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CONCEPTS WITHIN A DISCOURSE OF 
SOCIAL SUSTAINABILITY OF THE CITY 

 
Abstract: The subject of this research is the concept of social 
sustainability of the city and the possibility of its practical 
feasibility at the level of urban neighborhoods. The idea of a 
sustainable city implies the unbreakable link between 
economic development, environmental quality and social 
equity. In order to make the idea of sustainability possible, it 
is important that these three components are given equal 
attention. Although, the social component of sustainability is 
necessary for the overall sustainability of the city, in 
literature there hasn’t been devoted as much attention as it 
has been devoted to environmental sustainability. To be more 
specific, the social sustainability of the city is mainly seen as 
the means for achieving environmental and economic 
sustainability. In this paper are systematized concepts that are 
part of knowledge about social sustainability of the city with 
an emphasis on the importance of urban neighborhoods. 
Keywords: City, concept of sustainbility, social sustainability, 
urban neighborhood. 

 
1. INTRODUCTION 

 
When we talk about cities, their future, the 

conclusion is that the era of far-reaching, 
supposedly clairvoyant forecasts is over. That 
leaves us small prediction and for shorter 
periods. However, they are sometimes more 
difficult to predict than big predictions, because 
they must be translated into real decisions and 
guidelines which can with their apparent 
pitilessness be disappointing. Nowdays, maybe 
the smartest thing is to start with the simplest: 
to keep what we have as a general value. 

In the field of architecture and urban 
planning, the fundamental principles have a 
universal value, although the implementation is 
always local and regional, adapted to a 
particular climate, topography, social habits, 
materials and industry - they are adapted to the 
geographic, ecological and cultural 
environment. It is essentially the 
anthropological principles associated with 
conventional abilities of man's constitution, the 
body and mind. Settlements should be able to 
function as a horizontal and vertical muscle-
pedestrian movement. 

Traditions play an important dual function, 
not only in the creation of particular order or  
 something like social structure, but also that  

 
 
they give us something that we can interact 
with, something that we can criticize and 
change.  

The city forms do not occur by 
themselves, but they have a certain degree of 
autonomy. They are not an "independent work 
of art", but they are art of organization and 
formation of urban structures built as a fact of 
life of individuals, groups, communities. 

The paper starts by setting a broader 
theoretical framework and defining key terms 
and concepts that social sustainability entails. 
The duality of the concept of the city will be 
pointed out - his physical and the social 
dimension. These two aspects will play a key 
role because they permeate from the major 
building blocks of the city (city blocks and 
neighborhoods) to the smallest (housing units). 
The work talks about the conditionality of these 
two dimensions, both at the city level, and the 
level of neighborhoods and even residential 
units. Paper will signify the nature of the 
relationship that produces a certain physical 
structure.  
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2. THE INITIAL THEORETICAL-
ANALITICAL FRAMEWORK 
 
2.1 THE CITY 
 

“As for me, I would be inclined to believe 
that the right to the name of the city shall have 
such human group that is linked to the ground, 
for a particular territory, for a certain quantum 
of energy potential (it is a physical and 
contemplative energies), which also has some 
of their own psychicism - some awareness of 
the existence, a certain feeling of continuity. 
City, as well as more complex living beings has 
their feelings, as well as the most complex 
living being, as a man, the city has a sense of 
historicity.” [1] 

         Bogdan Bogdanović 
 
The city is at the same time the physical 

and social environment. The physical 
dimension is expressed through the creation of 
artificial environment. The social dimension of 
the city is defined as a set of groups and 
intentional associations: the first association of 
the families, common to all communities, and 
the other is a neighborhood which is a special 
feature of city life. The city is not only a place 
where people live, but a place where people 
interact. Social factors are the primary and the 
physical organization of the city must be 
subordinated to social needs. 

 
“The physical structure of the city, is a 

complex set of built elements, spaces and 
environments, assemblies and units which are 
connected together in an integrated system of 
urban environment and create an environment 
for running complex processes of urban life, 
and this includes the built environment, unbuilt 
environment, transport systems, utility and 
technical installation, energy systems, and 
natural environments which are closely linked 
to the built frame of urban landscape.” [2] 

 
Physical urban environment is a form of 

the city as a result of total human activities in 
space and community life processes in motion 
and constant change. Architecture is able to 
communicate in at least two ways: People leave 
traces of their existence in space. This is a 
physical relationship with the environment.  

Another is on socio-psychological plane. 
Architecture is in this case the instigator of the 
process of thinking and feeling, and the success 

is measured by criteria - is architecture 
inspiring. Each object is correlated with its 
environment and its content, where the complex 
process of human communication and physical 
structures happen.  

When we talk about urban space and 
architectural structures as the material basis of 
communication, we come to the conclusion that 
each is a special system that has its own 
physical structure arising from the use, from the 
way it is designed, how it is used within its 
form, how shall enter into contact with other 
objects that make up the broader context of 
space.  

As a research method, the principle 
applied is that the physical structure of the city 
is necessary to examine not only as a ready 
built form, but must analyze the processes and 
the legality of its origin. We analyzed the 
dynamic of social processes and static physical 
form structure, and the experience of urban 
form as the living environment. They are 
important considerations that influence the 
characteristics of the space (concept design, 
scheduling functions, furnishment, etc) have on 
the quality of social relations in apartment 
blocks and neighborhoods, as well as the 
development of local identity and practice. 

It is important to understand the physical 
structure as a living environment of human 
existence. It is constantly changing the social, 
economic, political, spiritual, natural factors, 
and that once formed itself continues to affect 
all of these factors; social connections and a 
way of life. It is marked by a constant 
changeability and it determines the urban 
image, form, landscape and should be viewed 
as an artistic, aesthetic phenomenon within the 
relationship of interior and exterior space; built 
and unbuilt environments.  

 
2.2 SOCIAL SUSTAINABILITY 
 

In the most general sense, sustainability or 
sustainable development is the ability of a 
system that works long term. [3] When it 
comes to sustainable development of society or 
social phenomena, such as the city, the concept 
of sustainability implies the unbreakable link 
between environmental protection, economic 
development and social dimensions of  
development. [4] In order to make the idea of 
sustainability possible, it is important that these 
three components are given equal attention. [5] 
Although, the social component of 
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sustainability is necessary for the overall 
sustainability of the city, in literature there 
hasn’t been devoted as much attention as it has 
been devoted to environmental sustainability. 
To be more specific, the social sustainability of 
the city is mainly seen as the means for 
achieving environmental and economic 
sustainability, not as a goal itself. As if losing 
sight of the social dimension of the city, in the 
early 2000s, a number of authors began to insist 
that the city must not only be environmentally 
and economically viable, but also socially 
sustainable. 

Due to the complexity of the problem in 
question, the concept of social sustainability of 
the city, it created major problems regarding 
the definition and operationalization. The 
authors define it in different ways, often using 
other concepts such as community, social 
equality, heterogeneity, integration, and social 
cohesion. From this it can be deduced all the 
complexity of the concepts of sustainability of 
the city, because its interpretation is based on 
an understanding of other ideas and concepts. 
Therefore, in this paper, we will refer to some 
of the better-known definition of this term. 

“Social sustainability of the city's enduring 
ability of a community to function as a safe, 
healthy and appropriate environment for human 
interaction, education, employment, recreation, 
and cultural development.” [6] 

Often the definition of social sustainability 
lies behind the concept of sustainable 
communities: 

“A sustainable community is a community 
where the heterogeneity is tolerated and 
encouraged, where there is not a sharp spatial 
separation or isolation based on income or race 
and where all residents have an access to basic 
services and facilities.” [7] 

Summing up the results of the research 
concluded, it is not desirable to impose from 
above defined visions of a sustainable city, but 
we should enjoy a variety of "social 
construction of sustainability" arising from 
social framework of given environment. 
 
3. DOMINANT CONCEPTS WITHIN A 
DISCOURSE OF SOCIAL 
SUSTAINABILITY OF THE CITY 

 
Sustainable development means leaving a 

legacy to future generations, not only the 
capital of the environment (clean air, water, 
biodiversity), but also human capital such as 

knowledge and skills, social capital - the 
feeling of community, and the capital of human 
creation - buildings, all kinds of artefacts. [8] 

The concept of social sustainability can be 
linked to different theoretical concepts of urban 
sociology. Among them the most important are 
the concept of urban neighbourhood and the 
concept of community in urban society. [9] 

Then there are the ideas of social equality, 
diversity, heterogeneity, cohesiveness, which 
are very long present in thinking about the city, 
but also there are newer concepts such as social 
capital, [10]civic participation and involvement 
of all social groups in the decision-making 
process, which is all included a wide the idea of 
urban regime. 

 The neighborhood, as the city, has a dual 
nature, as well as physical (territorial) and 
social construct. As a physical dimension, it is 
defined as a part of territory of a city that is 
marked by its own physiognomy and 
characterized by distinctive features which 
provide him some unity and individuality. 

“In sociological terms, the neighborhood 
is a group of people who live in a certain area, 
and that connect certain social circumstances”. 
[11] 

According to the words of urban theorist 
Louis Mumford: 

“Neighborhood, in an original, initial 
form, are existing wherever people gather in 
permanent family dwellings. Many of the 
functions in the city tend to be naturally 
distributed - that is without any theoretical 
preoccupations or political orientation in 
neighborhoods.” [12] 

Rethinking the neighborhood through the 
concept of community as a relatively stable 
structure underlines that the neighborhood is 
not only a geographically limited area, but it is 
more a complex network of social relations. 
According to Brint [13], neighborhood falls 
within the community of which the elemental 
basics of establishing a relationship is (as the 
first criterion for classification) spatial 
proximity and that in this sense there exists an 
element of inevitability (unlike other natural 
groupation of communities that are based on 
choice). Then, there are communities where the 
primary reason for the interaction (the second 
criterion of classification) is based on joint 
activities (and not the beliefs), and in which the 
frequency of interactions (the third criterion) is 
relatively high. 

Among the contemporary urban planners 
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and sociologists, prevailing opinion is that it is 
better for people to live in communities that, in 
a greater or lesser extent, are the projection of 
social, professional and demographic structure 
of the whole society. [14] 

Concept of social capital includes 
resources which are reached through contacts 
and participation in social networks. These are 
the systems and structures that connect the 
inside (horizontal social capital) and outside 
(vertical social capital) community in a formal, 
non-formal and institutional level. 

As preconditions for social sustainability 
of cities and neighborhoods binder, bridging 
and bonding social capital are essential. This 
Micheal Woolcook’s classification [15] can be 
used to indicate the quality of the relationships 
among the neighbors, then to relate with people 
outside the community, and relations with the 
local authorities. 

Forrest and Kearns pop up that neighborly 
ties contribute to a feeling of security, practices 
and social support, and that:  

“Residential based interactions play an 
important role in daily routines that make up 
the foundations of social cohesion, through 
them we learn tolerance, cooperation, we gain 
a sense of belonging and social order, people to 
whom we are surrounded in a specific location 
contributes to the possibilities and limitation of 
choice and, indirectly, concept (of own) social 
values”. 
 
4. TOPIC OF HOUSING IN 
CONTEXT OF SOCIAL 
SUSTAINABILITY 
 
Housing does not mean staying in an 
apartment, encompasses both physical and 
social moment. The perception of residence can 
be defined by using the physical dimensions, 
which is often expressed through the housing 
unit. The property includes all the physical 
dimensions defined by housing standards, 
normatives and characteristics: size of the 

apartment, its structure and organization. 
However, there is another dimension of 
housing, particularly relevant to social 
sustainability, where the apartment is seen as an 
ideaof social organization and interaction of 
family members and their neighbours. The 
problem of housing can not be seen only as the 
need for an apartment because the housing is 
problem determined by biological, 
psychological, social, cultural, environmental 
and special needs. 
Spacious assumptions of sense of security, one 
of the most important for the neighborhood, are 
significant because both originate from the 
common routes and everyday encounters with 
neighbors, no matter how superficial and short-
lived. On this basis arise cultural constructs as 
part of understanding the ways of life in a 
certain area. Residents use different spatial 
metaphors ("safe places", "hot spots") to 
demarcate the physical structure, define 
cognitive boundaries which govern their daily 
activities and social relationships (selective 
development associations and performances 
about who they are and where people like them 
live, those with whom they would like to stay 
connected and vice versa). 
 
5. CONCLUSION 
 

The size of the physical structures, in the 
context of social sustainability, is important to 
express as a function of social relations it 
serves. The main hypothesis of this doctrine has 
a starting point in the axiom that the population 
determinate condition and changes in the 
spatial structure of the city. The study of 
population as determinants of the spatial 
structure includes an analysis of the 
demographic development in quantity (the 
native and spatial mobility), qualitative 
(changes in biological, economic and social 
structures - social mobility) and spatial 
(distribution of the population and the various 
forms of segregation) sense. 
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