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Abstract

Taking Sartre's philosophy as a starting point, our paper is both theoretical
and action oriented. It aims to promote the development of adequate scientific
practices required by the sustainable development utopia. To this end, it is
written as a manifesto designed to stimulate debate and controversy. It
attempts a review of all that is being said and done in the name of sustainable
development in the political domain as well as that of the relation between
social sciences and politics. This paper calls for a consideration of the
difficulties, and even the impossibilities, of moving “from the utopia to the
concepts”. Introducing and articulating the almost contradictory dimensions
of sustainability in real urban territory demands the development of a
relevant method in order to investigate this complex object. We propose the
concept of a “socially sustainable milieu” in order to reach this objective
which requires the interdisciplinary pairing of physical and social sciences.
Modelling and GIS must be associated with anthropological methods. Above
all, this paper underlines the need to set “inhabitants” at the heart of the
scientific project. This reverses the usual focus by starting with an
investigation of the way each individual reconciles the “three pillars” of
sustainable development and builds their own relationship with sustainable
urban milieus. This may help bypass the still top-down views of governance
and enable scientists to contribute to developing the political sustainable
utopia in real sites and situations.

Introduction
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The origin of this paper is a seminar held in 2005, “The year of Sartre”! and
this text intends to be “Sartrian” in nature. Not so much as an homage to the
philosopher but to show that he still inspires a future beyond his
historiography, and also because a few “words” from Sartre could provide us
with an answer, albeit a personal one, but one which we would like to become
collective to Olivier Godard's question: “Why should researchers, as
researchers and not citizens, feel concerned by sustainable development?”2
For example those words quoted at a conference of Cerisy-la-Salle® “Any
command dictated by an external force must be delegitimized”4; “History is
not a relationship to the past but to the future”?; “It is the intensity of the act

that expresses the moral intentionality”®, and so on.

What we would like to attempt here is this task of a “free” construction of a
theoretical point of view which finds its strength in what Sartre calls a “moral
intentionality” (Wormser, 2005). This text aims at explaining the conditions of
a means of knowledge responding to the complexity of the “political utopia””’.
Is it not necessary to take both the position on the philosopher as defined by
Sartre, “a free thought in action”, and of a scientist paying attention to his
relationship to philosophy in order to reflect on the significance of “going to
toward a socially sustainable city” and to feel the urge to redefine the
relationship between the political and the scientific?

To achieve this objective, the paper is divided into three sections. After an
overview of the different attitudes towards the invading sustainable
development injunctions based on French literature, the first section is an
attempt to define the conditions of a scientific radicalism by looking at
sustainable development as a political utopia. The second section focuses on
the scientific challenge of articulating the almost contradictory dimensions of
sustainability in real complex urban territories. Within this complexity it
proposes to articulate the social and environmental dimensions in priority. In
section three we enter in the method itself. Mobilized by the concept of
“socially sustainable milieu” the method requires summoning the skills

1 Observatoire Universitaire de la Ville et du Développement Durable (Université de Lausanne,

20-30 September, 2005.

2 « Pourquoi donc les chercheurs devraient-ils, en tant que chercheurs et pas en tant que

citoyens, se sentir concernés par le développement durable? », O. Godard, 2001

3 « Jean-Paul Sartre : écriture et engagement », a conference organised by the international

cultural centre of Cerisy-la-Salle (20-3 0 July 2005), where the perspective
up at the beginning of the 21* century were discussed, particularly regarding the relationship between

research, writing and commitment.

4 « Tout commandement dicté par une puissance extérieure doit étre délégitimé », P. Tamassia
5 «L" histoire n'"est pas un r aphVersttaetetau passé mai s
6

« C'es

t l'intensité de I'acte qui exprime l'intentionnalité morale », G. Wormser
7 cf. Mathieu et Guermond (2005a)
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acquired from interdisciplinary practices while facing the interrelations
between the social and the natural. It needs to set “inhabitants” at the heart of
the scientific project through the concept of “inhabitancy”® in order to bypass
the still top down views of governance.

Scientific radicalism: accepting the utopian essence of sustainable
development

Without presenting the current state of knowledge which the publication La
Ville durable, du politique au scientifiq@®lathieu et Guermond, 2005b)
introduces, we can see how it has allowed us to take a step back from what is
said and done in the name of sustainable urban development, as much in the
political field as in that of the relationship between social sciences and
politics. It has allowed the building of the autonomous theoretical position
submitted here for discussion. It is only after having revisited the uses of the
term “sustainable urban development®” (since it first appeared as a category
of thought and action (Jollivet, 1992) encompassing previous categories such
as urban planning, urbanism and even “urban renewal” or “urban
regeneration”) that we can see that we are looking at a research trend that
tackled the urban question from a radically new angle. This is the outcome of
a long period of research that started with studies on rurality'. The switch to
urbanity shows the relevance and the general scope of the approach
implemented in these studies in the perspective of sustainability!.

The idea of establishing the state of art of urban studies in relationship with
the notion of sustainability began with a question: Had the emergence of the
issue of sustainable development deeply “renewed” the conceptions of the
relationship between knowledge and action? At first sight, due to their focus
on the ever-recurring question of the city of tomorrow?, politicians as well as
scientists have difficulty freeing themselves of previous analytical patterns.

8 cf. Confronting “Mode de vie”, “Genre de vie"
conceptualisation ». Paper presented by N. Mathieu at the European Society for rural Sociology
Congress Vaasa, august 2009

9 And of course of the expressions “sustainable c
(Salomon Cavin, 2005)

10 This is the trend that has | ednthse tbomgvmaflfthbd
the rural to the environment” and ask “the question
also, extending this opening, set to evaluate the theoretical and methodological skills of the studies led

by ruralistswhointended t o serve as “guides over the border” be
“sciences of society”™ (Jollivet, 1992) . From this w
conceive and implement a research practice integrating natural systems and social systems. In this

particular case, it is in urban “systems” but it co
11 This generalization, particularly through modelization, is precisely the objective of the

generalist journal Natures Sciences Sociétés

12 From « Quelle ville pour demain ? » (PUCA, 1998) to the recent summer university of the

DIACT « Ou vont les villes ? » (Lille, 20-21 septembre 2006).
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Even when the French “Urbanism Building Architecture” program'® considers
“that models issued from the classical city can no longer be called upon for
urban interventions” (Dubois-Taine, 1998, p.5), the search for figures of “the
emerging city” is only useful to lead to “reports to renew the lines of public
action”. It is still a top-down approach. The idea that “a renewed vision of
territories” depends on a better knowledge of them by “elected officials,
contractors, designers, [who] order and produce urban architectural and
landscape works in accordance with the environment into which they insert
themselves, with local economic capacities and in the service of the
inhabitants at whom they are aimed” (ibid., p.60) is a tenacious one. The call
for a rupture with previous urban planning models and opting for “urban
renewal” is not scarce, but does it lead to action?

In order to deepen and give precisions to this hypothesis of weak renewal of
scientific practices by reference to sustainable development, the analysis of
recent literature produced by researchers in urban sciences (geography in
particular) was carried out with a certain number of questions in mind: Do
they consider that the notion of “urban sustainable development” is no more
than a recycling or a remodeling of previous utopias and policies (around the
notions of density, urban sprawl, self-mobilization, etc.), and that the
reproduction/regulation of the urban fact remains the dominant perspective
and practice? Is there really a scientific investment regarding the meanings of
the new notion and its ability to raise new paradigms? Or, are we again facing
a simple reproduction of essentially disciplinary points of view? What place is
given to the “material” dimension (“natural”, “environmental”, of
“biodiversity”) of sustainable urban development, given that “nature” in the
city is usually limited to “beautiful nature” (green spaces) or to a stereotypical
idea of resources (air, water, waste...), badly related to the urban territory
itself, as well as to the other dimensions of sustainable development?

Following this analysis, four stances can be distinguished among researchers
facing the political utopia of sustainable development!*. The first one,
particularly present among the supporters of spatial analysis, is the rejection
of the notion itself for being too ideological, too deeply rooted in ecology, or
even biology (Pelletier, 1993), or even for carrying the potential to increase
social inequalities (Brunet, 1998). The second is characterized by indifference
towards the new ideology, a lack of interest that is often encountered when a
thematic specialization or identification to a strongly defined theoretical trend
(for instance, political or cultural geography, or the sociology of work) are put

13 “Pl an Urbanisme Construction Architecture?” or
14 Mathieu & Guermond, 2005b; Mathieu, 2006
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forward, making the researcher insensitive to the very idea of complexity
implied by the notion of sustainable development.

We can see that the third stance: “adopting the reference to sustainable
development as obvious, disturbing neither the previous concepts nor the
previous scientific practices” (Mathieu, 2006), is dominant today. This is true
among urban social sciences as among ruralists. It is no longer the
indifference of the beginning, but a general opportunism consisting primarily
in recycling theories and common ideas in one’s own field of practice. The
adjective “sustainable” becomes then “the” unavoidable scientific norm,
basically some rhetorical “powder” added to dress up scientific
preoccupations and trajectories that remain essentially unchanged.

On the contrary, “considering the political utopia literally in order to produce
a new means of knowledge” sums up a fourth stance (ibid, 2006). As written
by Marcel Jollivet (2001, p.115), the “idea of sustainable development is a
strong invitation to an exercise of self-reflection, which humanity addresses to
itself, based on its past experiences”. The goal here is to make the “radical”
theoretical position as clear as possible: the call to a discontinuity, a rupture in
the scientific work, based on the question of how to go from political utopia to
its actual implementation. Since this is a call to make the political utopia of
sustainable development a “scientific event”, the form of a manifesto was an
obvious choice, as well as the title it was given. We will now look at some of
the principles that are the conditions of this scientific radicalism which are
necessary to think urban sustainability, in the hope that they will open up a
broad debate.

First of all, we must take into account and understand completely the
historical moment in which the notion of sustainable development first
appeared (Jollivet, 2001). Since the end of the 1990s, which is more or less the
beginning of its introduction, the current period constitutes the “moment” of
a full development of a new political ideology. The success of this is due to
the fact that it produces a feeling of obviousness: the probable or even
plausible effectiveness of the realization of a utopia is rooted in places. In the
political sphere as well as in public opinion, the idea circulates that it is
possible to get out of the crisis. Highlighting the idea of a potentially
sustainable development introduces the idea of a reversal of political
practices, as well as that of the entry into a “new” period, in which solutions
could be found to problems, either recurrent (poverty) or more acute
problems (the question of the environment), as well as to contradictions that
are almost unsolvable within the forms of development inherited from the
previous period.
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In short, the current moment is that of the birth of a political utopia meant to
become a dominant ideology, i.e. with the obvious vocation of enfolding (or
even encompassing) all discourses. To begin with, those within the political
sphere with its pretence to define the priorities of the orientation of action, but
also through their relationship; those of the scientific sphere that accompany
or legitimise the forms of political action. This “moment” is similar to the
period that saw the birth of land management. Emerging just after World War
II, this idea also concentrated all the necessary elements to present itself as a
strong political invention, particularly from the perspective of the domain of
State action. Seen as a tool susceptible to not only erase the destructions of
war, but also to build the bases of a new world, balancing economic and
social concerns through “territorial justice”, it can also, retrospectively, be
qualified as a political utopia. It has been, for at least two decades, the main
reference for a number of scientific disciplines.

It seems essential to take note of the resemblance between these two moments
in order to avoid repeating, in this time of the origins of sustainable
development, the “submissive” or “opportunistic” scientific attitudes that
may accompany the appearance of a political utopia easily made popular, as
was the case with the boom in references to land management. The essence of
the scientist is to define autonomy of thought regarding ideologies of that
amplitude and to not leave to politicians alone (and to technicians) the
legitimacy of saying what must be done and how, and then simply analyze
the policies being implemented. This is why, while acknowledging the quality
of works produced in that perspective, we can consider the studies on the
sustainable city that are limited to the identification of exemplar cases, the
“sustainable neighborhoods” which would already be the model to propagate
in order to achieve the “sustainability” of all urban environments, as an
“insufficient” or “weak” scientific response.

We begin with the idea that accepting the utopian character of urban
sustainable development is the only way to build the necessary scientific
autonomy to produce useful knowledge for a political action (to accompany
social change) as close as possible to the actual utopia. We must indeed note
that the notion of sustainable urban development, which establishes itself as a
category of thought and action, can only function if it is considered from the
beginning as “unattainable”, unachievable in reality because of its complexity
and most of all because of the contradictory character of the objectives it
claims to conciliate. To have as a research objective the resolution of the
incompatibilities between economic development, preservation of
patrimonial resources and goods, social equity, on a same territory and on the
long term, is conceivable only if we are conscious of its utopian character and
therefore the impossibility to achieve it in these terms. Once again, it is
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interesting to refer to Sartre. This time, the reference is to his book Les Carnets
de la drole de guetréWillpower needs the world and the resistance of things
[...]. Indeed, only the resistance of a reality allows us to distinguish between
that which is possible and that which is, and to project beyond what is
possible.”*® This is the second duty of a scientific approach taking into account
the demands implied by the concept of sustainable development.

From the utopia to the concepts

Accepting sustainable urban development as a utopia implies defining the
research object from the two “pillars” of sustainable development that seem
to be the hardest to conceive and integrate into a policy when dealing with
urbanism and urban space'®. The first pillar is that of sustainable management
of resources in the city — and, more specifically, the resources called natural. It
is therefore essential to clarify one point: what is nature (the environment) in
the city, and why is it “fading” (Blanc and Mathieu, 1996)? How can we go
beyond its assimilation to the vegetable kingdom and to a pretence of
biodiversity, to “beautiful nature” with no relationship, other than through
landscape and symbol, with the idea of sustainability (Calenge, 1997)? A
deeper understanding of “natures” in an urban milieu (Hucy et al, 2001, 2005)
is a scientific priority if we want escape stereotypes when considering the
natural and environmental dimensions of urban sustainability.

The idea that city and nature are antagonistic concepts — the (technical) urban
milieu being necessarily artificial, nature in the city being necessarily
imported and wanted — has led to a real difficulty in conceptualizing the
meaning of the term “resource” when applied to urban space. What is an
“urban resource”? How can we think of the “natures of the city” as the bases
of resource production? Those are all new concepts that must be developed.

15 « La volonté a besoin du monde et de la résistance des choses [...]. Seule en effet, la

résistance d un r éel permet de disti ndgladeece ce qui es
qui est le possible. » Quoted by Gérard Wormser (2005, p. 17). According to this philosopher, the

studies in which “Sartre se tourne vers-la compréhe
estimées dans |l eur porteéee critique a | "égard des sc

connaissance et des institutions dans une société développée : Sartre fait des sciences sociales la

mediation pour accéder a une vérité humaine, comme en témoigne la création des Temps modernes

cette réflexion collectitesudigsinwhr thr “8artaephanomeno
understanding of singular situations [ ..] remain und
sciences. They question the functions of knowledge and institutions in a developed society: Sartre turns

social sciences into the mediation to reach a human truth, as attested by the creation of Les Temps

modernes t hi s collective reflection based on phenomeno
16 I't is not that the “economic pillar” is without

considered as priorities in the sphere of political doers and of development projects, hence the

supremacy of economic sciences over the political thinking on sustainable development. This paper

aims at reinstating a balance between different approaches and to help open a path toward articulating

the two other pillars.
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Should we simply think that “natural” resources are found outside the city,
and that managing them in the city consists merely in observing and
controlling their use? Or, should we think of the materiality itself of urban
spaces as a resource, if not natural, at least material, and de factaelated to
natural phenomena? Rethinking what nature is and what a resource is in
urban milieus means repositioning the issues of air, water and, generally
speaking, of what we call urban “pollutions”, back into the natural processes
of which they are a part.

Even if it seems more well-known, being very much used by social sciences?’,
the scientific approach to the social dimension (second pillar of the utopia of
sustainable development) must also be constructed radically and specifically.
It is not enough to merely underline social inequalities and their relationship
to the territories of the city, or even to renew the concept by replacing it with
that of ecological inequalities. We must reinvent the concepts and approaches
that allow us to establish links between poverty, social equity and sustainable
management of resources in a given urban milieu. The main question is: how
should we ultimately define a “sustainable living environment”? We must try
to answer this question by putting inhabitants and inhabitancy at the centre of
the social analysis (Hucy et al, 2005). What makes the “well-being” of each
resident in their relationship to the “values of places”? This forces us to take
into account, at the same time, all the living environments of the inhabitant®
in his different practices. How can we reconcile his representations and
practices in all places of living with the preservation of a collective, if not
common, good, to be familiar with the non-renewable resources and
biodiversity in urban milieus?

The challenge of conciliating those two goals, particularly exclusive — or even
contradictory — in an urban milieu could allow us to define the new research
objects brought to light by the utopia of sustainable (urban) development. For,
what is an “issue in urban sustainable development”, if not the analysis — in
the strong sense of the term — of a “situation!®” in which the articulation of the
environmental dimension and the social dimension of a spatial urban system
is problematic. Translated into politics, a sustainable urban development
issue is a complex situation: we must know all the processes likely to interfere
in order to aim at better governance and better balance between the three
pillars of sustainable development. The “sustainable inhabitability” of urban
milieus and places, as a sustainable urban development issue, could serve as
the main thread in the analysis of urban “situations”. That is why this analysis

17 The theme of social inequalities is very present in urban sciences, as testified by the concepts

of “soci al and spatial segregation” and of “gated
18 We could calll h i imthe sense'defioetl ky Mauss.n habi t ant ”

19 In the Sartrian meaning
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requires a rethinking of all the “natures” of the city in their interaction with
the representations and social practices that involve them. It also implies that
we rethink the notion of urban local societies by granting a role to the
inhabitant, to the inhabiting individual (with his subjectivity, his sensibility,
his culture of nature and his practices of the natural environment...) as they
are one of the fundamental sites of articulation of environmental and social
dimensions of sustainability (Mathieu, 2000a). We could posit that the
economic issue, the third pillar, would have to be taken into account and
evaluated only once the interrelations between social equity and the
preservation of resources and urban biodiversity have been analyzed.

31 1T WEOOET x UwOi wEwW?UOEPEOOawUUUUEDPOEEOI wdOD O
We will now look at the approach necessary to achieve the goal defined at the
beginning: to create a specific means of knowledge in order to evolve toward
the “implementation in reality” of sustainable urban development, i.e. toward
assuming its prerequisites. We first must enunciate the theoretical posture
that the method should follow in order to conform to the proclaimed
principles. In order to seriously study the issue of the sustainability of cities
and of urban neighborhoods, and to define a policy in this regard, we must
reverse the approach, still quite often top-down, to which we refer when
talking about sustainable development. The advocacy of participative
democracy is a step in that direction, but we still lack the required knowledge
to implement it rigorously. We must return to the question asked earlier:
What is sustainability (sustainable inhabitability) of an urban milieu?
Answering this question implies that we know the point of view of residents
on their living milieus. By starting there, we will be able to inform the
political with the scientific instead of accompanying it (even from a critical
perspective) with scientific monitoring.

Following this reversal, four conditions must be fulfilled: interdisciplinarity;
the territorial cross-reference of data; methodological inventiveness; the resort
to an integrating concept: “inhabitancy”. In order to respect the first
condition, we must build a mixed object — a macro-object (Robic & Mathieu,
2001) —, with the property of being “urban” in which the naturalist (material)
dimensions and the social dimensions (representations/practices,
conflicts/powers, appropriation/exclusion) cannot be dissociated by the
practice of research. This mixed object cannot be attained through a mere
“proximity interdisciplinarity”, but requires a “broadened interdisciplinarity”
associating life sciences and society sciences (Jollivet & Legay, 2005).

As a second condition we must resort to a methodology allowing us to handle
intrinsically different data on natures and times. This leads us to favour an
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approach based on “sites”, or even “micro sites” (Hucy et al, 2005; Blanc et al,
2005). These sites must be places common to all the disciplines willing to
study the issue, with a form accepted by all and acting as a contract. The
constant interrelating of the issues, the collected data, the hypotheses of
interaction, must be carried out in relevant spaces defined through
discussions between researchers, and in which the work is performed in
parallel, always co-situated. Herein lies recourse to a territorialized
conceptualization, as well as the necessity to articulate this new approach
with that of spatial analysis (Mathieu and Guermond, 2005).

These first two conditions lead to a third one, the re-examination of the usual
theories and methods, as well as the exploration, even invention, of concepts
allowing us to study the interactions between heterogeneous processes and
scientific fields. We can, of course, refer to what we have learned from
interdisciplinary practices often applied to rural issues (for instance, Cohen &
Duqué, 2001; Cohen, 2003), but the main goal is to invent the most adequate
scientific practices.

Finally, the condition closest to Sartre’s “moral intentionality”, we must put
the inhabitant and the concept of “inhabitancy” at the centre of the actual
analysis method (Mathieu, 2000b). It is by listening to the words of the
inhabitant that the researcher can give a political dimension to his work. We
must dare to engage in an interdisciplinary anthropology of the inhabitant
and inhabitancy, an anthropological interdisciplinarity, so to speak, applied to
post-industrial societies. While avoiding overhanging concepts, such as that
of the relation of a society to its environment, as well as an excessive
confidence in Western philosophies to explain the nature/culture relationship,
we must listen to and study in detail what inhabitants say in order to reach an
understanding of their relationship to nature and to their living
environments. The patient collection of “life tales” (Mathieu et al, 2004), the
analysis of gardening practices of inhabitants, of the relationship to animals,
wanted or not, in all the living places in the city and in the country home or
the dreamed places of vacation, etc., should lead us to discovering the
categories through which each inhabitant thinks of his or her relationship to
places, natures, inhabitancy in all its meanings (finding housing, moving
around, working, living together). As has already been shown by these first
experiences of interdisciplinary anthropology (Hucy et al, 2005; Grésillon,
2004, 2005), the identification of practices and representations of city dwellers,
the spotting of the discrepancy between dream and reality, especially around
the categories of “inside/outside”, of “home/outside of home”, is a path
towards answering the question of what sustainability is in the perspective of
“ordinary” thoughts and inhabiting logics.
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In conclusion, we must go back to the meaning of this manifesto. In order to
question urban sustainability, we must systematically take into account the
management of cities, as is being done in many writings. We cannot,
however, move towards the utopia of sustainable development without
recognizing, and increasing, the role of inhabitants in “manufacturing” the
city and urban milieus. This stake justifies the reference to Sartre taken as a
starting point. This paper is a call to avoid the paths well-travelled that
associate scientists to politicians: those who know what biodiversity is and
what the sustainable city means being, by right, the prince’s counselors. To
also avoid the itineraries starting from already designed political models that
are supposed to lead, without added knowledge, to the citizen. These two
approaches neglect something fundamental: the potential for change and
responsibility that is the inhabitant. Taking that potential into account gives
us the opportunity to balance the ecological footprint of each individual in his
or her places of living. This leads to questioning the notion of citizen
participation, both from the political and the scientific points of view. In short,
this paper is an invitation for the researcher to get involved in a different way,
to start from the political in the strongest sense — in this case, the political
utopia of sustainable development — in order to aim at free and autonomous
scientific acts, turned to the future and aimed at the impossible to try and
reach it. This does not deny the value of studies made in the fields of natural
sciences, but raises the question of their relationship to the political. The
ultimate objective is to achieve the passage from the political to the scientific,
and vice-versa. This is a call to change scientific practices to give them back a
meaning in the political realm, or rather in the invention of politics
themselves. Following Paul Krugman's® thought we can conclude: “an article
like this might be juswhat [we] need to make [our] dream come’true
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