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This journal is devoted to the issues and concerns at the intersection of three related urban debates.

CITIES AND SOCIAL DIFFERENCE

The first is the basic proposition that cities are sites of social difference. Differences include, but
are not limited to, ability status, age, class, citizenship, ethnicity, gender, race, sexual orientation,
and socio-economic position. These differences are neither a biological given, nor fixed nor stable.
They are social constructs that are maintained and created as well as resisted and contested. They
are embraced as well as disputed. Differences in the city are not simply revealed, they are created
and enacted. These differences are sites of action, social mobilization and performances acted
out in private and public spaces in the city. In other words, social differences are not simple
categorizations, but complex, contested sites of meaning.

Take, for example, the issue of gender. There is now a considerable body of work about how
gender is maintained and created in urban settings with the result that men and women experience
urban space differently. In an early contribution, Wilson (1991) argued that for too long the design
of cities was driven by masculine desire to control the place of women. The regulation of urban
space is still highly gendered and is used to legitimize gender oppression and regulate sexuality.
Valentine (1989) for example has long described the heterosexuality of public spaces and contends
that women are often constrained into the restricted use and occupation of public space. Patriarchal
societies limit women’s mobility in a gender partitioning of urban space. Gender roles are inscribed
and transgressed, codified and undermined in cities, often under the surveillance of the male gaze.

There is the intersectionality of social differences (Cho et al., 2013; Hancock, 2016; Valentine,
2007). Social differences overlie each other from every angle from parallel to orthogonal, creating
differences within differences. There are, if we carry on with gender, sometimes huge differences
in the lived experience of women of different ages, body types, class, ethnicity, race, and sexual
orientation. The experiences of low-income minority women in the cities of the global urban
south, for example are vastly different from those of upper income white women in cities of
the global north. Class, gender, and race are just some of the major social differences that
intersect to undermine the singular notion of Women, or Middle class or White. Stansell (1986)
provides a careful analysis of changing female identities by class in New York City. She looked
at the development of working-class women as an economic social and political force to subvert
previously held the ideas of the proper place of women and of women’s essential nature. She shows
how they created small freedoms from large oppressions.

There are many sources of social differentiation that connect and collide, intersect, and undercut
each other in complex and constantly changing forms. Differences large and small intersect with
other differences, also large and small to create complex social mosaic of social difference in
the city. “Mosaic“ is perhaps the wrong metaphor; comprised as it is of small hard fragments.
More accurately, the categories of social difference are shape shifting in space and time and not
so much static categories as in a continual process of production and reproduction, imposition
and resistance.
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THE SUSTAINABLE CITY

The second discourse is the notion of the city as a site of
sustainability and resilience especially in the face of global climate
change (Benton-Short and Short, 2014; James, 2014). Here, I
draw on a previous paper (Short, 2015). Sustainability aims for
an ecological equilibrium that maximizes efficiency, minimizes
waste, and spends interest but not principle. In 2015, after 3
years of negotiations and debate, 193 countries agreed to adopt
sustainable development goals (SDGs) that built on the success
of the 2000 United Nations Millennium Development Goals and
aimed to go further to end all forms of poverty. The program calls
for action by all countries to promote prosperity for protecting
the planet with the recognition that ending poverty must go hand
in hand with strategies that build economic growth and address a
range of social needs. The SDGs set an agenda for investment in
advancing sustainability and focus efforts to implement the three

E
′

s of sustainability: economy, ecology, and equity. Sustainable
practices are being adopted around the world and newmetrics are
being developed for the Anthropocene Age as we recognize limits
to the traditional economic models that because they endorse a
bottom line consisting of revenues minus costs and expenses only
measure a narrow range of economic costs and benefits. These
traditional economic models do not recognize the full weight of
external costs on the environment nor account for their impacts
on the long-term sustainability of the global resource commons.

At first blush the city is an unlikely platform for sustainability.
Cities house more than half the world’s population; they consume
75 percent of the world’s energy and emit 80 percent of the world’s
greenhouse gasses. But cities are not just areas of problems, they
have also emerged as innovative sites for policy solutions. The
concentration of population and investment means that cities are
at the very heart of issues of sustainability and resilience.

The brute facts of climate change vulnerability in cities are
promoting a new and more pronounced urban environmental
sensitivity. Cities are responding with both mitigation and
adaptation. Mitigation focuses on reducing the concentrations
of greenhouse gases by using alternative energy sources,
encouraging greater energy efficiency and conservation and
through the promotion of carbon sinks through planting trees.
Adaptation involves the remaking of cities to become more
resilient to climate change.

There is a bottom-up movement from urban residents for a
better quality of urban life. Global climate change issues, such
as the shrinking polar ice sheets and the perilous state of polar
bears are real but distant, long term and difficult to solve for the
urban residents of today’s megacities. But the residents have an
immediate experience of poor air quality in their city and a more
immediate and greater ability to leverage local policies that effect
change. The global issues can seem distant yet pressing, creating
a sense of anxiety without any form of immediate political
response. The nation state can be both too big to deal with urban
issues and too small to affect global affairs. National legislatures,
such as the US Congress, whose debates are shaped more by big
monied interests that the everyday needs of local citizens can too
often lock into ideological disputes and paralysis. The city is often
the sweet spot of climate change issues because it is small enough

to connect with citizens and tailor specific policies, while large
enough to affect a real difference. Cities are the ideal stage for
developing policies and practices of sustainability compared to
the global and the national.

Cities are nodes in a global network of flows of people, ideas,
and practices. While the world is often described as separate
national surfaces of nation states, it is increasingly visualized as
a global urban network. Cities are learning from each other, as
policies are tested in cities with the more successful ones diffused,
adopted and adapted around the global network.

Many US cities have initiated environmental legislation that
exceeds EPA standards, in the absence of national leadership.
The C40 group is a group of the world’s largest cities committed
to tackling climate change to reduce carbon emissions and to
increase energy efficiency. Forty cities signed up in 2006, hence
the name, but more than 97 cities from around the cities are
committed to the project (https://www.c40.org). There is also
growing competition between cities. As the world globalizes,
cities are assessed by international standards in the competition
for investment, skilled people and creative industries. Cities
need to respond to the demands of an increasingly mobile
and ecologically aware capital and global talent pool. Cities
are now ranked, compared and assessed by the greenness of
their environment, and their success in moving toward more
sustainable policies.

We also have much to learn from the marginal of the world’s
cities. In the past 60 years between 1 and 2 billion people
have created self-build communities in cities all over the world.
They have quite literally made their urban environments. This
is not to romanticize the problems in slums. But our present
environmental predicament is in large part due to an unthinking
reliance on technology, the higher tech the better. The slums of
the world provide an invaluable experience of creating cities with
limited resources; they are in fact a living experiment in doing
more with less. There are many lessons we can learn for this
60-year experiment of informal urban living.

There is a lot of bad news concerning climate change as our
planet gets hotter and more vulnerable to environmental risks.
But the cities of the world are where adaptation and mitigation
policies are being most tried and tested. They are also a source
of new jobs as the green economy and green jobs provide new
alternatives to traditional occupations. The cities are both the
cause of many of our environmental problems but also, as it turns
out, also the solution.

The complex nature of creating a more inclusive and
sustainable city is apparent in the number of different SDGS
including 5, 10, 11, and 16 that respectively deal with gender,
reducing inequalities, sustainable cities, and human rights. There
are many overlapping issues involved in the creation of a
sustainable inclusive urban future.

THE INCLUSIVE CITY

The third discourse is the idea of social inclusion and the city
(Collins, 2003; Fainstein, 2014; Silver, 2015; Wolff, 2017). The
social differences we noted earlier are mapped onto political
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power relations, social status and the ability to make and remake
the city. The sources of difference are also scenes for the operation
of power and sites of subordination. To be Black in the White
City or working class in the capitalist city, or an immigrant in
the xenophobic city, or a woman in a man -made city is not just
a social category but to be on the wrong end of an asymmetric
power relation. It is to be placed in a more marginal position
that affects your life chances and your ability to shape and inform
the city.

The idea of social inclusion also raises its counter, social
exclusion. The emergence of the neoliberal city for example
was a move toward limited government spending, reducing
social subsidies, and freeing up the market from government
regulation and public oversight (Hackworth, 2011; Pinson
and Journel, 2017). An urban neoliberalism coalesced around
an ideological core of ideas about accountability, choice
competition, incentives, and performance that recast citizens
as consumers prioritized capital over labor. The neoliberal city
entailed a shift in political culture as residents were seen more as
consumers and the poor were simply a problem.

Numerous scholars have drawn attention to the fact that
many ideas and practices of sustainability and resilience fail to
address issues of equity, justice, and power (Fitzgibbons and
Mitchell, 2019). Unless practices, politics and ideas of resilience
and sustainability engage with issues of social justice then they
will fail to connect resilience with equity and sustainability
with social justice. We now have a large body of work that
looks at the impacts of social inclusion on specific elements of
urban life and urban living including. Just a sample of recent
studies is noted in Table 1. It is clear from these and other
studies that social inclusion has positive benefits beyond being
more equitable. The more voices that are heard, the wider the
bandwidth for understanding complex issues. And one thing
we do know is that the smaller number of people making
decisions, and especially if they are from a similar profession,
caste or class then the greater the possibility of a groupthink
coming up with partial, wrong and just plain dumb ideas.
A polyphonic city is not only more just it is may also be
more efficient.

Ideas on social inclusion in cities have been around for some
time and form a recurring obsession of my work. Some time ago
I wrote a book, The Humane City with the subtitled Cities as if
People Matter (Short, 1989). There were specific chapters on the
city as if only capital matters, the city as if only professionals
matter, and cities as if only some people matter. The basic
argument was that most cities are built around the needs, desires
and preferences of certain groups. A more recent book looked
at reasons behind the displacement of the poor and growing
inequality in global cities (Short, 2018).

Social inclusion is now a dominant concern. However, three
specific points about the focus on social inclusion. The first is
we should be wary that, as it becomes such an encompassing
term, it may gain width but lose depth. When specific terms take
on feel good qualities then there is always the danger that they
act as more as a form of academic signaling rather than as a
useful analytical construct. Second, we need to be aware that the
actual forms of social inclusion need to be scrutinized. To have

TABLE 1 | Recent studies of urban social inclusion.

Ability status Rachele et al., 2020

Aging McGarry, 2015; He et al., 2020

Citizenship and

immigration

Cabannes and Raposo, 2013; Strokosch and

Osborne, 2016; Lambert and Swerts, 2019;

Ellermann, 2020

Community

planning

Bush and Doyon, 2017; Kohon, 2018

Digital divide Mervyn et al., 2014; Alam and Imran, 2015

Interculturalism Zapata-Barrero, 2015

Livable streets and

cities

Sauter and Huettenmoser, 2008; Bush and

Doyon, 2017

Poverty

eradication

Benner and Pastor, 2015; Dugarova, 2015;

von Schönfeld and Ferreira, 2021

Smart cities Boulos et al., 2015; McKenna, 2018; Askar,

2021; Malek et al., 2021

Transportation Lättman et al., 2016; Allen and Farber, 2020

community participation on a narrow range of predetermined
choices is only partial inclusion. Real power exists in the ability
to shape the narrative in which choices are made. Real power is a
form of cognitive capture that structures what is being discussed
and how. Getting poor people to decide between two alternatives
presented by monied interests is participation theater not the
exercise of full inclusion. Third, a more radical notion of social
inclusion is raised in the idea of the right to the city. The urban
theorist Henri Lefebvre outlined a right to the city that involved
the freedom to collectively make and remake the city for everyday
human needs rather than reflecting the logic of capital or the
dictates of the state (Levebvre, 1996, 2003). The right to the city,
in his conception, was the right to access, use and enjoy the city
and fully participate in the production of urban space. It involved
two specific rights, the right to participation and the right to
appropriation. A right to the city along these lines involves also
a deeper restructuring of social relations (Harvey, 2012; Hintjens
and Kurian, 2019).

THE GRAND CHALLENGE

Ultimately social inclusion is about marrying ideas of fair
and equitable cities with green and green and resilient cities.
Ideas of social inclusion need to be central to climate change
adaptation and mitigation in order to make the green city also
the just city. The Journal looks forward to publishing the work
of scholars and professionals trying to capture the attempts,
practices and implications of producing such a fair green and
inclusive city.

This section welcomes contributions that investigate the
distributional effects and the impacts on different population
groups. The mission of the journal is to host innovative
research that shapes the crucial interaction between sustainability
and social inclusion across cities in the global North and
the global South. Areas covered by this section, but not
limited to:

How social differences are created and contested.

Frontiers in Sustainable Cities | www.frontiersin.org 3 April 2021 | Volume 3 | Article 684572

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-cities
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-cities#articles


Short Social Inclusion in Cities

How formal and informal sectors are treated as sites
of sustainability.
What social differences- such as age, gender, race, ethnicity,
sexual orientation, citizenship, immigration status, class,
(dis) ability etc.- are embodied in ideas and practices
of sustainability.
How urban policies reinforce, undermine, and highlight
social differences.
How cities generate and overturn the social inclusion
and exclusion of different type of groups through
promoting sustainability.
How sustainability can be heightened with more
inclusive practices.
The changing social inclusion/exclusion of different groups.
The redistributional consequences of sustainability.
How the right to the city is expressed through policies of
sustainability and resilience.
The role of participatory theater in sustainability policies
and practices.

The lack of social inclusion in policies of sustainability
and resilience.
How sustainability policies produce different outcomes from
different social groups in the city.
How social difference in the city is reinforced, undermined,
contested, celebrated and eradicated by the pursuit of
urban sustainability.
What groups are included and excluded in the pursuit
of sustainability.

The published papers will contribute insights into the
numerous and complex relationships between social difference,
sustainability and the rhetoric, and practices of social inclusion
and exclusion.
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