment and people with their many underlying connections. In other words, the
meaning of social sustainability can be comprehended in the helix of structuration between
the routinised practices of day-to-day life and the institutionalised social conditions in space
and time.

The structural properties of social systems are not effected overnight but are ‘made’
through the constant repetition of characteristic time-space routines, through which the
structures of institutions are fleetingly engaged and regularly reconstituted. Giddens’ key
conceptual innovation in this regard is his contention that the constitution of agents and
structures are not two independently given sets of phenomena, a dualism, but represent a
duality: the structural properties of social systems are both the medium and the outcome of
the practices they recursively organise. In other words, structuration refers to the dynamic
process whereby structures come into being. Giddens calls this the duality of structure. As
far as sustainability issues are concerned, this structuration conception rightly captures the
generative character of the internal, social dimension of sustainability, through which the
routinised practices of everyday life (people and socio-economic development) are linked
to the institutionalised social structures (as created environment in its widest sense).
However, neither the routinised daily practices nor the institutionalised social conditions
exist in abstract; they are embedded in time and space. Time and space, in view of this,

provide the contexts for the channelling between structure and agency.
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Time and Space: The Contextuality of Social Interaction

Apart from the notion of structure-agency duality, another theme which is crucial
to the conception of social sustainability is Giddens’ insistence on bringing ‘time-space
relations’ into the very core of his structuration theory. Giddens rejects the view of time-
space as mere ‘environments’, ‘containers’, or ‘categories of mind’; he prefers the view
that time-space relations are portrayed as constitutive features of social systems: i.e. time
and space are socially constructed. While complaining that most social analysts treat time
and space as mere environments of action, Giddens draws on the concepts and techniques
of Higerstrand’s time-geography (see Hégerstrand 1967; 1975; see also Thrift 1977) to
address the significance of time and space in social interaction. Cloke et al. (1991: 108)
note that the emphasis of time and space in structuration theory provides the ‘language’ to
capture the interactions of agency and structure while Giddens insists on recognising the
grounding of such interactions in everyday ‘time-space settings’: i.e. at certain moments and
in certain locations.

The importance of the notions developed by time-geography, and adopted in
structuration theory, lies in the depiction of regularities in how individuals repeatedly draw
on — and in how different individuals simultaneously draw on — the resources of time and
space. Hégerstrand’s approach is based on identifying sources of constraint over human
activity given by the nature of the body and of the physical contexts in which human action
occurs. It allows structuration theory to keep one eye on the agency of individuals moving
about in time and space, and to keep the other on the time-space structures of their lives
(their regularised movements between locations and along particular routes) as governed
by their economic, social, political, and cultural circumstances. The time-space dimensions
that Giddens stresses in structuration theory are, therefore, the socio-spatial and the socio-
temporal.

The spatial extent of social interaction is referred to as locales: that means “the use
of space to provide the settings for interaction, the settings of interaction in turn being

essential to specifying its contextuality” (Giddens 1984: 118). Locales are something more
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than just the ‘stage’ of action; rather, they are an integral part of the constitution of social
action. Locales provide opportunities for, and constraints on, human action (Thrift 1983:
40). However, locales are not homogeneous: there are individual spatial practices of daily
life and the spatial structuring of social institutions overlapping with one another (Simonsen
1991: 428). In other words, locales are partly defined by the nature of interaction and,
hence, are hierarchical. Cities can then be conceptualised as a set of urban locales which
on the one hand provide a created setting, a more elaborate built environment, for human
interaction expanded in scale, density, social differentiation, and collective attachment to
place. On the other hand, cities are also generative locales for what Giddens defines as
‘distanciation’, the stretching of social systems over time-space from the co-presence of
local social integration to the more encompassing and elastic collectivities and reciprocities
of system integration.

The temporal aspect stressed by Giddens is ‘reversible time’. On the one hand, for
a particular agent there exists an individual dureé of daily life, which refers to the repetitive
character of day-to-day life. On the other hand, there also exists a ‘supra-individual® dureé
of the ‘long-term’ existence of institutions, the longue dureé of institutional time. Although
the reversible time more or less coincides with the recurrence of days and seasons as parts
of natural rhythm, it has increasingly become a social product ruled by ‘clock time’ and the
daily practices associated with specific time zones (such as the distinction between
weekdays and weekends). This phenomenon is originally most apparent in cities where the
use of electricity and the concentration of built environment have significantly changed the
organisation of both individual time (the dureé) and institutional time (the longue dureé)
as an inseparable part of the urban ways of living. The opening of 24-hour factories/shops,
for example, is constituted by, and reinforces, the shifts of workers that necessarily involve
the arrangement of associated activities in wider time-space zones.

The intersections of the socio-temporal and the socio-spatial with the grounding of
the routinised daily practices and the institutionalised social structures provide the contexts
of social interaction which are the key to exploring the underlying causalities of social

sustainability — the time-space relations between the production and reproduction of the
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individual’s everyday life and associated social structures as a whole. Time-space is
important for the understanding of social sustainability on the grounds that different social
interactions take place in different time-space zones: i.e. social interaction is temporally and
spatially specific. In order to co-ordinate different moments of daily life by interacting with
different groups of people at certain times and places, people have to move in both space
and time. Although advanced transportation and communications have facilitated such
‘movements’ (or non-movements), they have also created extra need to move in time-
space. People nowadays are making more and longer trips than ever before for purposes
like work, shopping, and leisure. In turn, the increasing need to travel has created enormous
pressure for the individuals, the infrastructure, and the environment. While the
reproduction of contemporary ‘mobile society’ is increasingly dependent on the elimination
of time-space barriers in both productive and reproductive activities that are heavily
dependent on the appropriation of, in particular non-renewable, resources, it should be
noted that not every person has the same degree of mobility and equal access to resources
in space and time. Accordingly, to explore the time-space dimensions of social interaction
is the key to understanding the interrelationship between routinised (in time and space) daily

practices and institutionalised (also in time and space) social structures.

Contextuality and Modes of Regionalisation

The inclusion of time and space in structuration theory gives prominence to
contextuality in social analysis. In this regard, time and space are not just empty categories
in which social activities are taking place (the physical conception of time-space settings
held in time-geography, see Higerstrand 1976; 1984); rather, they are also the constitutive
elements of both human existence and social practices. Giddens (1984: 2) holds that the
basic domain of social analysis is “neither the experience of the individual actor, nor the
existence of any form of societal totality, but social practices ordered across time and
space” (emphasis added). All societies are constituted by human action taking place in

context, so that what goes to make up context is very important to the constitution of human
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action and the reproduction, or transformation, of social structures (Thrift 1985: 611). Soja
(1989), Simonsen (1991) and others also stress the mediating character of time-space in
social relation, arguing that the concepts of temporality and spatiality should be recovered
in social theory. So Urry (1991) adds that time and space should be seen as produced and
producing, as contested and determined and as symbolically represented and structurally
organised.

The contextuality of the socio-spatio-temporal can be brought out with reference to
Giddens’ discussion on regionalisation, in which the concept of presence/absence in time-
space turns out to be fundamental to the distinction between social integration and system
integration. Social integration is the process that constitutes the individual as a subject.
It goes on through face-to-face contact existing between the individuals in their routinised
everyday lives; it presupposes circumstances of co-presence between the actors, a domain
of time-space routinisation. System integration then comes into being when these
routinised practices are institutionalised over an extended section of time and space. It
refers to actors or collectivities which are absent (from each other) in time and space; it
therefore constitutes the collectivity as a structured social system, a domain of time-space
distanciation.

The contextuality of social interaction, accordingly, lies in Giddens’ contention that
social integration and system integration come together in particular /ocales (and associated
time zones). Routine interaction and distinciated interaction meet in what he terms the
modes of regionalisation, which channel and, in turn, are channelled by, the pathways of
time-space followed by both the day-to-day activities of individual actors and the
institutionalised structures of social systems. The weekend is a time zone implying also a
particular set of spaces in, for example, the family house, at church, or at sports events.
Regionalisation is not necessarily a reference to geographical region as localisation in space;
it is an expression of the ‘structuration of social conduct across time-space’, referring to the
zoning of time-space in relation to routinised social practices (Giddens 1984: 119).
Therefore, regionalisation, or the ‘situatedness’ of interaction in time and space, is the key

to understanding how structuration comes about (see Figure 3.1).
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While social sustainability is conceptualised as an interrelationship between socio-
economic development and the created environment embedded in the duality between
routinised daily practices and institutionalised social structures, social sustainability can be
further conceptualised as a sustainable condition of societal integration that necessarily
involves the time-space co-ordination between social and system integration. This can be
understood by referring to the ‘generative bases’ of sustainability concerns — the time-space
tension between productive and reproductive activities resulting from the expanding
tendency of capitalist industrial society. As argued in chapter 1, the root of unsustainable
trends could and should be traced back to the rise of industrial capitalism some two hundred
years ago. It is the ‘expanding logic’ of industrial capitalism, or what Saunders (1995) calls
the ‘growth machine’, which has transformed the world — by using industrialism as the
machine and capitalism as the power — that natural processes and previous civilisations
would have taken millennia to achieve. The consequences of such an unchecked growth
have created serious threats to both environmental and social orders in terms of resource
depletion, environmental degradation, social exclusion, and declining quality of life. In this
view, this thesis argues that the rise of industrial capitalism — with industrialism as the
machine and capitalism as the power — should be responsible for current trends of
unsustainable development by virtue of the time-space factions between productive and
reproductive activities and between individuals’ day-to-day lives and the overall
institutional structures.

The expanding logic of industrial capitalism has significant time-space implications.
Before the rise of industrial capitalism, or at its earlier stages, social integration, or the
reproduction of individual life-chances, between productive and reproductive activities and
system integration, or the reproduction of social structures, used to be the same thing or
were typically co-centred and reinforced one another to define more tightly bounded
enclosures of social integration relatively impermeable to interaction at higher geographical
scales. In capitalist industrial society, these two domains are increasingly separated from

each other: to live everyday life involves still by and large localised practices by virtue of
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Figure 3.1 A Model of the Structuration of Time-space Relations

Source: Gregory (1994: 601)

the constraint of human bodies; whereas the growth of capitalist production system relies
more on the compression of time and space. This change is best illustrated by Leyshon and
Thrift’s (1997) discussion on the changing geographies of monetary transformation that
necessarily involve changed institutions and practices. As a consequence, there has been
an increasing time-space gap between the realms of social integration and system
integration.

This has significant practical implications. One the one hand, it implies a growing
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need to travel: not only goods and services are now exchanged on a global scale, people are
making more and longer journeys in their daily lives for assorted purposes, such as work,
shopping, schooling, and leisure. Most importantly, an increasing number of these trips are
made by car and more and more social interactions are organised in ways based on the
assumption of high mobility. It results in a growing number of wasteful journeys which
have significant environmental, economic, and social consequences. On the other hand,
it implies an increasing difficulty in co-ordinating the routinised daily practices and the
institutional structures in both space and time. In other words, there is an increasing
fraction between the time-space ‘embeddedness’ of individuals’ everyday lives and the
time-space ‘dis-embeddedness’ of institutional structures in capitalist industrial society. In
this view, social sustainability can be conceptualised as societal integration which requires
the time-space co-ordination between social and system integration, which involves
interactive relations between the routinised practices of individuals’ day-to-day lives and
the institutional structures of social systems (see Figure 3.2). However, individual actions
have unintended consequences and, in turn, these consequences will systematically
feedback to form unacknowledged conditions for further actions; accordingly, it is the
unintended consequences and the unacknowledged conditions between the structuration
relationships of routinised daily practices and institutionalised practices of social system

which are the key to a practical understanding of the meaning of social sustainability.

Structuration Theory and Social sustainability: Building the Linkage

Before proceeding to the empirical analysis of social sustainability in a concrete
urban context, let me at this point summarise the main argument of the section and clarify
some doubts about Giddens’ elaboration of social structuration. As argued above, the time-
space connections between the routinised practices of everyday life and the institutionalised
practices of social system in the process of production and reproduction are the material
grounding for a practical understanding of the meaning of social sustainability, the deeper

explanation of sustainability issues. In this view, Giddens’ innovative thinking of social
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Source: adopted from Jary (1991: 123).

structuration and his discussion on the modes of regionalisation provide an insightful
theoretical framework and a stimulating guidance for a concrete empirical analysis by virtue
of the intersection of time-space and structure-agency.

However, while the ‘spatial turn’ has been described as one of the most important

achievements of Giddens’ structuration theory, some authors consider that Giddens is not



102

really serious about the spatial structuring of social phenomena and again giving time and
history a major primacy (Saunders 1989; Soja 1989: 143). This critique has been taken a
step further by Urry and Soja. Urry (1985: 21) argues that Giddens tends to neglect the
problems of explaining the causes and consequences of recent transformations in the spatial
structuring of late capitalism; Soja (1989: 152) considers that this is because Giddens does
not succeed in developing a rich and rigorous theory of urbanisation, choosing instead to
focus his projections on the nation-state. As Soja (ibid.) argues, urbanisation is one of
several major accelerations of time-space distanciation that has extended the scale of human
interactions without necessarily destroying its fundamental spatial anatomy. Accordingly,
urban life and urban structure are an integral part and a particularisation of the most
fundamental contextual generalisation about the spatiality of social life that people create
and occupy a multi-laygred spatial matrix of nodal locales. In fact, Giddens did emphasise
the dramatic shifts in the contextuality of the cities which come about with the rise of
capital industrialisation and the commodification of time and space in his discussion on the
concept of structural properties (see Giddens 1984: 181-93). So the urban focus is in effect
quite compatible to Giddens’ conception of regionalisation.

Another related, though indirectly, criticism is Gregson’s complaint that
structuration theory is unable to generate either empirical research questions or appropriate
categories for empirical analysis (Gregson 1987; 1989; see also Gregory 1984). As argued
earlier, this is because structuration theory is in essence an ontological question concerning
the constitution of human society; it is unrealistic and misleading to raise empirical
questions directly from an ontological theory. However, because the concept of social
sustainability is mainly concerned with the generative causalities of sustainability issues,
i.e. it has a strong ontological orientation, when the conceptions of structuration theory are
inserted into concrete conditions, they do provide valuable insights for a practical
explanation of social sustainability. Accordingly, the criticisms of Giddens’ oversight of
spatiality and his reluctance to relate capitalism to urbanisation can be dismissed by linking
structuration conceptions and sustainability debates in a concrete urban context. As Soja

(1989: 151-52) suggests, the urban context is the most important setting to ‘get at’ the main
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threads of structuration theory in terms of its time-space contextuality that integrates the
‘distanciation’ of global urban systems and the ‘co-presence’ of local urban practices.
Above all, a lack of sophisticated spatial conception is one of the major weaknesses of

conventional sustainability debates.

Institutions, Institutional Structures, and the ‘Institutional Webs’

Although to address the spatial dimension of the urban focus is a necessary
condition for a substantive linkage between the concepts of structuration theory and social
sustainability, it is not sufficient. In order to operationalise the concept of social
sustainability, several points relating to structuration conceptions need to be clarified. First,
the concept of ‘multiple dualities’ must be addressed. One might have an impression that
the concept of ‘duality’ simply denotes the ‘duality of structure’ characterised by the
interactive relationship between social structure and human agency. But in practice, the
boundaries between these two realms are sometimes very vague, depending on the objects
of interest and the ‘resolution’ of analysis. While institutions are usually regarded as
standardised modes of behaviour which play a basic part in the time-space constitutions of
social system, the key note in structuration theory is to look on institutions as composed of
practices, recurrent actions forming habits and routines (Carlstein 1981: 46). Moreover,
institutions are also reproduced over time in the form of practices. Accordingly, institutions
are the mediating grounds between social structure and human agency. On the one hand,
institutions may exercise powers as constraining factors over individual actions, i.e. they
have structural quality. On the other hand, they may ‘act’ like individuals in social
interactions, i.e. they have acting quality. The intervention of the planning system in land
use and the influences of urban policies in local economies are two examples in focus: for
the overall structures, they are actors; for the individuals, they are constraining structures.
Hence, the concept of institutions may have very different manifestations in practice.

Firstly, there is a need to make a distinction between formal and informal

institutions. Understood in a narrower sense, formal institutions represent legally
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constituted and regulated institutions, such as nation-states, central and local governments,
companies and organisations, and laws and regulations. They may exercise powers like
agents, or simply function as mediating conditions which constrain or enable actions.
Understood in a widest sense, informal institutions, by contrast, represent the less formal,
not legally constituted but very often legally regulated institutions, such as labour markets,
housing markets, industrial dynamics, land-use patterns, and transport configurations. They
are the constantly reproduced social structures, both the results and the pre-conditions of
the routinised practices of individuals.

This distinction has profound implications for both the theoretical explanation and
the empirical analysis of social sustainability. At a theoretical level, it highlights the
significance of the concepts of ‘multiple mechanisms’ and ‘open systems’ in social analysis
that are consistently stressed in critical realist debates. At an empirical level, it suggests the
need to employ a more sophisticated view of duality regarding both ends of the duality
spectrum. That means different concepts of institutions, and their relationships, are the key
to understanding the duality between the created environment and people’s life-chances.
At the structural end, it is necessary to include both formal and informal institutions into
analysis, such as the intervention of sustainability policies and planning practices (formal
institutions), and the constraints (and enablements) of institutionalised social practices. At
the agency end, it is necessary to include both household and individual into analysis, so
that the dynamics of everyday life can be fully addressed. As the empirical analysis of
urban social sustainability will illustrate, it is the overlaps of the ‘institutional webs’ at both
macro and micro levels which are the key to addressing the time-space connections between
routinised everyday life and institutionalised social structures.

The concept of ‘institutional webs’ means that social practices, with different time-
space extents, are related to each other on the grounds that routinised practices and
institutionalised structures intersect in different modes of ‘regionalisation’: the co-
ordination of different daily moments for a particular person, and the co-ordination of
different time-space arrangements for a group of people, will necessarily involve social

practices taking places at greater time-space extents; and the overall structural properties,
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constituted by distanciated social practices, will, in turn, create constraints on (or
enablements for) the daily practices for individuals. Accordingly, an adequate time-space
channelling between different layers of social practices is a necessary condition for the
reproduction of social practices at both micro and macro levels.

Secondly, although Giddens’ ideas of locales and regionalisation are to categorise
contextuality as inherently involved in the connection between social systems of smaller and
larger scope, he does not succeed in developing sophisticated categories of regionalisation
but borrows substantially from Goffiman’s elaboration of ‘positioning’ in social behaviour
to form his own argument of modes of regionalisation, such as the contrasts between front
and back regions, or between central and peripheral regions (see Goffman 1959; 1972;
1974; 1981). In some sense, these positional divisions of regionalisation are related to the
divisions between productive and reproductive activities: for example, the parallels between
front regions (central business districts) and productive activities and between back regions
(residential areas) and reproductive activities. Nevertheless, such a linkage is not firmly
established. There are many exceptions. For example, central areas could be closely related
to both production and consumption whereas peripheral areas may be closely linked to
back-office and residential functions. In this view, the positional conceptions of
regionalisation are not suitable to the discussion of the time-space relations between
productive and reproductive activities because they tend to confuse, rather than clarify, the
time-space relations of productive and reproductive activities. Some modifications are
necessary.

As argued earlier, the time-space frictions between productive and reproductive
activities in capitalist industrial society are the underlying causes of unsustainable
development. Accordingly, the contextuality of time-space in the process of regionalisation
is crucial to the analysis of social sustainability. In this regard, it is much more contextual,
informative, and, most importantly, realistic, to use substantive categories of regionalisation
than to use abstract and ambiguous positional conceptions of regionalisation. In other
words, the functional divisions of urban space into residential areas, workplaces, market

places and the like are more appropriate than the positional divisions of urban space into,
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say, front/back regions and central/peripheral regions. The functional conceptions of
regionalisation can address the dynamics of everyday life in the process of co-ordinating
different daily moments in both space and time. Hence, the functional categories of
regionalisation can highlight the issue of ‘uneven development’ between productive and
reproductive activities that is crucial to both the reproduction of day-to-day life at micro
level and the reproduction of institutional structures at macro level.

Third, this thesis argues that regionalisation is neither ‘pure’ nor ‘fixed’. To say that
regionalisation is not pure means that different ‘regions’ might overlap with each other at
certain places and times by virtue of the differentiation of time-space organisation for
different groups of people. For example, the marketplace could mean a locale of
reproduction (consumption) for the shoppers but in the meantime it represents a locale of
production for shop keepers. To say that regionalisation is not fixed means that the
functions of a particular region might be changeable for a particular individual at different
times. For example, the same marketplace is a place of production when a person is
working as a shop keeper; but when he or she is off and goes shopping as a customer, it will
become a place of reproduction. Moreover, the function of a particular region might change
over time due to changes in social practices and conditions. For example, the changing
roles of the inner-city areas in some large British cities in the last 30 years have
demonstrated the changing modes of regionalisation in the processes of industrialisation,
de-industrialisation, and regeneration (see Hall 1981; Robson 1988). This suggests that the
time-space connections between routinised everyday life and institutionalised social
structures are both dynamic and multifaceted, depending on the nature and contexts of
social interactions. Accordingly, the empirical analysis of the time-space relations between
productive and reproductive activities at both macro and micro levels should be sensitive
to the dynamic and multifaceted characteristics of regionalisation.

Having understood the main arguments of Giddens’ structuration theory and its
limitations, the concept of social sustainability can be re-conceptualised as, to use Giddens’
terminology, an issue of societal integration which requires a time-space co-ordination

between social integration and system integration, or between the routinised practices of
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everyday life and the institutionalised structures of social systems. Moreover, both social
integration and system integration can be understood as an issue of reproduction that
involves a time-space channelling between productive activities and reproductive activities.
In the domain of social integration, the reproduction of routinised daily practices requires
a time-space channelling between production and consumption, an issue of time-space
routinisation which embeds different moments of daily life in concrete time and space. In
the domain of system integration, the reproduction of institutionalised social systems
requires a time-space channelling between productive activities and the re-production (or
continuity) of productive processes, an issue of time-space distanciation which dis-embeds
different moments of productive activities from concrete time and space. Accordingly, a
socially sustainable city must establish a suitable channelling between (a) productive and
reproductive activities, and between (b) individual life-chances and overall social structures
in time-space. In other words, a substantive discussion on the issue of urban social
sustainability is to see (a) how one category of daily moment is related to other daily
moments in time and space to form the routinised practices of everyday life at micro level;
(b) how the totality of one category of daily moment as a whole is related to the totalities
of other daily moments in time and space to form the overall institutional structures in a
particular city at macro level; and (c) how these two domains are related to each other in
time and space to form the duality of social structure and human agency, or the duality of
socio-economic development and created environment.

A substantive discussion on the issue of urban social sustainability can be
understood via the concept of the ‘institutional webs’. However, to apply this concept to
the empirical analysis of urban social sustainability, we need to be explicit about (a) the
substantive categories of both productive and reproductive activities; and (b) the concrete
contexts of both routinised practices of everyday life and the institutionalised practices of
social structures. Most importantly, these discussions must be linked to concrete urban
questions. Having argued that sustainability issues cannot be discussed in abstract, to link
existing urban questions to the concept of urban social sustainability can provide a

practically adequate explanation of the internal aspect of sustainability issues.
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Linking Urban Questions and Social Sustainability: Towards a
Practical Explanation of Urban Social Sustainability

As argued above, a practical understanding of urban social sustainability needs to
explore the time-space connections between productive and reproductive activities at both
micro and macro levels. In practice, however, it involves a wide range of issues, ranging
from the most tedious practices of living everyday life to the functioning of global cities and
world systems. For example, some authors focus on the structural changes of the cities,
such as the link between urbanisation processes and global economic processes (King 1989;
1990; Sassen 1991; 1994, Knox and Taylor 1995; Clark 1996), the circulation of capital and
built environment formulation (Harvey 1985a; 1985b; 1989a; 1989b; Budd and Whinster
1992), and the time-space implications of contemporary cities (Soja 1989; 1996). Some
others, on the contrary, focus on the changing practices and contexts of everyday urban life
(Taylor, Evans and Fraser 1996; Tivers 1985; Wilson 1992; Frick 1986; Smithers 1985,
European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions 1986).
However, with few exceptions (in particular the work of feminist geographers and
sociologists, see, for example, Little and Richardson 1988; Garber and Turner 1995; May
1997; Chant 1996; 1997; see also Pratt 1995), relatively few studies have been focused on
the necessary links between the structural properties and the individual dynamics of urban
life.

The interconnections of the time-space relations between the structural properties
at macro level and the co-ordination of everyday life at micro level are the key to
understanding the concept of urban social sustainability. The ‘time-space compression’ of
capitalist production system at global level might have reduced the ‘time-space friction’
between different moments of production and consumption, in particular between nodal
locations; however, the time-space connections between different daily moments might
have become more difficult at local level for some social groups who have difficulties
gaining access to the nodal locations in capitalist society. In other words, there exists an

irreducible time-space connection between the local organisation of time-space and
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activities characterised by the practices of everyday life and the global construction of time-
space and connections characterised by the institutional structures of world production
system. The compression of time and space in global financial transaction, for example, is
only possible when the time-space connections between daily moments are adequately
channelled at a local scale. The distanciated practices of social structures at a global level
and the localised practices of everyday life are closely related to each other. Accordingly,
to channel the ‘embedded’ social conditions (because social structures are increasingly
related to each other) into the concrete temporal and spatial contexts of the ‘dis-embedded’
practices of everyday life (because people are living increasingly fragmented lives) is a
necessary condition for a sustainable reproduction of the structural properties at both higher
and lower levels.

As illustrated earlier, Giddens’ discussion on the modes of regionalisation is an
adequate theoretical framework for a practical understanding of the concept of urban social
sustainability. However, for a substantive discussion on the time-space connections
between productive and reproductive activities in the urban areas, this thesis argues that the
‘functional’ conceptions of regionalisation are more illuminating than Giddens’ ‘positional’
conceptions of regionalisation. As Urry (1977: 913) notes, “reproduction of society begins
with the reproduction of material life.” Given that the daily practices of working, finding
a shelter, eating and consumption, and movement between places constitute the most basic
moments of everyday life, the time-space connections between productive and reproductive
activities will be discussed with reference in particular to the issues of employment,

housing, shopping’ and transportation. As might be expected, the issues of employment

2 Like shopping activities, leisure activity is considered to be one of the most important
aspects of daily reproductive activities. With the increase of personal income and leisure time,
nowadays people devote more time and money than ever before in leisure activities. Things like
holidays, outdoor activities, sports events (participating or spectacular sports), eating and drinking,
and home entertainments are common leisure activities for the British families. However, by virtue
of their diversity and associated differentiation in time and space, it is very difficult to include
leisure activities into the empirical analysis of the time-space connections between different daily
moments. It needs a separate study to examine this issue. Nevertheless, many shopping activities
increasingly include the leisure ingredients, known as leisure shopping. For the sake of
simplification, this thesis only focuses on the issue of shopping activities, seeing them as the major
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dynamics, housing provision, retail development, and a transport system have been the
major concerns of urban studies and urban policies. Among these issues, what is central
to the debate of sustainability is the issue of urban transportation on the grounds of its close
links to environmental concerns, economic development, and social consequences. But
transportation issues are not only concerned with the movements of people and goods;
rather, they involve a more fundamental concern about the time-space links between
different activities: certain activities are taking place at certain times and spaces between
certain people. For example, workers go to work in order to earning a living; children go
to school in order to be educated; and people go shopping in order to get the goods and
services for their consumption. In other words, in order to interact with each other for
different functions, people must move in space and time.

As illustrated earlier, these daily locales are becoming increasingly separated from
each other in time and space, resulting in co-ordinating problems for the individuals and the
households. This issue is especially registered in the urban areas in the light of the
concentration of population and activities. The day-to-day practices of working, living,
shopping, and commuting constitute both the subject and the social object: the routinised
practices constitute people as actors and the institutionalised practices reproduce the social
structures embedded in individual actions. Accordingly, the empirical investigation of
urban social sustainability can be characterised as a contextual analysis of the time-space
connections between everyday life and institutional structures in London, with emphasis on
the links between employment, housing, retailing and transportation. However, before
moving on to highlight the overall structure of this thesis’s empirical analysis, the selection
of London as the case of study should be justified.

London is chosen as the case of empirical study mainly because of its scale and
history: it represents the very manifestation of the created environment in Western capitalist
industrial society. While industrial capitalism is seen as the underlying cause of current

trends of unsustainable development and the rise of industrial capitalism is considered to

reproductive activities outside home.
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be closely associated with the process of Western urbanisation, London demonstrates both
the most serious threats to, and the greatest opportunities for, sustainable development. Its
leading position in global, national, and regional economies implies the significance of
global-local connections that characterises the very nature of sustainability issues. Many
radical green city commentators have seen the advantage of starting from scratch on a new
site; on the contrary, this thesis holds the view that it is necessary to focus on existing, and
in particular large, cities so that the potentials for changing the internal economic, social and
spatial organisation of the cities can be realised in the transformation of our society with the
approach of the 21st century (see Mayur 1990: 38; Elkin et al. 1991: 12). In this view,
London is a suitable case for the discussion of the issue of urban social sustainability.
Besides, London is selected for practical reasons. On the one hand, it is easier to
obtain secondary data. Because London is the capital city of the United Kingdom and one
of the largest cities in the world, it has been the foci of urban research and policies, as well
as a major receiver of public funding. In so far as the discussion on the structural links
between institutional structures requires a wide range of information inputs pertaining to
employment, housing, retailing, and transport structures, official statistics and other
research findings are more readily available about London than about other smaller towns
and cities. On the other hand, it is easier to conduct fieldwork for the collection of primary
data. Because London is the largest conurbation in the UK, it exhibits a more sophisticated
pattern of land use in terms of physical fabric and socio-economic structures. It is easier
to find a variety of contrasting cases within a relatively small area. This is an important
factor for the selection of study areas in the intensive research. One should bear in mind
that researchers themselves are also constrained by the time-space organisation of their
lives. Having argued that the discussion of social sustainability should be sensitive to the
time-space connections between everyday life and institutional structures, the time-space
constraint is also an important factor for the undertaking of fieldwork. As might be
expected, doing fieldwork in London is easier for a research student whose institute and
home are both located in London, so the cost and inconvenience of travelling and contacting

people can be cut to a minimum.
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A Contextual Analysis of the Time-space Relations Between
Everyday Life and Institutional Structures in London:
A Combination of Extensive and Intensive Research

As stressed throughout the chapter, the foci of the empirical investigation into the
time-space connections between productive and reproductive activities should not only be
an overall patterning of the structural features in relation to different daily moments, nor
should it merely be the sum of varied contexts and fragmented experiences of individual
life-chances. Given that people are living in an increasingly fragmented environment
regarding the time-space connections between different daily activities, the purpose of the
concrete empirical research should shed light on how these two domains come together via
the structuration conception of the ‘institutional webs’. As argued above, a theoretical
duality necessarily involves an empirical dualism. The empirical investigation of urban
social sustainability, consequently, involves two methodologically distinctive but
conceptually coherent projects: (a) an extensive survey of London’s institutional structures
in relation to housing, employment, retailing, and transport (chapters 4 and 5), and (b) an
intensive analysis of household daily practices relating to home, work, shopping, and
movement between them (chapters 6 and 7).

However, to examine both ends of the duality relationship between institutional
structures and individual actions will not automatically contribute to a theoretical
convergence; a theoretical channelling between extensive and intensive research is
necessary. On the one hand, the extensive analysis of London’s institutional structures
should be sensitive to its implications to the co-ordination of everyday life for the
individuals. On the other hand, the intensive analysis of the varied contexts and the
dynamic processes of household life should pay attention to the overall patterns of
institutional structures. In other words, the subject matters of the extensive analysis are
focused on ‘the structures in action’ and the subject matters of the intensive analysis are
focused on ‘the practices in structure’. Structure and agency are very different entities in
practice; nevertheless, they are inseparable entities, too. Social structures are disembedded

actions and individual actions are embedded in social structures. Accordingly, our aim here
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is to bring together the ‘dis-embedded structures’ (the extensive research) and the
‘embedded actions’ (the intensive research) in a concrete urban context. In this regard, the
outcomes of both extensive and intensive research are also valuable inputs for each other.
For example, the identification of the overall time-space relations between London’s
institutional structures in the extensive research is the basis for the selection of study areas
in the intensive research. The interwoven character of critical realist concrete research, in
this case the awareness of the micro dynamics in the macro analysis and the recognition of
the macro aspects in the micro analysis, also demonstrates that critical realist conception
of ‘retroduction’ should not be understood as a singular, linear movement from abstract
theoretical research to concrete empirical research, or vice versa. Rather, it is a helix of

movement characterised by ‘the abstract in the concrete’ and ‘the concrete in the abstract’.

Extensive Research: Re-connecting the Missing
Linkage Between Institutional Structures

The purpose of the extensive survey of London’s structural features in relation to
employment, housing, retailing, and transport structures is to address the overall time-space
connections between institutional structures. It draws on a wide range of official statistics,
in particular census data, and the findings from individual studies. Different institutional
structures may be subject to quite different influences under different contexts. For
example, the employment structure in London has been strongly influenced by the process
of global economic restructuring and London’s housing market has been largely affected
by regional contexts. Nevertheless, different institutional structures are also intrinsically
linked to each other by virtue of the need to move between different locales at certain times
in the course of a particular person’s daily life and the joint need to channel the time-space
relations between institutional structures for the society as a whole. In other words, the
purpose of the extensive analysis is not only to provide a ‘snapshot’ of London’s overall
institutional structures, but is also to understand the underlying forces driving their changes.

The links between different institutional (or sectoral) structures are not a new
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insight. Allen and Hamnett (1991), for example, argue that an analysis of the relationship
between industry and housing must be concerned with a conceptualisation both of the
objects of interest (in their case, labour markets and housing markets) and their means of
connections. They make an important point concerning the significance of examining
labour and housing markets, not in isolation, but through their connections. Based on this
insight, Pratt (1996) takes a step further by examining the institutional links between
employment, transport, and housing via the time-space connections of household life. He
argues that the institutional perspective is a key concept which bridges a wide range of
concerns spanning environmental, economic, and social issues and linking the structural and
the individual, in particular, via the co-ordination of household life in space and time.
However, such a holistic thinking has not been taken seriously by the academics. Most
researchers tend to follow the traditional lines of academic divisions of labour by
concentrating their attention in discrete fields, assuming that a further exploration on the
objects of interest would eventually build that connection.

The need to develop a more holistic approach to institutional links has recently
gained primacy, in particular, in the debate on sustainability. For example, the
environmental consequences of urban transport has urged the rethinking of the connections
between transport system and the patterns of land use (Newmand and Kenworth 1989a;
1989b; 1992; Gordon et al. 1988; Owens 1984; 1986; 1990; 1992a; 1992b; Rickaby 1987;
1991). Although many commentators rightly point out the need for a co-ordination between
institutional (sectoral) structures, the problem of these lines of argument (represented by the
concept of ‘compact cities’) lies in their ‘nominal’ and ‘wholesale’ tendency in analysis:
to focus on the symptoms of sustainability problems but not to address their upderlying
causes. For example, in order to reduce the need to travel, actions have been called to
increase the densities of development in the urban areas (DoE 1992¢; DoE/DoT 1994). In
other words, these lines of institutional co-ordination are characterised by an overriding
concern about ‘spatial integration’. However, no questions have been asked about why the
locales of daily life are separated in the first place. This thesis argues that the structural

links between urban institutional structures should be examined in a wider socio-economic
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context of ‘time-space integration’ if we want to dig into their deeper causal connections.
Accordingly, while focusing on the structural features of employment, housing, retailing,
and transport in London, an important task of such a structural analysis is to ‘read into’ their
time-space implications for the co-ordination of household daily life. This time-space
channelling between the micro and the macro aspects of institutional connections is the key
to understanding urban social sustainability, which stresses the necessary connections

between structure and agency in the processes of system and individual reproduction.

Planning and Sustainability: The Role of Mediation

As highlighted earlier, there exists an issue of ‘multiple dualities’ in the conceptions
of institutions: i.e. the difference between formal and informal institutions. In practice,
urban structures cannot be reduced to the sum of the reproduced conditions of individual
actions, i.e. the informal institutions. They are also purposefully ‘made’ by some formal
institutions, such as the intervention of governmental agencies, non-government
organisations (NGOs), and other interest groups. Carlstein (1981: 49) argues that “the real
code of structuration lies in understanding the time-space grammar of mediation.” Giddens
himself places considerable emphasis on the role of ‘practices’ as mediating structures in
social reproduction. But social structures are not just reproduced through practices or
activities but are also created by intended intervention from formal institutions. As far as
urban social sustainability is concerned, it is central government’s sustainability strategies,
in particular through the practices of planning, which require our special attention. In other
words, to examine the structural properties of London’s employment, housing, retailing, and
transport structures must be sensitive to the intervention from Government’s urban policies.

There are several justifications for the planning focus. First, the planning system
is included into the extensive research on the grounds that the sustainability concerns and
the planning goals have much in common: both of them have a strong tendency of futurity,
both of them are concerned about the relationship between people and their environments,

and both of them tend to adopt a holistic approach to reconcile the conflicting goals
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between different sectors. Second, the mediating function of the planning system, when
integrated into central and local governments’ policy frameworks, plays a very important
role in shaping the paces and patterns of urban development. This mediating factor is
becoming more important when the function of the planning system has emerged with a
host of other governmental areas (Cullingworth and Nadin 1994: 47; Rydin 1995: 370).
Accordingly, the planning policies have profound implications for both the structural co-
ordination between institutional structures at macro level and the co-ordination of everyday
life for the individuals at micro level. Third, since the publication of the 1990 Environment
White Paper This Common Inheritance, the British government has argued that the planning
system has a pivotal role to play in promoting sustainability. In the revised Planning Policy
Guidance notes (PPGs), it has been made clear that “the planning system, and the
preparation of development plans in particular, can contribute to the objectives of ensuring
that development and growth are sustainable” (DoE 1992e, PPG12: para. 1.8). While
welcoming the holistic approach of planning and urban policies in the promotion of
sustainability goals, this thesis argues that the integration of sectoral policies does not
necessarily imply that urban development will be ‘sustainable’. If sustainability problems
are truly irreversible and only prevention is possible, then we must be cautious about the
possible impacts of sustainability strategies and planning policies.

However, the purpose of analysing the planning practices and urban policies is not
to evaluate the effectiveness of the planning system for the delivery of sustainability goals.
It involves a broad range of issues, such as the structure of the planning system, urban
politics, financial considerations and resource allocation, and the processes of
implementation, which are far beyond the scope of this thesis. Most importantly, both
sustainability issues and planning practices involve a very long time-span between policy-
making and the net results of implementation; it is very difficult to evaluate this issue at
this early stage. Rather, our aim here is to illustrate the multifaceted characteristic of both
sustainability issues and institutional integration. It suggests that a nominal approach of
‘spatial integration’ in the urban area is insufficient for an adequate channelling between

institutional structures; on the contrary, what is needed for a strategic response to the
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sustainability challenge is to address the interconnections between the macro and the micro

aspects of sectoral integration in a wider regional context.
Intensive Research: A Time-geography of Household Life in London

The purpose of the intensive analysis is to shed light on how different daily
moments are related to one another via examining the contexts and processes of different
daily moments in household life. Our aim here is not to construct a generalised picture of
different life-patterns in London from a limited number of sample houéeholds. In fact, this
‘overall patterning’ can be better conceived via the extensive analysis of London’s
institutional structures on the grounds that it draws on a wide range of official statistics, in
particular the census data, which cover broader spatial units and temporal spans, as well as
a wider range of different socio-economic contexts. There is no need to repeat this process
in the intensive analysis by drawing on a limited number of sample households. By
contrast, the aim of the intensive investigation of the ‘time-geography’ of household daily
life is to bring out the dynamics, including the varied contexts and the different processes,
of the co-ordination of everyday life, although these contexts and processes may not
necessarily be ‘typical’ on the grounds of statistical significance. In other words, the
information obtained from the intensive analysis of household everyday life is used to
demonstrate (a) the processes of the production and reproduction of institutional structures,
and (b) how individual households manage to live out their lives under the conditions of
London’s overall institutional structures.

In order to highlight those different institutional contexts for the co-ordination of
everyday life in London, two London Boroughs are selected as study areas. They are
London Borough of Harrow and London Borough of Tower Hamlets. Harrow is chosen to
represent London’s commuter suburb; and Tower Hamlets is an example of London’s inner-
city area. These two areas are so contrasting in terms of their locations, built environment,
transport infrastructure, and the socio-economic compositions of their residents; this thesis

expects that very different stories will be told by the households in these two areas.
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However, in order to stress the significance of household context in the co-ordination of
everyday life, two subareas are further identified in both Harrow and Tower Hamlets. The
subareas also reflect the structural variances in the local areas. A procedure of less-
structured interviewing with households in the selected areas is adopted as the means of
data collection. The details of the selection of study areas and sample households, as well
as the procedures of fieldwork and interviewing schedules will be discussed in chapter 6
and the appendices. But two points regarding the intensive analysis of London’s household
life should be stressed here.

First, the meaning of the ‘time-geography’ must be clarified. It does draw
substantially on the concepts and the techniques of Hégerstrand’s time-geography; however,
unlike Hégerstrand’s time-geography which emphasises the physical movements of our
bodies in different times and spaces, the main concerns of the ‘time-geography’ in this study
are the ‘social contexts’ of the time-space relations between different daily
locales/moments. In other words, we are not only interested in the time-space
configurations of a particular person’s organisation of his or her daily life, such as the
distances, the times, and the patterns of movements between different moments of daily life;
but we are more concerned about the household contexts and the individual considerations
which hide behind the time-space co-ordination of everyday life. These factors are the
deeper explanation of the institutional connections at macro level.

Second, in order to address the ‘contextuality’ of the routinised practices of everyday
life, an ‘institutional’ view of agency is adopted in the intensive analysis. Unlike most
micro analyses which take for granted to equate agency with individual persons and
individual actions, this research uses households, rather than individual persons, as the unit
of analysis. Households are considered to be a more adequate conception of agency for the
study of the time-space relations between productive and reproductive activities on the
grounds that they constitute one of the most important conditions of social interaction —
the contexts of family reproduction. While most sustainability debates and urban studies
are focusing on the production side of analysis, a more balanced re-focusing on the

reproduction side of analysis is desperately needed because the defining character of
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sustainability is in essence an interdependency between production and reproduction in the
duality of people’s life-chances and their environments. Besides, from a practical point of
view, the time-space relations between different daily moments become more visible if we
are focusing on the household as a whole rather than on individual persons. This is because
the need for a time-space co-ordination does not only exist between different daily moments
for a particular individual but also exists more fundamentally between household members.
It is the need to live together as one household which has created the co-ordination problem
for different household members in their own co-ordination of different daily moments. In
other words, households are the building blocks of the ‘institutional webs’, which highlight
the time-space intersections of the routinised daily practices at localised micro level
interwoven with the more elaborated time-space structures between different urban
institutions at longer and wider spans of time-space relations. Accordingly, the study of a
time-geography of household life in London can illustrate the necessary connections
between individual life-chances and the overall institutional structures at higher levels. This

interconnectedness is the key to understanding the concept of urban social sustainability.

onclusions: T I nyergen Th n

Practice in the Pursuit of Urban Social Sustainability

This thesis argues that sustainability issues cannot be fully understood without an
appropriate theoretical framework; it also stresses that sustainability theories are of little
value if they are not empirically applicable at all. Accordingly, the primary concern of the
thesis is to build the connections between the theoretical account and the practical
understanding of sustainable development. Three themes have been developed in this
chapter to bridge this gap.

Firstly, the spatial dimension of an urban focus was specified to situate the
substantive discussion of social sustainability. Due to the concentration of population and
activities, cities constitute the most serious threats to, as well as the greatest opportunities

for, sustainable development. Cities are the dominant forum of modern civilisation in
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terms of their roles in economic, social, political, and cultural development. Moreover, the
process of Western urbanisation is closely related to the underlying causes of sustainability
issues — the tendency of unchecked growth in industrial capitalism. As the very
manifestation of the created spaces, cities also provide the contexts necessary for the
unpacking of the interrelationship between the created environment and the human
aspirations for development. Most importantly, while the global economy is increasingly
built on the complex links between city-led production systems, to situate the discussion of
social sustainability in the urban context can address the close links between the global and
the local, as well as between productive and reproductive activities at different spatial
scales.

Secondly, a theoretical account of social sustainability was developed via a critical
appreciation of Giddens’ theory of structuration. The premise of a structurationist
conception of sustainability lies in the argument that the internal, social dimension of
sustainability is the prerequisite of the external, physical dimension of sustainability by
virtue of the origins and consequences of sustainability problems. In this regard, Giddens’
discussion on the duality relationship between social structure and human agency, his
inclusion of time-space dimensions into social analysis, and his contextual analysis of the
modes of regionalisation between social and system integration do provide the ‘language’
for the understanding of the deeper explanation of sustainability issues. Moreover, they also
provide a useful guidance for the undertaking of empirical analysis. Based on these
concepts, social sustainability was conceptualised as a time-space channelling between
productive and reproductive activities embedded in the duality of the routinised practices
of everyday life and the institutionalised social structures. Or using Giddens’ own
terminology social sustainability was conceptualised as a societal integration which requires
a time-space co-ordination between social and system integration.

Thirdly, an empirical project was developed to explore the concept of urban social
sustainability. The time-space relations between productive and reproductive activities
were translated into substantive urban questions, in particular relating to the issues of

employment, housing, shopping, and transportation. However, the duality conception of
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social relations at a theoretical level do require an empirical dualism to “‘get at’ both ends
of the structuration spectrum by virtue of their ontological differences. Accordingly, the
empirical analysis on the concept of urban social sustainability is a combination of
extensive and intensive analysis in a concrete city: London. It is characterised by a
contextual analysis of the time-space connections between everyday life and institutional
structures in London. The purpose of the extensive analysis is to identify London’s
institutional structures in relation to employment, housing, retailing and transport, including
a discussion on the structural implications from the mediation of Government’s
sustainability strategy and urban policies, in particular through the practices of planning
policy. The purpose of the intensive analysis, on the contrary, is to bring out the diverse
contexts and the dynamic processes of household life in the co-ordination of different daily
moments. Through the linking of the macro and the micro aspects of institutional
connections, this thesis argues that the concept of urban social sustainability can provide
a deeper, and arguably a more appropriate, explanation of the interdependency between
people and the environment in capitalist industrial society.

Nevertheless, one should bear in mind that the time-space dimensions are only the
‘breaking point’ for a practical understanding of the concept of social sustainability by
virtue of the contextuality of embedded social conditions and actions. Those who are
focusing exclusively on the time-space configurations of institutional links, may find it
disappointing, being inadequate to make sense of the necessary links between the structural
and the individual in the processes of social and individual reproduction. In other words,
what must be addressed in the channelling between productive and reproductive activities,
and between individual life-chances and the overall institutional structures, are issues of
the socio-temporal and the socio-spatial. In so doing, a sustainable relationship can then
be established between the embedded social conditions and the dis-embedded individual

actions.
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CHAPTER FOUR

LONDON IN CONTEXT: A WORLD CITY DIVIDED

This chapter is the first part of the extensive analysis examining London’s
institutional structures relating, in particular, to employment, housing, transport, and
retailing. It focuses on informal institutions, i.e. the institutionalised structures of people’s
routinised daily practices. Based on the functional conceptions of urban regionalisation,
London is seen as an urban locale which is internally regionalised into, among other things,
workplaces, residential places, and shopping (market) places, with transport systems
linking them in time-space. In the course of modern urbanisation, in particular under the
influences of Western industrial capitalism, these institutional structures have increasingly
disintegrated with each other in time and space on the grounds that they have become very
different entities under the influences of different socio-economic conditions and, most
importantly, different development logics. For example, the chapter will later show that
London’s employment structures and its housing markets are increasingly separated from
each other in time and space. Accordingly, these time-space disparities between
institutional structures require great efforts to bridge (in terms of cost and time), and they
have significant impacts on the coordination of daily moments for the individuals. As this
thesis argues that the ‘embededness’ of time and space in the routinised daily practices is
the material grounding for the ‘dis-embeddedness’ of social practices at higher levels, to
understand the patterns and nature of time-space disparities between different institutional
structures is a starting point for a practical explanation of the issue of urban social
sustainability.

The chapter is divided into three sections. First, the boundary of London is defined.
It highlights the significance of the concept of ‘open systems’ in the discussion of urban
social sustainability: i.e. how social and spatial factors are related to each other. Second,
London’s structural features in relation to employment, housing, transport, and retailing are
examined, demonstrating the overall patterns and current trends of these institutional
structures. Finally, the time-space connections between these institutional structures are

discussed, highlighting that the connections between these institutional structures are in
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effect an integrated issue: an issue of sustainable urban development that requires a

structural coordination between institutions.

Defining London: A Functional/regional View of the
‘Extended London Region’ as a Daily Urban System

Like New York, Paris or any big city in the world, there is only one London: the
capital city of the United Kingdom. However, in different occasions, the same word
‘London’ has very different meanings and therefore implies quite different ‘places’. For
example, in UN conferences and international meetings, ‘London’ is synonymous to the
Great Britain. For securities investors, businessmen, and corporations, ‘London’ means the
financial markets of the ‘square mile’ in the City of London. For politicians and local
governments, ‘London’ represents the Parliament and the central government. For tourists
and visitors from overseas and the rest of Britain, ‘London’ is the sum of Buckingham
Palace, National Gallery, Harrods, Tower Bridge, West End theatres, Oxford Circus, and
other tourists sites. Nonetheless, for millions of Londoners who live, work, go to school,
and entertain in this big city, ‘London’ is their home; and for many others who only travel
into London to work during the day and return to their suburban home in the evening, the
‘daytime Londoners’, ‘London’ is the locale that constitutes an important part of their ‘dual
lives’: the workplace. It is not surprising that in social research the definition of London
may vary substantially, depending on the purposes of study and the objects of interest.
Different interests will inevitably result in very different spatial definitions of London and,
therefore, result in very different conclusions. For this reason, it is necessary to be explicit
about the definition of London at the outset of the chapter so that the spatial and social

contexts can be properly addressed in the discussion of urban social sustainability.
Administrative, Physical, Regional and Functional Definitions of London

Traditionally, there are several categories of urban definitions. The four most
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commonly used alternative bases are administrative, physical, regional, and functional
boundaries. The simplest and most straightforward definition of London can be made in
terms of the administrative boundaries that carry the label ‘London’ on maps. The current
basis of this definition is the Greater London Act of 1963 which provided the statutory basis
for the formation of the Greater London Council (GLC), which was set up in 1965 and later
abolished in 1986. It includes 33 local authorities: 32 London boroughs and the City of
London (see Figure 4.1). |

A second definition of London is based on the physical extent of London’s built-up
environment. In this regard, London is referred to as the area within the limits of the
Metropolitan (or London) Green Belt (see Figure 4.2). The main purpose of the
Metropolitan Green Belt is to restrict the outwards expansion of London’s built-up
environment, although other objectives have been assigned to it by planners, politicians, and
academics, such as the provision of open space for countryside recreation, the protection
of agricultural land, the maintenance of amenity in the urban fringe and the creation of a
cordon sanitaire between the residents of the shire counties and those of London (Munton
1983: 15; see also Elson 1986). So physically, the Metropolitan Green Belt has been the
watershed between the huge concentration of the built-up area within London and the less
dense development around London.

A regional view of London as an urban conglomeration provides a third definition
of London’s boundary, referring to the socio-economic boundary of London which includes
not only the mass built-up area within Greater London but also the adjacent counties beyond
the Metropolitan Green Belt. London has a complex relationship with the surrounding
counties on matters such as housing provision, economic linkage, labour markets and
transport systems. In this view, London as aregion could be referred to as the South East
region as a whole (see Figure 4.3).

To be more specific, a fourth definition of London can be added: the functional
definition of London as a travel-to-work area. It stresses the local economic linkage of
regular journeys to work, as an indicator of Local Labour Market Areas (LLMAs) (see
Coombes et al. 1979; Coombes and Openshaw 1982; Champion et al. 1987). By this
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definition, the London region is referred as the London commuter area, the area somewhere

between Greater London and the whole South East region of England (see Figure 4.4).

The Extended London Region: A Functional View of the London Region

It is clear that different definitions of London overlap with one another; and most
importantly, they are all changeable. As far as urban social sustainability is concerned, what
is important regarding the spatial definition of London is to highlight the significance of the
socio-spatial connections. In this view, a suitable definition of London should see London
as a daily urban system which can bring out the necessary links between structural
properties and individual life-chances in the time-space connections of different activities.
Theoretically, a combination of the regional and the functional definitions of London is a
more appropriate spatial definition of London for the understanding of the practical
explanation of urban social sustainability because it takes on board the social processes on
a wider regional scale. However, the inherently unstable structure of such an urban
definition, the existence of multiple functional areas, and a lack of information collected on
this basis are major problems of the functional/regional view of urban definition. The
functional definition of London may be conceptually attractive, but it is practically difficult
to draw the lines. The criteria adopted to draw the lines are arbitrary and the thus defined
urban area is structurally unstable for the sake of changing economic and other social
conditions. For example, the travel-to-work area might change considerably between the
recession period of the late 1980s and the boom period of the early 1990s. Moreover, a
travel-to-work area is only one manifestation of the routinised daily practices, although a
very important one. There are other functional links between locales that are as important
as the home-work linkage, such as travel-to-school, travel-to-shop, and so on. Most
importantly, many of London’s economic and cultural activities are actually taking place
on such a global scale that the proximity between London and its surrounding counties is

in effect less relevant.
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Last but not least, a serious problem inherent in the functional/regional definition
of London is a lack of information collected on this basis. This problem will inevitably
create practical difficulty for an empirical analysis of London’s institutional structures. In
practice, in effect, we have little choice but to use the administrative/physical definition of
London for the sake of data availability and the consistency in spatial units for comparison
purpose. The merits of the administrative definition of London are that such boundaries
reflect the political divisions of areas (the elected local authorities) which are the bases of
resource allocation under current political system. Most importantly, administrative
boundaries are the building blocks of most official statistics. However, the problem of the
administrative definition of London is that both economic and other social changes at macro
level and individuals’ daily activities at micro level bear little relation to the administrative
boundaries. This reflects the conflicts between conceptual and practical definitions of urban
boundaries. To some extent, this also reflects the inappropriateness of current institutional
arrangements to deal with the issue of sustainability which is cutting across traditional
administrative, sectoral, and physical conceptions of spatial divisions.

Accordingly, rather than adopting any single definition of London and rejecting the
others, this thesis adopts a more flexible view of spatial definition by setting the discussion
of urban social sustainability in a wider regional context: i.e. to see London as an extended
region of a daily urban system. To put it more precisely, conceptually we are keeping the
functional/regional definition of London in mind, but in practice we are using statistical data
collected on the bases of administrative boundaries. Although this approach might be
criticised as eclecticism, it has the merits of flexibility, being sensitive to different types of
changes while maintaining the consistency in spatial basis. In this regard, it is important
to highlight the sources of data relevant to the extensive analysis of London’s institutional

structures.

The Sources of Data

The information required for the analysis of London’s institutional structures
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relating to employment, housing, retailing and transport is mainly drawn from official
statistics. As might be expected, it is unlikely to obtain such data from primary sources.
As far as institutional structures are concerned, this thesis is not only concerned with the
general patterns of those structural features but is also concerned with the changes of those
institutional structures and the underlying causes behind those changes. This suggests that
the information needed should cover a wide ranges of topics, involving different scales of
geographical areas, and including an extensive span of time. Although official statistics are
collected for general purposes, they are the most reliable data sources which fulfill these
requirements. In this regard, census data are the most valuable information pertaining to
the structural features of interest. They are conducted on a regular basis, covering all the
spatial units, and including the statistics of a wide range of topics. There are two categories
of census data which are especially relevant. One is the decennial Census of Population
(the latest census was in 1991) conducted by the Office of Population Censuses and Surveys
(OPCS); another is the biennial (1987—-1991) or triennial (1981-1987) Census of
Employment (a sample census) conducted by the Department of Employment and published
in Employment Gazette. However, one major limitation of census data is that the
information drawn on these sources is not so up-to-date because it may take two to three
years to process before it can be published. Although the structural changes of those
institutional features are a very important part of analysis, nevertheless, the aim of the
extensive analysis is not to predict their trends; the somewhat dated census data are
tolerable on the grounds that reliability and accuracy are of higher priorities in the
understanding of the necessary time-space connections between institutional structures.
Apart from the census data, other official statistics collected on regular bases are
very useful inputs, too. They include the Department of Transport’s (DoT) Annual
Transport Statistics for London and London Area Transport Survey 1991 (collaborating
with London Research Centre) and London Research Centre’s (LRC) London Housing
Statistics. In addition, individual research reports conducted or commissioned by central
or local governments are another source of information. In this regard, research and survey

results published by three organisations are of particular importance. They are London
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Research Centre (LRC), a research unit commissioned since the GLC era; London Planning
Advisory Committee (LPAC), a joint committee of the London Boroughs and the City
Corporation to provide advice on London-wide strategic planning; and the South East
Regional Planning Conference (SERPLAN), a consultative body representing district and
county planning authorities in the South East of England and London. These institutions
have a legitimate interest, among other things, in the structural changes of London’s
employment, housing, retailing, and transport structures.

Another important issue relating to the sources of data is the issue of temporal
coverage. The time span covered in the extensive analysis of London’s institutional
structures is the 10 to 15 years from 1981 onwards. This is mainly to accommodate the
availability of census data. However, not all statistics can be fitted into the time span of
decennial Census of Population, nor is it necessary to do so simply because of the temporal
structure of census data. Accordingly, instead of using 10 years as the temporal unit, a more
flexible time span of 10 to 15 years is adopted. This thesis considers a flexible temporal
scale to be adequate for two reasons. On the one hand, such a temporal coverage is updated
enough to identify the current patterns of London’s institutional structures; on the other
hand, the 10 to 15 years time is long enough to be sensitive to any significant changes in
structural features. Nevertheless, it needs to be pointed out that many of London’s structural
changes in the 1980s and the 1990s can be traced back to some 20-30 years earlier. For
example, the process of de-industrialisation has happened as early as in the 1960s and 1970s
(see McIntosh and Keddie 1979; Evans and Eversley 1980). Accordingly, although the
empirical data presented in this thesis is mainly contemporary, a historical perspective of

explanation beyond the temporal coverage of 10 to 15 years is also required.

A World City Divided: L.ondon and Its Regions

In the last few hundred years, London has evolved from a pedestrian city with its
businesses, industries and residents concentrated within walking distance, to a great

metropolis with a sprawling hinterland extending tens of miles. With an area over 1,000
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square miles, (Greater) London in the late twentieth century is referred to as a region which
is comprised of hundreds of places. In such a large area, as might be expected, not every
place in London is equally accessible, nor does it play the same role in relation to different
aspects of daily life. Before we can move on to examine the structural patterns of London’s
institutional structures, it is helpful to highlight some of the socio-economic trends in

London and the internal spatial divisions of London’s region.

London and the Region: A Snapshot

London, the capital city of the United Kingdom, is renowned for its role in the
global economy and its richness in cultural and historical heritages, a real world-class city.
With a population of nearly 6.7 million in 1991, it is the largest metropolitan centre in
Europe, serving the wider South East region of 17.6 million population. As a major centre
of employment, London contributes nearly 20 per cent of the Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) to the UK economy. It provides jobs for nearly 3.5 million people and the base for
nearly a quarter of a million businesses, including three-quarters of the nation’s financial
and business services (DoE 1993b). Alongside New York and Tokyo, London is one of the
three largest centres in the global economy. It is the largest banking centre in the world —
nearly one-fifth of all banking transactions in the world are taking place in London, more
than the sum of Paris and New York — and the world’s largest foreign exchange market —
it handles a quarter of the world’s foreign exchange dealing. London also has the largest
stock exchange business in Europe and is a leading international insurance market. London
employs about 735,000 people in financial and business services, nearly 60 per cent of these
jobs are concentrated in the central area. The capital city is one of the favourite locations
for international and multinational headquarters — 121 of the Financial Times’ Top 500
companies have their headquarters in London (ibid.).

In addition to the prominent positions in international and domestic economies,
London is also one of the leading centres in education, arts and culture, tourism, and

shopping and recreation. It is a major national and international centre for higher education



135

and research, with the largest concentration of universities and colleges in the UK and
accounting for a quarter of public funding for higher education in England. London has
more museums and theatres, department stores, boutiques and specialist shops, as well as
a wide variety of leisure facilities, than any British city. Over 65 million visitors come to
London each year for leisure, business, shopping and other purposes. Fifty per cent of the
national income from tourism is spent in London (London Tourism Board 1994).
Nevertheless, one thing that many people might overlook or take for granted is that
London is the base of daily life for millions of people who either work or live in London.
In 1991, there were some 6.7 million people living in Greater London, accounting for 12
per cent of the total population in Great Britain (OPCS 1993b). Since the early 1960s
Greater London’s population has been in steady decline. Over the decade 1981-91, for
example, it lost nearly 5 per cent of its population. However, while Greater London had
experienced a net loss of population between 1981 and 1991, the Rest of South East (RoSE)
had a net population increase of 3.1 per cent, with a population of more than 10 million in
1991. In other words, the population in the South East as a whole by and large remained
stable between 1981 and 1991, but its distribution has changed considerably — moving
towards a more dispersed pattern of distribution. This has significant socio-economic
implications. For example, while the central core of London remains to be an important
employment base for, in particular, higher-order services, an increasing number of people’s
homes are located in RoSE. As far as the time-space connections between different daily
moments are seen as one of the defining characteristics of social sustainability, it is helpful

to divide London into some subareas.

The Internal Spatial Divisions in London

In practice, there have been some commonly used categories of spatial divisions of
(Greater) London. Among others, the simplest and the most obvious divisions are the
zoning divisions of Inner and Outer London, the physical divisions (by the River Thames)

of North and South London, and the socio-economic divisions of East and West London.
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Although there is no rigorous theoretical foundations supporting these spatial divisions,
there are practical reasons for using these spatial categories. This thesis argues that these
internal spatial divisions, when taken into account in conjunction with the functional
divisions of London’s space into workplaces, residential places, shopping places and the
like, can highlight the time-space connections between institutional structures. As might
be expected, these spatial categories are not fixed. For example, the redevelopment of
London’s Docklands, the completion of the Channel Tunnel, and the extension of London’s
underground network, all will contribute to the changes of the boundaries of these subareas.
However, for the sake of facilitating the discussion, these internal divisions are simply used
as spatial benchmarks to reflect the time-space dynamics between institutional structures
in London.

For policy purposes, Greater London is often further divided into two or three rings,
including Inner London, Outer London, and Central London (see Figure 4.5). Inner London
includes 13 boroughs and the City of London, with an area of about 200 square miles and
accounting for one-fifth the area of Greater London. It covers the area equivalent to
Victorian London lying immediately beyond the commercial core of the City of London
and the West End. The central core of Inner London is often referred to as Central London,
with an area of 17 square miles extending from Regents Park and Kings Cross in the north
to the south bank of the River Thames from Vauxhall to Tower Bridge. Central London
broadly marks the extent of the pre-Victorian City, covering the whole of the City of
London and parts of the City of Westminster and the Boroughs of Camden, Hackney,
Islington, Kensington and Chelsea, Lambeth, Southwark, Tower Hamlets and Wandsworth.
Outer London, with an area of 782 square miles (about four-fifths the area of Greater
London), is formed by the remaining 19 boroughs, comprising the more prosperous
twentieth-century suburbs' (Hall 1990; LPAC 1988).

In 1991, about one-third of London’s population lived in Inner London, the
remaining two-thirds lived in Outer London (OPCS 1993b). Broadly speaking, Central

' For statistical purposes, Creenwich is sometimes classified as an outer borough; and
Haringey and Newham as inner boroughs.
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London has been maintaining its pivotal positions in commercial and political activities that
can be characterised as the ‘commercial London’, with an important role in both domestic
and international economies. Inner London by and large reflects the structure and scale of
Victorian and Edwardian London which was characterised by the ‘industrial London’, with
large-scale manufacturing jobs and residential areas sitting close to each other. Some parts,
especially the east half, of Inner London have a disproportionate clustering of
environmental decay, squalor, overcrowding, pollution and congestion overlain by the
personal and community misfortunes of poverty, vandalism, crime and unemployment that
is characterised by the large tracts of Britain’s inner cities (GLC 1977; Madge 1981; Jones
et al. 1986). Outer London, by contrast, more or less reflects the processes of modern
urbanisation in the late 19th century and onwards that is characterised by the more affluent
suburbs of London dominated by residential functions.

A second way to divide London is into North and South London. In spite of the
bridges and tunnels across the water, the River Thames does form a significant divide of the
capital city. Generally speaking, London north of the Thames was developed earlier. Given
that London is at the South East corner of Britain, most people coming to London are from
the broad arc north of the Thames. So the road and rail approaches between Paddington and
Liverpool Street stations on the north side are more familiar to many non-Londoners. In
contrast, the south side of the water has a less extensive British hinterland. While the
underground network is denser and extends farther in North London, most of the areas
south of the river rely mainly on surface trains; and stations in South London are much
further apart than the underground counterparts in North London. Living and travelling in
North and South London could mean very different experiences. Since the completion of
the Channel Tunnel, South London has become an international route connecting London
with Paris and other continental cities. Although the significance of South London has
increased accordingly, it may take many years to see its influences. For the time being, the
North-South divide in London is still obvious.

A third way to divide London, and perhaps the most significant one in socio-

economic terms, is into East and West London (see Figure 4.6). Although no physical
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substance or administrative boundaries like the River Thames or the former Inner London
Education Authority (ILEA) which could be used as the concrete bases of division between
North and South London and Inner and Outer London, for many Londoners, the East-West
divisions are well established and self-evident. As early as the 19th century, the East End
of London was clustered with crowded small factories, dock jobs, markets and warehouses,
and large scale of working-class accommodations; on the west side of London, by contrast,
piles of houses and flats, as well as shops and offices, had been built so that the more well-
off and the middle-class families could escape from the “fumes, steams and stinks of the
whole easterly pile” (Hall 1990: 4). Even today, most areas in East London by and large
remain the ‘back regions’ of the capital city, with almost no visitors from the rest of Britain
and in particular from abroad. Although the structural changes of London’s industrial bases
in the second half of the twentieth century — i.e. a considerable number of industries have
been set up in the west side of London and the territories of the ‘commercial London’ have
also been taken into London’s Docklands as an extension of the City of London — have to
some extent reduced the contrast in physical fabric of the built environment between East
and West London, the socio-economic divide seems to be persistent. In terms of economic
activities, West London is more closely associated with growing industries, such as high-
tech industries, prosperous property markets, and an increasing number of shops and
restaurants. East London, by contrast, is more closely linked to declining industries, such
as textile factories, ship building, docks, and other manufacturing industries. In terms of
the socio-economic backgrounds of local residents, households on the west side of London,
generally speaking, are richer and those on the east side tend to be less well-off. It may be
an exaggeration, but many would agree that while people in West London are fighting for
parking space, many people in East London are taking buses to job centres or benefit
offices. Accordingly, these internal divisions of London, when taken into account together
with the functional view of London as an extended region, can be used as the spatial
categories to characterise the structural features of London’s institutional structures. By
examining the intersections between the spatial categories of regionalisation (into Inner-

Outer, North-South, and East-West London) and the functional divisions of regionalisation
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(into different daily locales), it will be possible to highlight the time-space connections
between different institutional structures in London.

The Employment Structure in London

Let us first look at the employment structure in London. Above all, many people
have been drawn to London for the huge scale of job opportunities. As one of the largest
cities in the world and the hub of both domestic and international economies, London
provides jobs for over three million people and the base for nearly a quarter million of
businesses (GOL 1995:15). London’s employment structure, accordingly, must be
understood in terms of its place in both global and national economies, as well as of the
regional dynamics of London’s labour markets.

In 1991, nearly 3.5 million people worked in Greater London, accounting for 20 per
cent of the total employed population in Great Britain (OPCS 1994a). This can be
compared to 6.7 million of Greater London’s population, which represented just 12 per cent
of Great Britain’s total population. And so, London’s role as an employer is self-evident.
But this evident imbalance is just the beginning of the story. If we look more closely at the
changes of London’s employment structure in the last 10 to 20 years, it is clear that the
capital’s role in the British labour market, as a whole, is diminishing. While the total
amount of employment in the UK as a whole has had a slight increase of just 1 per cent in
the decade between 1981 and 1991, London has experienced a 9 per cent decline: that
means a loss of more than a quarter of a million of jobs (OPCS 1994a). However, if the
employment changes are examined from the regional point of view, the scale of
employment in the South East has more or less remained stable between 1981 and 1991.
In other words, RoSE has experienced a substantial employment gain in the same period.
Accordingly, the employment distribution in the extended London region has exhibited a
trend of dispersed development. As might be expected, the employment changes have not
occurred evenly across sectoral boundaries. To understand the industrial dynamics in the

capital city is a key to a proper understanding of London’s employment structure.
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The Processes of De-industrialisation

In the 1980s there was a continuing shift of employment structure from
manufacturing to the service industry in London. In 1981, nearly one-fifth of the jobs in
London were in manufacturing; ten years later, the ratio dropped to one in ten. By contrast,
the share of service jobs increased from 74 per cent to 85 per cent in the same period (see
Tables 4.1; 4.2 and Figures 4.7; 4.8). Although the shift of employment structure from
manufacturing to services was a national trend, it was more marked in London than in the
rest of Britain. The skewness of London’s employment structure towards service jobs had
more to do with the continuing decline of manufacturing employment than with the real
growth of service jobs. While the growth of service jobs in the 1980s was just under 3 per
cent, the decline of manufacturing jobs was significant: nearly half of the manufacturing
jobs had gone in the same period, a loss of more than 350,000 jobs. These processes, i.e.
the decline of manufacturing jobs and the shift to service-dominated employment, the rapid
growth of producer services, and the further service-intensification of the economy, have
been described as the de-industrialisation of London’s economic structure (see, for
example, Martin and Rowthorn 1986; Sassen 1991).

There is no single explanation for the process of London’s de-industrialisation. As
might be expected, the changes of London’s employment structure cannot be properly
understood without a reference to the influences of global economic restructuring and
national spatial divisions of labour between regions (see Muegge and Stohr 1987; Rowthorn
1987; Harvey 1989b; King 1990; Sadler 1992; Sassen 1994; Scott 1998; Massey 1984;
1986). However, to oversimplify the employment structure as a dichotomy between
manufacturing and service jobs may obscure some significant changes and the inherent
characteristics of London’s employment structure. For example, while most manufacturing
industries have experienced a similar degree of decline, not all service industries have had
job gains. Between 1981 and 1991, the sign of growth was most marked in banking and
finance, insurance, and business services sector (nearly 30 per cent). The business services

sector alone, in particular, had a 45 per cent growth in the numbers employed. Employment



Table 4.1 Percentage of Employees in Employment by Industry 1981 — 1991,

Greater London, Rest of the South East, and Great Britain
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1981 1984 1987 1989 1991
Sector”
(SIC) GL. RoSE GB. GL. RoSE GB. GL. RoSE GB. GL. RoSE GB. GL. RoSE GB.
% % % % % % % % % % % % % % %
All 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100
0 - 2 2 - 2 2 - 2 2 - 2 1 - 2 1
1 2 2 3 1 2 3 1 1 2 1 1 2 1 1 2
24 19 24 29 17 25 26 15 23 24 12 20 23 11 18 22
5 5 5 5 4 5 5 4 5 5 4 5 5 4 4 5
6 19 21 19 20 21 20 20 21 20 20 23 21 20 23 21
7 10 6 7 10 6 6 9 6 6 9 6 6 9 6 6
8 16 8 8 18 9 10 21 11 11 23 13 12 23 13 12
9 29 29 28 30 30 29 31 31 30 31 30 30 32 31 31

* Industrial sectors are referred to the 1980 Standard Industrial Classification (SIC).

0 — agriculture, forestry and fishing
1 — energy and water supply

2 — extraction of ore, etc.

3 — metal goods, engineering and vehicles
4 — other manufacturing: food, textiles, etc.
5 — construction

Source: Department of Employment, Censuses of Employment 1981 — 1991

6 — distribution, hotels, and catering

7 — transport and communication
8 — banking and finance, insurance and business

services

9 — other services: public administration, education, &

other health services, etc.
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(a) Greater London

Services
1984 Manufacturing
1987
1989
1991
(b) Rest of the South East
Manufacturing
Services
Manufacturing
(c) Greater Britain
Services
Manufacturing

1989
1991

Figure 4.7 Structural Changes of Employment by Industry 1981—1991,
Greater London, Rest of the South East, and Great Britain

Source: Department of Employment, Censuses o fEmployment 1981 —1991



Table 4.2 Share of Greater London’s Employment Compared to the
Total Employment in the South East and Great Britain, 1981 — 1991
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1981 1984 1987 1989 1991
Sector®
(SIC) S.E. GB. SE. GB. S.E. G.B. S.E. GB. S.E. GB.
% % % % % % % % % %
All 9 17 48 17 47 16 46 16 45 15
0 301 2 - 2 - 2 - 2 -
1 44 8 46 8 45 9 43 10 41 9
24 38 11 39 1 35 9 34 9 33 8
5 47 15 45 14 44 14 41 12 43 12
6 48 17 46 16 45 16 42 15 41 14
7 61 26 59 26 57 25 55 23 55 23
8 67 33 64 32 63 33 60 30 58 28
9 49 18 48 17 47 17 47 16 46 16

* Industrial sectors are referred to the 1980 Standard Industrial Classification (SIC).

0 — agriculture, forestry and fishing

1 — energy and water supply

2 — extraction of ore, etc.

3 — metal goods, engineering and vehicles
4 — other manufacturing: food, textiles, etc.
5 — construction

Source: Depart of Employment, Censuses of Employment 1981 — 1991

6 — distribution, hotels, and catering

7 — transport and communication
8 — banking and finance, insurance and business
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