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Introduction 

Krzysztof Nawratek (2012, p. 13, p. 18) makes the accurate 
observation that cities have ceased to be political and 
economic entities – they no longer decide their own fates. 
Instead, they have become nodes in a network of global 
flows that concentrate space, buildings, infrastructure, 
consumers, employees, and other resources. If flows 
generate imbalance, some argue that regulating and 
accelerating them in the correct manner can restore 
balance. Yet the example of regulating rivers shows just 
how illusory this train of thought is.  

As they lose developmental subjectivity, cities are 
increasingly vulnerable to external – including global – 
shocks. Ultimately, a spiral of regression is set in motion, 
and this condemns them to decline. Reversing this trend 
must begin with an understanding of the mechanisms 
that enable cities to restore their subjectivity and recover 
their ability to shape their own fates and futures (ibid. 
p. 21).  

For me, this means that the city must become the Idea-
City (Hausner, 2019) and in this way acquire the capacity 
to reactivate its growth spiral. Modification of the way 
cities approach space is a precondition for regenerating 
their potential.  



The socially generative nature of space is easier to grasp 
when articulated with the dimension of time, that is, 
when it is interpreted as social space-time. This is 
emphasised by Roman Ingarden (2006, p.p. 66-67), who 
understands time as a derivative phenomenon which 
depends on the way a person behaves. In this view, time 
not only objectively exists – it also subjectively becomes. 
This is not only a time that passes, but a time which 
encapsulates a potential for growth and development. 

In the main, urban theory interprets the city in functional 
terms and perceives it as an organism. Ash Amin and 
Nigel Thrift (2002), however, venture to disagree. In their 
view, cities possess neither strict centres nor fixed parts. 
Instead, they are amalgams of multiple, often disjointed, 
processes that reflect their social heterogeneity. Amin 
and Thrift recommend paying attention to the 
interpermeation of space and time in the growth of cities, 
which they describe as the transitivity of cities (ibid. p. 9). 
To speak of a localised time and a temporalized place 
(Lefebvre,1996), is therefore justified. This makes it 
possible to perceive the city as a ‘living complexity’ that 
cannot be described without recourse to a number of 
different narratives and maps (Amin & Thrift, 2002, p. 11).  

The functional approach stresses the way cities operate 
and the developmental approach stresses the way they 
are transformed. The former is necessary, but definitely 
insufficient. Cities cannot be understood if we do not 
simultaneously understand how they function and how 
they change. After all, every social being is what it 
becomes. Amin and Thrift’s ontological assumptions for 
their conception of the urban are deeply rooted in 
Whitehead’s thought (1978), which can be described as a 
‘philosophy of becoming’. They set out the features of 
this approach (Amin & Thrift 2002, pp. 27-28) as follows: 
1) an emphasis on instruments as vital elements of 
knowing, not as a passive means of representing the 
known; 2) the existence of other modes of subjectivity 
than consciousness; 3) feelings, however defined, are the 
foundation of understanding; 4) time is not a ‘uniquely 



serial advance’, but rather exists as a series of different 
forms knotted together; 5) becoming is discontinuous, 
there is a becoming of continuity, but no continuity of 
becoming; 6) finally, and most importantly, this all 
means that prehensions (ideas about the world) can 
constantly be built. It is based on these philosophical 
assumptions that Amin and Thrift (Amin & Thrift 2002, 
p. 27) regard meaning as the basic constituent of urban 
life. This is about the meaning that is the idea of a given 
city. It is not a given, but emerges as a consequence of 
disparate bonds and interactions between multiple 
different urban beings (entities or actors). Rather than 
crystallising as the sum of arguments and outlooks, it 
emerges as the consequence of the accumulation of 
multiple interactions that cannot be programmed.  

In order to develop, the city needs its social space-time to 
be open. If it is, then becomes a space that invites the 
appearance of something new, whatever that something 
new might be: an idea, a cognitive perspective, an actor 
or a relationship. 

 

Part I: Social Space-Time as a Cognitive 
Category 

1. The Ontological Dimension of Social Space-Time 

In the view of Nicolai Hartmann (1953, pp. 8-9) the 
traditional ontology of the past is aprioristic and 
deductive in nature. This approach implies the 
recognition that the human mind finds the highest 
universals and derives from them – by reason – 
everything that it cannot derive from experience. As it is 
based on principles adopted a priori, this is an a priori 
deduction.  

Hartmann comments accurately and critically on the 
dangers of basing academic enquiry on aprioristic 



assumptions, from which conceptual frameworks are 
then deducted. He states (ibid. p. 8.), ‘When the human 
mind feels itself in possession of the highest universal 
truths, it easily concludes that it can derive from those 
truths everything that it does not know how to derive 
from experience’. This reflects our desire to conceive of 
the world as united and uniform. But this is not a desire 
the world wishes to satisfy. It is not as people would like 
to see it. Indeed, it turns out that our desire for the unity 
of the world is an illusion. Yet the arbitrary claim that no 
kind of unity exists would be irrational. There is unity, but 
it is not the unity the mind would like to establish. The 
nature of the unity of the world is not the unity of an 
individual object, but the unity of heterogeneity or 
multiplicity (ibid. p. 60). I would express this as diversity 
made coherent. 

In the old ontology the direction of cognition led from the 
object to the knower, but in the new ontology this is 
reversed: knowledge itself creates the object of 
knowledge. In this process of cognition, even the 
cognitive categories assumed to underpin knowledge are 
not in themselves known a priori . They perform the 
function of creating knowledge, but they do not become 
an object of knowledge themselves (ibid. pp. 14-16). The 
foundation of the new ontology is the analytical method. 
It is necessary to arrive at cognitive categories through 
induction (ibid. pp. 59-60). At the same time, Hartmann 
underlines that a purely empirical approach to cognition 
is even less promising than an a priori approach (ibid. 
p.19). 

It is not my intention, however, to give an exhaustive 
account of Hartmann’s ontology. Though there are many 
points on which I do not share his reasoning, I regard him 
as a philosopher who, in an original and prolific way, 
broke the deadlock in philosophical thinking about the 
world of beings. That it shows the ontic world as multi-
layered, and that it shows the relationships between 
these layers, is for me the essence of Hartmann’s 
ontology.  



He proposes a distinction between real possibility 
(Realmöglichkeit) and actual reality (Realvirlkichkeit). 
The former is not essential, but it reflects the totality of 
circumstances existing at a given time in a real context. 
The latter is not understood anthropomorphically, that 
is, as the intended result of human intelligence and 
action, but as the complex consequence of far-flung 
contextual circumstances. This approach is the antithesis 
of an analysis based on categories adopted a priori, with 
whose help we wish to apprehend structure. This is what 
Hartmann describes as modal analysis.  

It is possible for people to perceive the world as unified. 
But, in ontological terms, the world is not homogeneous: 
it is layered or stratified. And if we are to think 
ontologically of its unity, it is of a unity understood as the 
interconnection of its layers or strata. The unity of the 
world is not the unity of pervasive sameness, but the 
unity of a structure in which there exists categorial 
diversity (ibid. pp. 106-7). Furthermore, each layer of this 
structure is constituted by ontological categories. This 
also opens up space for emergence (Ibid. p.108).  

The unity of the world results from interrelatedness and, 
as such, it is not a given. That the world has multiple 
layers is important, but the nature and extent of their 
interdependence is important first and foremost. The 
superimposition of forms of the world does not, however, 
cause it to become an unhampered continuity or to have 
a linear structure.  Particular forms of the world, such as 
atoms or cells, make incisions along this line and 
interrupt the sequence of superimposition. It is for this 
reason that no cognitive category can be understood as 
having meaning or existence in itself. Taken in isolation, 
a cognitive category is unbalanced and distorts reality. 
Cognitive categories are enmeshed in dependencies that 
are not purely causal. The same is true of beings. To 
explain the world by reference to a causal nexus or to 
purposefulness is therefore misleading.  



Hartmann (ibid. pp. 75-76) considers that the 
superimposition of ontological forms of the world is 
subject to a number of regularities: 

1. Categories of the lower strata are contained in the 
higher, but not the other way around. The entering 
(encroachment) of the categories of one layer or 
stratum into another happens only upwards and not 
downwards.  

2. The recurrence of categories is always restricted. 
When a certain level is reached, recurrence is 
suspended.  

3. The categories are modified when they encroach 
upon a higher stratum. They are modified and 
adapted according to the nature of the higher 
stratum (superinformation is the penetration from 
down up, the integration of the categories of a lower 
stratum into the categories of a higher stratum, and 
their modification on a new level). It is only that 
which is most important in categories which does 
not change. This is the basic categorial moment.  

4. The transfer of a category from a lower stratum to a 
higher stratum never determines the nature of the 
higher stratum. This always rests on the emergence 
of a new categorial quality which remains 
independent of the transferred categories and 
results from the appearance of categories that are 
new for a given stratum. The modification of 
transferred elements is contingent upon the 
emergence of categorial novelties.  

5. The ascending series of ontological forms does not 
constitute a continuum. Because the emergence of 
new categorial qualities affects a number of 
categories simultaneously, points of incision appear 
in them that separate the strata.  



Emergence and contingency mean that the consequences 
of our actions are not immediately apparent. It is 
therefore necessary to possess a broad repertoire of 
possible actions so as to adapt to unexpected situations 
that reveal new threats and opportunities. If we look upon 
social life from the perspective of spiral motion, the 
occurrence of emergent phenomena strikes us as self-
evident. Social change is not in its nature a single-factor 
phenomenon. As a consequence, it is contingent. 

The world cannot be controlled either from above or from 
below, because in each of its strata there appear 
categorial novelties. The world does not consist in an all-
encompassing struggle of dual, opposing forces. This is 
also because the intermediate strata are autonomous 
fields of being that cannot be subordinated to a schema of 
opposing extremes (ibid. p. 84).  

Higher strata are dependent on lower strata in two ways. 
First in the function of supplying matter to higher strata 
that is subsequently modified (superinformation). And 
the second lies in supporting and being supported, which 
leads to superimposition, meaning that a higher stratum 
is put on top of a lower stratum (ibid. p. 86). 

Hartmann (ibid. pp. 87-88) formulated the following law 
of categorial ontological dependence:  

1. Categorial dependence is only the dependence of the 
higher category on the lower, but not vice versa. It 
follows that lower categories are stronger than 
higher ones in the aspect of their impact. There is an 
inverse relationship between strength and the 
position in the order of strata.  

2. Although the categories of lower strata form a base 
for the existence of the higher strata, they are 
indifferent to them. The higher ontological 
categories cannot exist without the lower, whereas 
the lower can exist without the higher.  



3. The lower categories determine the higher as their 
matter or base. In this way they determine the scope 
of the higher categories, but they do not determine 
their form or attributes.  

4. The novelty of categorially higher strata is free in 
relation to lower strata. Despite the dependency, 
higher strata are autonomous in respect of lower 
strata. The structural primacy of higher strata over 
lower strata does not apply to their interior – it 
works from above. 

Hartmann names the first law as the law of strength, and 
the fourth as the law of freedom. In his view, they exist in 
a mutual relationship. The law of freedom states that 
although the higher ontological category depends on the 
lower, it nevertheless retains independence from it.  

Here it is necessary to understand ‘depends on’ as 
meaning ‘being supported by’ or ‘relying on’. The higher 
stratum does not exist in a vacuum. It is superimposed on 
the lower stratum, but is structurally discrete. Hartmann 
describes this dependency using a metaphor of stones 
and buildings. Stones supply the material for buildings, 
but we cannot construct absolutely anything we desire 
from them. By the same token, the material does not 
determine the structure of the building. A lower stratum 
supplies a higher one with the material that makes up its 
constituent parts (law of matter), but does not determine 
how they are modified or arranged (law of freedom and 
novelty) (ibid. pp. 92-93).  

In the case of knowledge, the penetration of elements 
from a lower stratum to a higher stratum leads to the 
formation there of cognitive categories (an idea or 
concept, for example), which penetrate consciousness 
(ibid. p. 141). Irrespective of their origin, ideas exist 
because they are interpreted. If they are not interpreted, 
they disappear. They remain vital only if they are 
critically reinterpreted. Their interpretation can lead to 
their institutionalisation and systematisation in the form 



of ideology. The institutionalisation of ideas also means 
their incorporation into politics. But this, however, risks 
ossification and intellectual atrophy (Béland, Cox 2011). 

The institutionalisation of particular behaviours is 
impossible without an ideological, narrative articulation. 
Ideas are not chosen; they work through infection. Their 
impact depends on whether they become a part of the 
social imaginary. If they do, they form a part of the story 
of a particular community. Then their social function is to 
define important problems.  Ideas make it possible for 
communities to perceive and understand a complex 
reality. Ideas are institutionalised more quickly if they 
become a part of the social imaginary. Vivien Schmidt 
(2011, p. 47) defines this as ‘discursive institutionalism’. 
For as long as they remain within the discursive space 
(within the modality) and are interpreted or 
reinterpreted, ideas constitute a source of meaning and 
justification that permeates individual behaviours in a 
given community.  

Cognitive networks are, in my view, one of the ontological 
categories useful in understanding the functionality of a 
multi-layered world. The work of Magali Orillard (1997, 
pp. 59-64), which distinguishes a number of basic 
attributes of cognitive networks, is extremely helpful in 
understanding their role: 

 they are multi-dimensional and connect different 
areas (strata/layers) of the social world;  

 they enable the intensification of flows of non-
material resources, such as data, information, and 
knowledge; 

 nodes (nodal actors) are present in cognitive 
networks, where they serve to appropriately code 
flows of non-material resources; 

 they are capable of self-organisation and of 
adapting to the changing environment; 



 they create a common space of meaning; 

 they have the capacity to generate new content, 
meanings, and solutions (which Orillard defines as 
supercoding); 

 the actors within them can use them for a variety of 
purposes. 

Understood in this way, cognitive networks connect 
different strata in the world and are consonant with the 
cognitive categories set out by Hartmann. And if they do 
exist as actualities, they perform the function of a 
developmental category, that is to say, a function which 
on the one hand holds the world together and on the other 
enables its transformation. In accordance with 
Hartmann’s basic theory of ontology: for the world to be 
unified, it must become and change; otherwise, it cools 
and disintegrates.  

Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri recall a statement made 
by Thomas Jefferson (2012, p. 240): ‘He who receives an 
idea from me, receives instruction himself without 
lessening mine; as he who lights his taper at mine, 
receives light without darkening me.’ (cited in 
Szadkowski, 2015). A cognitive category (an idea, 
a concept) is not, however, an instruction. The metaphor 
of the taper indicates that what we are dealing with here 
is not an instruction to march along a path but with an 
illumination of that path. And those are two different 
things. An idea does not build a road, but it makes us 
aware that a road can be built and that perhaps it is 
needed and worth using. It is the sharing of ideas that 
allows actors to perceive something new.  

To reconfigure a cognitive category as a developmental 
category means, in turn, that the different actors 
recognising a given cognitive category cooperate to add 
detail to it, to clarify it adaptively and to adopt it as a 
common point of reference. A cognitive category acts as 
an interpretive framework for a developmental category.  



If a cognitive category proves to have causal power, that 
is, the actors guided by it take particular actions, it is 
transformed into a developmental category, through 
which it becomes real. As this happens, it is distorted to 
some degree by being adapted to the specific situation. 
But it does not undergo ossification or crude 
simplification.  

That the world is stratified, or layered, implies the 
existence of a variety of modes of intermediation between 
the strata or layers. In no sense does this involve the 
simple, mechanical transmission of the components of 
one stratum to another. The meaning of intermediation 
here is twofold. First, it involves elements of one stratum 
permeating another.  It is not therefore transmission 
(transfer). This is not an act, but a process in which 
intermediation involves crossing some sort of border and 
is achieved at points of contact. Second, elements 
permeating another stratum are modified and adapted. 
Here, intermediation takes on the form of mediation. We 
can therefore speak of vertical intermediation (between 
strata) and horizontal mediation (within a given 
stratum).  

Transformative generativity is the fundamental principle 
of a world understood in this way. Conceptually 
(generally),generativity describes an autonomous 
system, whose users gain an independent capacity to 
produce, generate, implement, and create new and 
unique abilities. As a result of Noam Chomsky’s 
popularisation of transformational-generative 
grammar, it is a common term in linguistics. Its basic 
principle is well illustrated by the abstract syntax tree in 
Figure 1 below. 



Figure 1 Abstract Syntax Tree 

 

The following expression is described on the tree 
A(B(E,F),C,D(G(I),H(J,K,L)))  
A and H are three-argument operations 
B and D are two-argument operations (binary) 
G is a one-argument operation (unary or unitary) 
E F C I J K L are arguments 
 
Source: Wikipedia. 

 

The pattern of reasoning represented by the syntax tree 
can be adapted to Hartmann’s theory of ontology and 
explained as follows. For a lower stratum to function 
(constitute an ecosystem), some of its elements must 
permeate (be transferred to) a higher stratum. In this way 
the lower stratum is continuously replenishing the 
higher stratum. The elements permeating the higher 
stratum from the lower one are modified in the higher 
stratum and adapted (moulder, matched) to its 
functionality. In this way they are transformed. This 
allows the higher stratum to generate new components 
and develop. On the other hand, the higher stratum 
constitutes a structural framework that stabilises the 
functioning of the lower stratum. It restricts the lower 



stratum but provides it with functionality, the capacity 
for orientation and reorientation, and stability. It is an 
enabling environment for the lower stratum.  

The lowest stratum of the world is dynamic: it pulses with 
life and the capacity for change. The market is a good 
example of this: there are balancing forces within it, but 
they cannot ensure equilibrium. There are, however, 
different degrees of imbalance or disequilibrium. They 
include degrees of imbalance and equilibrium that cannot 
be controlled from within the system. When this is the 
case, the system falls apart. This is why the existence of 
the higher stratum is so important for the lower stratum: 
it stabilises it but does not permeate it; it does not deny 
the lower stratum its independence and does not destroy 
it. To put it metaphorically, we might say that the higher 
stratum plays the role of an umbrella in relation of the 
lower stratum.  

The relationships between the organisational 
(operational-functional) order and the institutional 
(axiological-normative) order within an enterprise offer 
a good example of the principle of generativity in action. 
It is possible for the organisational order to function in 
isolation from the institutional order. However, the 
stabilising power of the latter is essential when 
the former suffers high levels of disruption. Without this, 
the organisation will fall apart. It is therefore better for 
the enterprise to always be aware of the need for the 
stabilising power of the institutional order and to support 
that order. But not to the extent that it replaces the 
organisational order. The point is that they should coexist 
as superimposed layers. Yet there can be no 
transferability or interchangeability between them, 
because then they will not be performing their particular 
roles. Thanks to the existence of the institutional order, it 
is possible to allow a greater degree of systemic leeway in 
the organisational order, that is, more autonomy for the 
actors, which is a source of creativity and dynamism. An 
enterprise constructed in this way is vital and resilient. 



I do not agree with Hartmann’s view of the ontological 
role of time and space. For him, time has a far greater 
categorial power than space. Time, after all, permeates 
the highest stratum of the world, which exists only in the 
form of becoming, while space is the preserve of only the 
lowest strata. Hartmann adds that consciousness is 
aspatial even at its lowest level. This contradicts the 
possibility of imagination, including of spatial 
imagination. There is then no room for imagined 
communities or imagined spaces.  

Piotr Sztompka (2005, p.19) considers that there exists 
no condition of a society at a particular moment that can 
be observed and analysed independently of its motion. In 
social reality, a state of rest is a figment. It may be 
assumed as a cognitive category, as something that has 
the potential to exist, but it really only exists in motion.  

The world cannot be divided into the real world and the 
potential world. Both exist and both coexist. They are 
connected in social space-time. And the more open this is 
the more they interpermeate, and the more that which is 
potential becomes that which is real. If social space-time 
is closed, both these dimensions of the world recede and 
withdraw from each other.  

However, it should be noted that what is actual and what 
is potential is not the same as what is real and what is 
virtual. They are different orders of being, although they 
have points of contact and modes of interpermeation. 
Museums can operate in both dimensions and both are 
real. They can be visited physically, but also virtually 
(remotely). In this case, this would potentially mean 
a museum that exists as an idea – as an imagined space. 
An idea can become an actual and/or virtual reality. At 
issue is not the idea of a museum in general, i.e. the 
concept, definition or a priori understanding of 
a museum, but the idea of a real, albeit fictional museum. 
It is a fiction, though, that has the potential for causal 
power. And in this sense an idea is a cognitive category 
that represents some sort of alternative to that which 



actually exists. It becomes a component of a potential 
world. Deprived of cognitive categories, the social world 
is flat and its space-time closes. 

2. The Anthropological Dimension of Social Space-
Time 

For Hartmann, human beings are indivisible unities of 
the carnal and the mental. Human lives are made 
complete by the inseparable merging of the ‘external’ 
and the ‘internal’. Here Hartmann stands in clear 
opposition to Descartes and his doctrine of two 
substances: on the one hand a spatially extended world 
that is measurable and mechanical, and on the other a 
non-spatial, non-extended inner world which never 
mixes with the outer world. And it is only belief in 
immortality that draws benefit from separating these two 
substances in this way. Hence Hartmann believes that the 
real world depends less on space and matter than on time 
and individuality. Both categories are indivisible: 
individuality (singleness) is temporalness (uniqueness) 
(1953, pp. 24-25).  

For Hartmann, the inner world of the individual, the 
world of consciousness, is non-spatial. It is the outer 
world that is spatial (ibid. p. 44). It is necessary for 
becoming to coalesce with singleness and uniqueness 
(ibid. p. 26). As with Bergson, space-time is derived from 
that which is individual, and not from that which is social.  

Hartmann states that determinism stands like a wall 
against the argument that humans possess free will (ibid. 
p. 125). There is no place for the free spirit in a world in 
which a single chain of dependencies operates. Usually, 
such an understanding of the world is easily associated 
with a belief in destiny. According to Hartmann (ibid. p. 
29), freedom without dependence is the unrestrained 
freedom of caprice, while action that does not meet 
obstacles and resistance becomes a game devoid of effort 
and engagement. The solution to the problem is not to 
move to a position of indeterminism. If freedom is not to 



mean indeterminism, it is necessary to think of it 
positively: it is not meant to be unrestricted freedom, but 
freedom with restrictions that still leave room for 
freedom. This is not only a matter of freedom in the 
psychological sense, but of freedom in the ontological 
sense, that is, the freedom of the transformation and 
emergence of new beings. Freedom always appears when 
categorial novelty appears. Were the world a 
homogeneous structure, it would not exist. Free will is 
thus a special case of categorial freedom (ibid. p.129). 

Freedom does not, therefore, involve freedom of choice if 
the choices are imposed and restricted. Freedom is bound 
to the creation of the world – in whatever way the 
creation of the world is understood.  

Hartmann’s conception of a stratified world applies to 
both the organic world and the social world. They are not 
separate. We can, nevertheless, perceive and investigate 
specific forms of the existence and becoming of social 
beings. This, of course, does not mean that they thereby 
lose their organicity.  

Andrzej Matysiak (2011, p. 4) advances a process-based 
approach to the formation of social capital, which is 
illustrated by the following progression: trust → social 
capital → credibility. On this understanding, social capital 
is not a given and is not assigned to a particular social 
structure.  

Matysiak proceeds in the cited article to contrast two 
ideas of trust (ibid.) According to the first, trust is a 
cognitive category. It results from knowledge of actual 
individuals whom we trust. In this case, knowledge is 
private in character. The second conceives of trust as a 
cultural category. In this case, knowledge as the 
foundation of trust is shared and public: no one is 
excluded from it (ibid.).  

It is right to distinguish between these two categories of 
trust, but it is not necessary to oppose them. The first type 



of trust is situational and refers to specific people and 
situations. The second is a general (generalised) form of 
trust and also applies to unknown people and situations. 
One depends on the other. General trust is a type of 
common good that we draw upon in particular situations, 
and, in a way, privatise and instrumentalise as we go. 
And, if we abuse this good opportunistically, we 
contribute to the weakening of general, collective, trust. 
What is more, as Matysiak rightly emphasises, the 
process of generating social capital is impaired as 
a consequence. And this has a powerful impact on social 
space-time, as the motives for long-term and 
cooperative activities disappear.  

To understand the question of social trust in this way 
raises a broader issue: the dual origin of human action, 
which is both situational and, to some extent, always 
pan-societal (transcendental).  

Trust is a complex social phenomenon. We can interpret 
it in situational, concrete or personal terms, but we can 
also understand it as generalised trust at the macro-
social level. At the level of society, trust is generated by 
the experience of micro-social trust in concrete 
situations. It is essential in order to enter into everyday 
personal interactions. It may be described as 
transactional trust, for it determines various types of acts 
of exchange (Amin 2012, p. 35). The more intensively and 
systematically these transactions are repeated, the more 
powerfully trust is generalised. This creates a broad 
framework for entering into situational interactions, 
which gains in breadth and resilience when situational 
interactions foster more permanent relationships and 
bonds, when ties of community and partnership emerge 
from incidental contact, and when interactions serve to 
organise communication and concerted action and not 
exchange alone. General trust can be understood as a 
shared space in which relationships of self-interest and 
exchange forge bonds and commitments. Ash Amin (ibid. 
p. 40) is correct in stressing that in this space learning 
about gradually becomes learning how and, further down 



the line, learning to be together. In the generative process 
of the formation of macro-social trust we have a) the 
dimension of emergence: from bottom to top and from 
situational interactions to shared space, and b) the 
dimension of enabling and reinforcement: from shared 
space to new relationships and interactions. Shared 
knowledge, itself becoming a mechanism for sharing 
knowledge, is an important component of this space.  

If the word ‘network’ is used to describe this common 
space and the links that exist and are activated within it, 
then it is an impermanent network that is not structured 
like a chain. Instead, it resembles a brain, in which new 
connections and impulses are continuously born. Hence 
it is a viral in helical form. Social phenomena can be 
viewed as cognitive categories (phenomena), that is, as 
social potential activated and then actualised by 
interactions and impulses (Gumuła 2008, pp. 39-40). 

Phenomenological thought becomes speculative if it is 
detached from reality and lacks anthropological 
foundations. If this is the case, it does not grow out of 
experience and, instead of explaining and interpreting 
various experiences and behaviours, it serves to construct 
an imaginary world and concepts to apprehend that 
world. Bogusław Fiedor (2018) refers to this approach as 
the ‘immateriality’ of presuppositions. He notes that it is 
through this approach, which is one of its characteristics, 
that mainstream economics is able to dispel any form of 
methodological criticism. The category of self-interest, 
which makes it difficult to discern the variety of motives 
that guide individuals, has acquired just such an 
unquestionable status in neo-classical economics. It has 
simply been assumed that individuals behave according 
to self-interest, and the boundaries between egoism and 
altruism have become blurred. The temporal dimension 
of the social world is lost in a scholastic system of this 
nature. Time is exclusively a ‘logical’ category here – and 
in no degree a historical one. And change denotes only 
oscillation, adjustment or growth. There is no space for 
social evolution.  



Piotr Sztompka (2005, pp. 51-52) uses the term auto-
transcendence, by which he means ‘reaching beyond 
oneself, overcoming constraints, and crossing barriers 
and borders.’ For Sztompka, auto-transcendence is 
a manifestation of the subjectivity of an actor which, at 
the same time, as a particular subjective capacity, 
determines subjectivity. This prompts the question of 
whether auto-transcendence is an attribute of society or 
also of the individual. Sztompka, it would seem, allows 
for both possibilities. I would add, however, that this 
attribute (the capacity for auto-transcendence) has, in 
essence, a social nature for the individual too. It involves 
an orientation towards the other, towards another – 
however that may be understood.  

The themes Sztompka addresses are also conspicuous in 
the thought of Paul Ricoeur (1992). The French 
philosopher emphasises that subjectivity is distinguished 
by narrative identity (auto-transcendence for 
Sztompka), which is at the same time a promise (ibid. p. 
41). Subjectivity thus expressed takes account of the 
temporal dimension, the dimension of becoming. 
According to the Ricoeurian dialectic of narrative 
identity, individuals (people) exist and become at the 
same time, which is expressed in the dialectic of the poles 
of personal identity: idem – sameness and ipse – 
selfhood (ibid. p. 40). They therefore have the capacity for 
auto-transcendence.  

The dialectic of idem and ipse is not enclosed within 
a single person. It cannot be reduced to a participant-
observer relationship. This would turn individuals into 
monads that are capable of functioning but not of 
developing: it would confine them to self-absorption. For 
narrative identity to become self-understanding (auto-
transcendence) there must be reference to another or to 
others. A third-person dimension then appears in the 
ipse-idem dialectic. This is the role of the participant-
observer, which releases individuals from self-
absorption and enables them to become subjects and 
undergo developmental transformation.  



Transcendental does not mean imposed externally from 
above, but raised from within and generalised. That 
which is transcended than serves us rather than 
enslaving us. It allows us to look at ourselves and others 
from a different, broader perspective. It permits us to 
cross the boundaries of our individual space-time and to 
venture beyond it without becoming lost. It opens space-
time so that other ways of doing things are possible and 
so that we discover ourselves in other actions and 
develop. Without it, all we have is formulaic action. We 
translate synchrony into diachrony. Transcendence 
combines the individual and concrete with the universal 
and general.  

There are various kinds of externalities. Externalities that 
restrict us, stifle us, confine us, constrain us, and deny us 
individuality and subjectivity. Yet there also ‘exists’ an 
externality that is not imposed on us, but that we 
externalise ourselves in our desire to be a separate being, 
in our wanting to be ourselves and not to fade away or 
disappear. This second externality is not just imagined. 
It is real. We are always acting and living in the face of 
powerful constraints. But they do not have to subjugate 
us or deprive us of our freedom. Although if they are total, 
that is what happens. Unlimited freedom leads to 
a situation in which, if I can do anything, nothing I do has 
meaning and I am lost (Harari, 2020). 

Freedom is not a question of being able to bear these hard 
restrictions. Life in society would be impossible without 
them. But we can find ways of going beyond them or, 
conceivably, of combining to remove them. The thoughts 
of Krzysztof Nawratek (2012, pp. 25-29) on freedom of 
choice and freedom of creation strike a chord in this 
connection, ‘The freedom of choice is thus a closed 
freedom, while the freedom of creation is a truly 
transgressive one. (...) The freedom of creation produces 
a surplus of being, whereas the freedom of choice only 
changes the order of that which already exists. (...) The 
freedom of choice is the freedom of the supermarket.’  



I do not take this to mean that the freedom of choice and 
the freedom of creation are polar opposites. I would put it 
this way: without the freedom of creation, the freedom of 
choice is the freedom of the supermarket. But without the 
freedom of choice, there is no freedom of creation. While 
the freedom of choice provides us with autonomy (self-
determination), the freedom of creation defines our 
individuality (distinctiveness), which, however, must 
enter into subjective and subjectifying relationships with 
others.  

3. Time, Space, and Human Beings 

Time and space stand at the centre of the philosophy of 
Henri Bergson (1988, 1993), which places particular 
emphasis on the role of time, ‘...questions referring to the 
subject and object, to their differentiation and to their 
connection, should be formulated as functions of time 
rather than of space’ (1988, p. 30). For Bergson (ibid.), 
duration is becoming. Duration-becoming is accom-
plished in space-time. In the main, Bergson’s reflections 
concern the individual. For him, space-time is therefore 
primarily a mental phenomenon. The individual self 
contains and mixes a multiplicity of states of 
consciousness. The superficial state of consciousness is 
connected with the perception of time as uniform. It is 
only when entering deeper states of consciousness that 
the self discovers a varied space-time. This attests to the 
motion of the mind into the depths, its movement from 
one level to another (ibid. p. 57). As it makes this 
transition, the mind moves beyond the intellect. 
According to Bergson, ‘An important function of the 
intellect is to combine like with like, and only facts that 
are repeated can be fully adapted to forms of the intellect’ 
(ibid. p. 44).  

The intellect leads the self to passive adaptation. But it is 
only the mind that leads to effectual adaptation and 
creative action (ibid. p. 93). In discovering various forms 
of space-time as distinct qualities, the mind is able to 
integrate and organise them. In this way the self acquires 



the capacity to elaborate something entirely new: it can 
go beyond homogeneous space-time and create new 
forms of space-time as successive mental states. In this 
way human consciousness frees itself from, and attempts 
to raise, the matter that constantly burdens it (ibid. 
p. 105). To act upon matter, individuals require the 
abstract apprehensions of reality employed by the 
intellect as points of reference. These include the 
‘homogeneity of time and space’. However, as Bergson 
states, ‘Homogeneous space and homogeneous time are 
not, then, either attributes of things or the essential 
conditions for cognizing them...’ (ibid. p.139). The 
creative self can go beyond such patterns of thought by 
reaching into its own depths.  

Bergson rejects the ancient understanding of scientific 
knowledge and its treatment of time as degradation, and 
change as the diminution of eternal Form, which we 
strive to capture in our concepts (1988, p. 36). This sort of 
ideal and conceptual apprehension of the world situates 
the intellect outside time, and provides it only with what 
is motionless and fragmented. But life cannot be confined 
to a formula: it continues and keeps moving forward. Yet 
instead of evolving in a linear fashion, it does so in the 
form of a circular process (ibid. p. 97). True duration, 
which is dynamic, requires open, heterogeneous space-
time.  

Bergson stresses the significance of human space-time, 
but repeatedly returns it to the individual level. For him, 
there is no transcendence of the individual self in social 
space-time. Only that which is individual can become, as 
a consequence, social. He puts this directly (1993, p. 21), 
‘Even if we were only in theory under a state of obligation 
towards other men, we should be so in fact towards 
ourselves, since social solidarity exists only in so far as a 
‘social ego’ is superadded, in each of us, to the individual 
self.’  

The individual self, and only the individual self, can go 
beyond homogeneous space-time, and only the 



individual self can lead to complete and perfect morality, 
which is a challenge it must take up itself (ibid. p. 40). 
Without the individual self, society and its morality 
would remain closed. This is a special self that belongs to 
a privileged individual, ‘... to specific people, each of 
whom constitutes a species composed of only one 
specimen.’ Its life, thanks to the intuition that surrounds 
its intelligence, becomes a mystical life (ibid. pp. 260-
261). Humanity is driven forward by such privileged 
individuals. Static morality becomes dynamic, ‘The 
distance dividing the first and the second morality is 
therefore exactly the same as that dividing rest from 
motion’ (ibid. p. 63). Morality is no longer just about duty: 
it is not limited to injunctions and prohibitions. The 
positive aspect of morality becomes important, and its 
driving force becomes a challenge. This saves the world 
from ceaseless repetition. ‘Current morality is not 
abolished; but it appears like a virtual stop in the course 
of actual progression.’ (ibid p. 64). 

Outstanding individuals lead humanity out of the closed 
circle, out of moral dormancy. They break the circle of 
static morality and pull society with them, pointing the 
way to an open society (ibid. p. 79). And this is how 
Bergson ultimately describes it ‘Never shall we pass from 
the closed society to the open society, from the city to 
humanity, by any mere broadening out. The two things 
are not of the same essence! The open society is the 
society which is deemed in principle to embrace all 
humanity. A dream dreamt, now and again, by chosen 
souls, it embodies on every occasion something of itself 
in creations, each of which, through a more or less far-
reaching transformation of man, conquers difficulties 
hitherto unconquerable. But after each occasion the circle 
that has momentarily opened closes again’(ibid. pp. 259-
260). 

Bergson’s thought is important to me because it shows 
what space-time signifies for human action. It stresses 
the difference between closed and open space-time. It 
also demonstrates that forces that close and open space-



time coexist in the social world. For me, however, space-
time is primarily social (collective), while for Bergson it 
is primarily individual (single). For Bergson, what is 
individual can lead to what is social. It is the other way 
around for me: what is social determines and reinforces 
what is individual.  

A similar interpretation of social space-time can be found 
in the work of Nicolai Hartmann (1953). In his view, it is 
necessary to describe reality in categories of time and 
space. But, because it is associated with individuality, 
time is for him more important (ibid. p.25). The internal 
world of the individual, the world of consciousness, is 
non-spatial. It is the external world that is spatial (ibid. 
p. 44). Duration is the result of becoming. The world is 
not finished in every respect. Being is not concerned with 
an imagined world of immobility, but with the being of 
becoming (ibid. p. 28). And it is necessary to join 
becoming to singleness and uniqueness (ibid. p. 26). 
As with Bergson, space-time is derived from that which 
is individual, and not from that which is social. 

Thinkers for whom existence and creation are associated 
with being and not becoming are to be considered as 
standing in opposition to Bergson and Hartmann. This 
view is well expressed by Jean Guitton: ‘However, 
thinkers who appreciate how unlikely it is to attain and 
maintain ideal forms of government turn the situation 
around – as if out of necessity – to assign the attribute of 
eternity not to the moment of perfection, but to the 
process of perfecting. History and becoming are then 
raised to the most important reality. Yet if this doctrine 
were intellectually accepted it would be difficult to defend 
– even if the intellect really accepted it. For by annulling 
the idea of truth it would have to – as in all scepticism – 
undermine itself. A becoming that would have no other 
purpose than becoming, and a truth that would destroy 
itself by endlessly surpassing itself are unthinkable’ 
(1989, p. 23). Hence, what we are, rather than what we are 
becoming, has priority in time. And, therefore, the 
essence of time does not lie in the succession of events 



(ibid. p.16). True existence is available to us only by 
fleeing from becoming into an eternal temporality (ibid. 
p. 21). In this view, social (human) space-time would 
become homogeneous, universal, and closed in the sense 
of being eternal and immortalising.  

According to Ricoeur (1992), relational subjectivity and 
(co-)responsibility also appear in social space-time of 
this kind. He believes that ‘...in the same way that 
speaking, acting and storytelling reveal the structure of 
dialogue, so an ethical and moral appraisal of our actions, 
and of ourselves as performers of actions, contains 
within it a noteworthy interdependence between self and 
other. I cannot give credit to myself without attributing 
to another the same capacity to value themselves as 
capable of something’(ibid. pp. 42-43). In Ricoeur’s view, 
‘In relying on me, the other makes me responsible 
(accountable) for my actions’ (ibid. p. 47). The unceasing 
intermediation of social and political institutions is a 
prerequisite for enabling subjects to acquire the capacity 
to define themselves as responsible for their thoughts 
and actions (1992, pp. 43-44).  

In Ricoeur’s view (ibid. p. 54), responsibility means not 
only the willingness to repair the harms our actions have 
caused (this is the definition of responsibility in civil law) 
or to bear the consequences of committing serious crimes 
(this is the definition of responsibility in the Criminal 
Code), but above all to answer the summons of the weak. 
This is a response expressed, for example, in what can be 
termed a narrative hospitality that involves receiving 
others’ histories into my own. It is worth noting that 
these different aspects of responsibility require, and take 
place in, a different social space-time.  

Referring to the category of quality of life, Amartya Sen 
(2009) states that its formation is possible in a specific 
social space (I would say social space-time rather than 
social space), where not only access to basic goods is 
ensured, but also certain capabilities of individuals are 



developed. For Martha Nussbaum (2000), these include 
thinking, debating, and exercising the imagination.  

The key question here is whether this desired social space 
is given and external to individuals, or whether it is 
socially produced and thus internal to them. I strongly 
favour the second option. If we accept that the capacities 
under discussion are socially conditioned and produced, 
it can be said that on the one hand they belong to a given 
individual (who will benefit from them), but that on the 
other they constitute a common resource (commons) – 
a good that individuals can and do use if it is constantly 
reproduced. Its nature is thus partly synchronic and 
partly diachronic.  

Sztompka (2005, p. 55, p. 64) emphasises that time has 
a social character, which means that it is not a separate 
form of being or discrete substance, but a relational 
phenomenon. If this is the case, the social sciences 
cannot consider it only as a time of duration and 
existence, but should consider it above all as a time of 
change and becoming.  

4. The Cultural Dimension of Social Space-Time 

Ricoeur regards literature as providing a third-person 
dimension to our personality (individuality): the option 
to examine and discover ourselves via the experiences of 
others. He writes of this as follows:  ‘The whole of 
literature can therefore be looked upon as a laboratory of 
thought experiments, which, by reading, we can apply to 
ourselves’ (1992, pp. 40-41). Tadeusz Sławek’s remarks 
on the role of literature and reading are beautifully apt: 
‘…If we do not read […] we fall victim to numerous 
illusions, that is, we become easy prey for manipulation, 
including of the political variety. We are capable of 
believing anything we are told, and that is extremely 
perilous. I therefore understand reading not as the 
hurried acceptance of truths on faith, but as the 
measured, unhurried and arduous effort of 
understanding the world’ (2019, pp. 54-55). Literature 



detaches us from the here and now. Confinement to the 
present makes individuals impatient. And impatience 
precludes listening to others and to oneself (ibid. p. 54). 

In his foundational studies of literature, Mikhail Bakhtin 
(1974) introduced space-time [хронотоп / chronotope] 
as a formally constitutive literary category. In a variety of 
literary genres, and especially in the novel, the space-
time of a work always includes a moment of evaluation 
that can only be distinguished from the entirety of the 
artistic space-time through abstract analysis (ibid. 
p. 307). Bakhtin's idea of the chronotope rests on the 
premise that space and time are necessary images of the 
mind (Kaczmarek 2014).  

Bakhtin concluded from his analyses of various ancient 
Greek romances that ‘no matter how impoverished, how 
denuded a human identity may become in Greek 
romance, there is always preserved in it some precious 
kernel of folk humanity; one always senses a faith in the 
indestructible power of man.’ (ibid. p. 288). Bakhtin 
summarises his deliberations on ancient Greek romance 
as follows, ‘Metamorphosis serves as the basis for 
a method of portraying the whole of an individual’s life in 
its more important moments of crisis: for showing how 
an individual becomes other that what he was. We are 
offered various sharply differing images of one and the 
same individual, images that are united in him as various 
epochs and stages in the course of his life. There is no 
evolution in the strict sense of the word; what we get, 
rather, is crisis and rebirth’ (ibid. p. 295). This is precisely 
what allows readers to live and feel the experiences of 
characters in literature. Other spatio-temporal 
representations of them would not have this narrative 
quality.  

I am convinced that the same can be said of art, theatre, 
film, or music. It is from them that we draw inspiration 
for our inner experiences. To be lifted and to break out of 
self-absorption we do not ourselves have to go through 
all of the often tragic, often joyful experiences of others, 



which artists capture and express in their works. Living 
through the experiences of others in this way becomes 
a source of personal, developmental strength (Jaśtal, 
2015).  

Social space-time is one of the central categories in the 
worldview of Oskar Hansen (2005). Hansen studies the 
way in which tools of visual impact shape the visible 
(physical) world, but also perceptions of it, and therefore 
shape the unseen world of social reality. For Hansen ‘The 
spatial situation people create is a space-time “opinion” 
expressed in an artistic language: an artistic expression 
of ideas’ (ibid. p.18). This thought, which he derived 
partly from Winston Churchill, is a good reflection of 
Hansen’s cognitive perspective: ‘Sight is an important 
sense in the formation of our psyches. Tools of visual 
impact have, and have had, an important role in shaping 
it. We shape our buildings; thereafter, they shape us 
(Winston Churchill)’ (ibid p. 70).  

It is from this perspective that Hansen makes the 
distinction – central to his reasoning – between open 
form and closed form. For him, closed form is the 
patriarchal order of obedience that results from the 
ignorance of the subjugated. The cathedral in Cuzco, long 
ago the capital of the Incas, offers a good illustration. He 
describes it as follows: ‘... Bristling with Spanish Baroque 
decorations, the cathedral's massive façade, raised high 
above the monumental steps, dominated the town, 
distorting the semantics of Inca space-time’ (ibid. p. 69). 
And he adds that, for him, this is an example of, ‘spurred 
boots on the head of a sage’. Hansen closes his account of 
this urban phenomenon as follows: ‘The Cuzco of today, 
the former Inca capital, is one of the painful examples of 
cultural loss caused by the prosecution – with cross in 
hand – of the idea of ownership and possession’(ibid.). 

Hansen stresses that closed form is like a mirror that 
imposes a mirror image whose visual symmetry excludes 
contention (2005, p. 72). And this subjugates people and 
makes them passive. In forming the basis for a model of 



possession that excludes partnership between nature and 
people, it objectifies the latter. In the case of open form, 
though, ‘The decisive factor in its reception is the 
authentic motion of the recipient, which enables personal 
perception of the spatial-temporal composition’ (ibid p. 
64). And this means that it is the foundation upon which 
the model of cognition rests.  

To counteract the entropy of the social world, it is 
necessary to accept that it must ceaselessly pass through 
phases of decay and creation. And that is possible only in 
social space-time that is open. Hansen captures this 
thought in the category of open form. Closed form is 
conservative, while open form is developmental. Closed 
form objectifies individuals and societies and renders 
them passive; open form activates and empowers them. 
The word ‘dictate’ is synonymous with closed form, and 
the word ‘deliberation’ with open form. Closed form 
generates a space-time of domination; open space that of 
cognition (ibid. p.p. 43-46).  

Closed form constrains cognition, communication and 
the production of knowledge. Hansen couches it in these 
terms: ‘To locate the recipient within the field of direct 
attack by apodictic form is the basic tool of visual impact 
employed by dictatorships: of autocrats, of monotheistic 
religions, of the proletariat, of capital etc. (...) To exceed 
the limits of people’s perceptive capabilities causes their 
passivity – it directs the psyche. Exerting influence via 
forms that exceed the possibilities of human perception 
is a method employed both in authoritarian regimes as 
well as in so-called democratic ones. Their aim is to 
control the psyche of the recipient’ (ibid. p. 13), In 
contrast, open form stimulates cognition and the 
generation of knowledge.  

Closed form is the space of ‘stopped time’ (ibid. p. 48). 
The medieval town, on which Hansen comments as 
follows, is a good example: ‘The form of the medieval 
town – an “unchanging object” in relation to its 
surroundings – is an expression of a dogmatic idea of rule 



and possession, while the development of form, which 
contradicts its fundamental principle of immutability, 
has led to today’s economic, cultural, technical and – 
especially – humanitarian absurdities’ (ibid. p. 32). This 
astute assessment demonstrates that to move from 
closed to open form is not a simple step. It is a complex 
and long-term undertaking.  

Hansen is an artist, who with the aid of art, wishes to 
consciously shape the social space-time of city-dwellers. 
Cecylia Malik, who mainly works in Kraków and is known 
especially for her outdoor artistic activism, is another 
artist of this kind. She seeks to direct the attention of the 
city's inhabitants to the link between the quality of their 
lives and the way the city’s space is utilised (Niedośpiał & 
Rostkowska 2014).  

5. The Space-Time of Social Systems 

A closed system is not static. For its closure to be possible, 
it must function, that is, it must be set in repeatable 
motion. Synchrony and diachrony are not the same as 
stasis and dynamism. Synchrony is motion too, but in a 
closed spatio-temporal system. Diachrony proceeds in 
open space-time. In the case of synchrony, change is 
reversible. Motion does not lead to a different dimension 
(strata/layer) of the world or extend beyond the system’s 
framework, but only indicates a change in the state of the 
system, which remains closed. In the case of diachrony, 
change is irreversible, and motion extends beyond a 
given system and changes it. Space-time is thus opened 
to various possibilities.  

In the case of complex systems, change is 
transformation. It is a process that cannot be managed. It 
can, however, be released (activated), animated and 
directed. Here, to manage would have to mean that 
a system can be suspended and reconfigured or re-
purposed. And this is not possible in the case of complex, 
socio-technical systems. They cannot be halted. At most, 
some of their components can be deactivated.  



To have various kinds of built-in loops – short and long, 
closed and open – is a feature of systems of this kind. 
They do not operate mechanically, and they cannot be 
controlled automatically. They tend towards gradual 
dysfunction (entropy). Contingency and emergence are 
present in them. Therefore, they evolve. Complex 
systems are dissipative. Their functioning depends on the 
ceaseless exchange of various types of resources from the 
environment, including information and meaning.  

Synchrony and diachrony are not mutually exclusive. 
They are to some degree interchangeable. Just as there is 
a certain transferability in the functionality and 
structurality of a social system. It is important to consider 
the mechanism that binds them together.  

Social systems constitute layers (strata) of the social 
world. All systems have their internal stabilisers. 
However, they constrain their internal dynamism. If they 
begin to dominate, dynamism is extinguished. The option 
to take advantage of the stabilising capacities of a higher 
system is therefore a practical solution. 

The above deliberations lead me to formulate the 
following statements on the functioning and 
development of social systems: 

1. There are no immutable social systems, that is, none 
that are independent of time. 

2. Apart from cases of the disintegration or 
disappearance of social systems, they do not reach 
any final or end state. 

3. We can think of the finality of social systems only as 
a transitory state, a state at a given moment, or a 
state of comparative equilibrium.  

4. We can examine such a state from two perspectives: 
(i) purposefulness, that is, from the perspective of 
the conscious actions of entities that intend to bring 



about a specific state of the system and (ii) necessity: 
the perspective of the structural conditions under 
which social entities act. 

5. Neither of these two mechanisms can be excluded 
from the functioning of social systems or from 
explanations of it. Social entities (participants in 
social systems) undertake activities consciously 
aimed at achieving a certain state of the social 
system and, at the same time, their activities are 
structurally conditioned.  

6. As a result, the state and development of the system 
is an outcome of both necessity and purposefulness.  

7. Yet because social systems are interactive systems 
and comparatively open, structural necessity and 
purposefulness are multitone rather than 
monotone.  

8. The development of a social system is therefore 
neither causally determined or purposefully 
programmed: it is accidental, contingent, and 
possible within the framework of a limited pool of 
options.  

9. To achieve successive states of comparative 
equilibrium, social systems must remain relatively 
open and correspond to other social systems, which 
inevitably condemns them to co-evolution.  

10. The co-evolution of social systems gives them the 
opportunity to survive through change.  

11. At the same time, co-evolution is possible where 
social systems inhabit a common space of 
communication (a common modality).  

12. This also means that inhabiting a common space of 
communication causes social systems to be 
characterised by co-evolution. 



13. Social systems require individuality (subjectivity) 
and interaction with other social systems: they are 
separable yet indivisible.  

14. The boundaries of social systems are not rigidly 
delimited and unequivocally defined. Their identity 
is subject to interpretation, and therefore to a 
certain extent fluid. To function and to reproduce 
themselves, social systems must close themselves 
internally, define their borders, and continually 
reproduce and create their identities.  

15. Though all social systems change, and show their 
capacity to adapt by doing so, there are, in practice, 
very different modes of adaptation. The 
mechanisation or objectification of a system implies 
an oscillatory, homoeostatic adaptation around a 
point of equilibrium of some sort. A system of this 
kind (one subject to parametric regulation) 
possesses specific and powerful adaptive capacities 
– but within a comparatively narrow range of 
variability. This means that in practice it has very 
limited potential for development, which is 
somewhat slow in nature yet widespread and 
implying a qualitative change in the social system.  

16. Three processes can proceed in parallel in all social 
systems: objectification, subjectification and 
modulation (adaptation). Without these processes 
the system loses its developmental capabilities. As a 
result it ossifies and becomes an objectified, 
mechanical component of another system – or it 
disintegrates and dies.  



Part II: The Social Space-Time of City 
Development  

1. How the City Functions and Develops 

Cumulative changes are causal and lead to looping. They 
can be illustrated as a circle. This is how a closed circuit 
or loop functions. There is no space here for emergence. 
These kinds of changes take place in restricted space-
time. They are synchronous and maintain the 
functionality of social systems. They can nevertheless 
lead to mounting dysfunctions (entropy) in social 
systems.  

These dysfunctions can occur very abruptly. But the 
faster they happen, the more they shut down social 
space-time and make it resistant to developmental 
change. And this consequently leads to dysfunctionality. 
Cities that are understood only as a combination of 
functions will not avoid progressive dysfunction. This 
can be prevented only when cities gradually transform 
themselves and grow. Their various functions will then 
co-evolve.  

This kind of development can be illustrated by a spiral. In 
this case, causality weakens and the role of contingency 
and emergence grows. However, development requires 
open social space-time. It is diachrony that counts above 
all in this respect. Development therefore entails periodic 
disequilibrium.  

Urban social space-time mixes synchrony with 
diachrony, functionality with developmentality. While 
the purpose of functionality is to maintain operational 
equilibrium, which requires sustainability, development 
causes disequilibrium. It makes little sense, therefore, to 
speak of sustainable development. Development policy is 
not about ensuring equilibrium, but about stimulating 
balancing forces. Development is nothing if not a spiral 
driven by countervailing forces. If this approach is 



adopted, city-development strategy is not about how to 
move from one state to another, but about which 
mechanisms to activate so that the desired change can 
take place. It must be added, though, that these 
mechanisms are not impersonal. They ‘operate’ in the 
sense that a variety of actors are present in urban space-
time, some of whom have the capacity to reformulate it.  

The modernist idea of the city was based on assigning 
functions to spaces, in the sense that a given place in a 
city was meant to perform a single function. This was an 
attempt to resist the chaos characteristic of industrial 
cities. It soon became clear, however, that it led to even 
greater disorder and dysfunction, of which uncontrolled 
sprawl and traffic paralysis were extreme examples. 
Modernist town planners were aware of the importance 
of urban functionality, but they did not understand urban 
metabolism. Today, we understand far better that a city 
must develop if it is to function. A city cannot, therefore, 
simply be programmed. One of the reasons for this is that 
the organisation of city space is a source of unavoidable 
conflict (Harvey 2015, p. 92).  

If they wish to contribute to city development, municipal 
authorities should act as moderators in the shaping of 
urban space-time. This means encouraging urban actors 
committed to the productive and circular use of different 
urban resources and, in particular, nurturing the creative 
potential of city-dwellers.  

This means that they should be invited to take part in 
forming the city’s social imaginary – in the sense of a co-
imagined and co-constructed idea for its development. 
This will make them participants in the co-production of 
urban values. To respect and galvanize the creative 
aspirations of their inhabitants is one of the ways of 
shaping space-time in cities. 



2. The Shaping of Urban Space 

Jacek Kaczmarek (2014) proposes the following 
treatment of urban space (see Figure 2). It shows the 
physical and social, material and spiritual, and 
civilisational and cultural components of urban space and 
their various interconnections.  

Figure 2 The Structure of Urban Space 

Source: Kaczmarek (2014, pp.  89-111). 

It has the great advantage of visual clarity, which is why I 
refer to it here. Yet it lacks a temporal dimension to 
illustrate dynamics and change.  

Jean-Paul Ferrier’s idea of topochrony, which denotes 
the use of literary texts to explain and understand space, 
is of use in this respect (ibid. pp. 1-2). Topochrony can be 
understood as an analysis of the temporalness of a place 
(territory). One of the attributes of space is that time 
accumulates within it. Space preserves time. It is possible 
by studying urban space to discern the superimposed 
layers of time. Speaking metaphorically, time traverses 
space, and space traverses time (2014, p. 3). 

We shape space and adapt it to our needs, but we are also 
reflections of it by reason of who we are and how we 
behave (ibid. p. 12). In most cases, cities are composed of 



diverse spaces, which include physical space (human 
surroundings, the material forms of utilising the 
environment), space for living (the structural-functional 
system which constitutes the framework of everyday life 
and enables the inhabitants to perform their typical 
social roles) and symbolic space (the system of encoded 
meanings written into the city’s space, which are 
expressions of collective memory and of the intimate 
experiences of individuals) (ibid. p. 14). A space deprived 
of meaning will be space that is empty or hollowed out, 
and people without an individual geography will only be 
tourists in their own lives (ibid. p. 17).  

The distinction between urbs and civitas means that 
urban space-time is perceived as multi-dimensional: 
primarily as either physical or social. The way in which 
these dimensions are linked has a critical influence on 
how cities function and develop. The dynamics of the 
interpermeation of these two dimensions as they 
stimulate each other and adapt to each other is especially 
important in this connection. Their task lies in forging a 
living fabric of diachronic interdependence. And this 
means that in certain periods of time, that which is 
civilisational (material) and that which is cultural (social) 
in the urban space-time of a city draw away from each 
other so that they are able to draw near again in a 
successive stage.  

The space-time of the city is approached and interpreted 
differently depending on the urban paradigm concerned. 
The main focus of the technocratic paradigm, for 
example, is the space-time of the municipal bureaucracy. 
Dariusz Magier describes bureaucratic space-time as 
follows: ‘... the intellectual horizon of individuals is in 
inverse proportion to the space occupied by the structure 
and [...] to the time the system requires to process one 
case’ (2007, p. 6). 



3. The Right to the City 

The shaping of urban space by a city’s inhabitants is a 
fundamental manifestation of respect for their right to 
the city. The intellectual platform for the phrase ‘right to 
the city’ is undoubtedly the understanding of the city as a 
combination of urbs (walled city) and civitas (the city as 
a society) (Izdebski 2017, p. 176). The subjective 
connotation of the city only emerges when it is conceived 
of ontologically as a community of inhabitants. The right 
to the city then ceases to be a privilege awarded by the 
municipal authorities and instead becomes the practice 
of participation in its development. And this does not only 
refer to aspects of urban functionality, such as public 
transport, but to the city as such.  

Hubert Izdebski (2017, pp. 163-164) understands the 
right to the city as a subjective public right, which 
emerged after the Second World War in the wake of the 
rights revolution in democratic states governed by the 
rule of law. He adds that rights of this kind are treated 
more and more often not only as the basis of ordinary 
legal norms, but as integral components of the legal order 
and, what is more, as the point of departure for 
deliberations on doctrine and case-law (ibid. p. 165). 

Izdebski further points out that the universal-social 
model of the city centred on solidarity and citizenship is 
much more conducive to the adoption and 
implementation of the right to the city than the present 
liberal model, which treats city-dwellers primarily as 
consumers and clients. The universal-social model is 
emerging in response to neoliberal urban policy (ibid. p. 
170). The right to the city that is incorporated in the 
universal-social model is acquiring the features of a 
fundamental right, the sources of which are extra-
statutory (ibid. p. 174). Rights of this kind are a 
consequence of axiological-normative discourse and are 
subject to reinterpretation – hence they evolve (ibid. 
p. 175). 



Although the right to the city is a legal category, its 
implementation is highly dependent on social factors. All 
the more so, given that it addresses city-dwellers as a 
collectivity. And it is only when the collectivity becomes a 
genuine community (civitas) that the right is activated. If 
it is to work, the right to the city requires a specific social 
space-time. Izdebski is right to stress that it acts as a 
repository of particular claims of the city’s inhabitants 
against the municipal authorities, but these claims 
cannot be addressed without their involvement. There is 
therefore also an element of commitment in right to the 
city. The right to the city concerns what the inhabitants 
can and are able to do far more than what they are free or 
permitted to do. Its mainspring is the urban imaginary 
and the aspirations of the inhabitants to a good life that 
is active and creative.  

The right to the city equips city dwellers with a right that 
they then exercise through independent action. Without 
independent action, the right is moribund. The right to 
the city is therefore simultaneously a collective and an 
individual right. When assigned to a collectivity, it rests 
however on the idea that if individuals do not actively 
exercise it, the collectivity cannot benefit from it. The role 
of individuals is strengthened in this respect in so far as 
they act in unison.  

Izdebski also states that the right to the city, which is 
relatively new and still emerging, could clash with other 
long-acknowledged fundamental rights, such as 
ownership and the related freedom of economic activity 
(ibid. p. 188). This type of conflict of rights (norms), and 
of their underlying values, can only be resolved by 
balancing them. In this case, though, the balance to be 
struck is one arising from reflection and discourse and 
not from a ruling. Those seeking to achieve such a balance 
must be a cross-section of urban actors who are 
mandated by the city’s inhabitants. This is not a mandate 
arising from representation, but from the initiatives and 
actions of the inhabitants themselves. When there is no 



such activity, when there is no nascent civitas, there is 
also no true right to the city.  

The actions associated with the right to the city are 
primarily expressed through mobilising the creative 
potential of city-dwellers, including their 
entrepreneurship. This is noted by David Harvey when he 
states: ‘Urban entrepreneurialism (as opposed to the 
much more faceless bureaucratic managerialism) here 
meshes with a search for local identity and, as such, 
opens up a range of mechanisms for social control’ (2015, 
p. 101). 

Municipal authorities could support the development of 
cooperative virtual-service platforms as a way of 
bolstering local, urban entrepreneurship (Scholz 2016). A 
platform of this kind for taxi drivers, to take one example, 
could act as a counterweight to companies such as Uber.  

4. Shrinking Cities 

Hans Schlappa and William Neill (2013) compiled an 
outstanding report entitled Shrinking Cities. Shrinking 
cities are cities in decline that face phenomena such as 
falling incomes, rising unemployment, emigration of the 
professionally active section of the population, and an 
excess of buildings, land, and technical infrastructure in 
relation to population size. When these problems occur 
simultaneously, they trigger a spiral of decline. The 
authors state that 40% of all European cities with more 
than 200,000 inhabitants have suffered from the 
syndrome of decline they describe and have lost 
significant parts of their population. What is more, this is 
all the more true in many smaller towns and cities (ibid. 
p. 8). 

Schlappa and Neill argue that strategies to address the 
syndrome of shrinkage will fail if they try to maintain the 
status quo in the belief that better times will return and 
that it will be possible to resume, in a linear fashion, the 



former model of functioning and growth. They describe 
the collapse of Detroit as an example.  

The phenomenon of shrinking cities entails the depletion 
of the resources and opportunities that once ensured 
development and fuelled growth spirals, including 
human resources. There is no simple way to reproduce or 
acquire these resources. The spiral of stagnation spins 
ever faster. Hard constraints multiply. And the city’s 
performance grows ever worse. All that remains to 
counter decline is to turn to resources and opportunities 
the city and its inhabitants have used less or almost not 
at all, and to activate them. This means a profound 
structural change. Such a change which means 
designating a new trajectory and generating a new spiral 
of development.  

Ending decline must rest on a holistic re-envisioning of 
the city’s development concept and, in particular, of its 
spatial planning. The crux of the new approach is then to 
activate a process of social change designed to lead to the 
regeneration of the city’s endogenous potential and, 
therefore, to include the inhabitants in the formulation 
and implementation of a new model of development. Its 
centre of energy should rest with local actors, but it 
should enjoy the support of regional and national 
authorities. The heart of the matter lies not in defending 
existing ideas and practices in the hope of halting decline, 
but in triggering new developmental forces based on a 
realistic assessment of the real resources at a city’s 
disposal and of the measures that can energise citizen-
led action. 

What must be grasped in this approach is that the 
functioning of cities always triggers an accumulation of 
consequences and that it inevitably sets a socio-
economic spiral in motion, even when there are no 
external shocks. When there are external shocks, the 
spiral produces more intense effects. The operation of the 
urban socio-economic spiral means that some of its 
components grow and strengthen, while others dwindle 



and weaken. There is never balance. Sometimes one of the 
components accelerates so much that it begins to 
dominate the others, leading to serious imbalances in 
development. In a situation of this kind, an external 
shock switches the direction of the spiral’s vector from 
growth to decline (vicious circle). 

The spiral of decline effects a permanent change in the 
structure of a city’s potential. This includes a radical shift 
in its demographic structure. The number of people of 
working age declines, and the share of pensioners, 
children and young people in the population increases. 
The people who used to perform a range of public services 
for the elderly and the young are now in short supply. 
What is more, the city can no longer finance the existing 
level of services, which is another reason why the needs 
of the young and old cannot be satisfied. The only 
solution is to adapt the extent and level of services to the 
new constraints and to co-produce welfare services on as 
wide a scale as possible.  

Involving parents in public childcare where there is a 
shortage of carers, which is an instance of social 
innovation, is one example. There must be as many 
instances of social innovation as possible, and they must 
be as varied as possible, if the potential of cities is to be 
regenerated. Schlappa and Neill pick out many more 
instances of social innovation from the ranks of the 
shrinking cities addressed in their study. These involve 
harnessing and utilising the various resources and 
components of a city’s potentiality, including buildings, 
land, and infrastructure, in a fundamentally different 
way than hitherto.  

However, they cannot be isolated or fragmentary 
initiatives. It is not enough simply to retire various 
unnecessary buildings from use and suspend certain 
types of services or activities. This lowers costs, but does 
not eliminate them. Ad hoc anti-crisis measures can offer 
temporary alleviation, but are not a permanent solution. 
What is needed is a holistic vision and actions that 



address all stakeholders. New developmental energy can 
only be released by fusing the resources at the disposal of 
various actors and integrating them into the 
developmental cycle.  

It is also necessary to think differently about the 
economic cycle itself. To rely on the market mechanism 
alone is not possible when faced with a spiral of decline. 
If the market has failed to prevent a city’s collapse, it is 
all the more unlikely that it will reverse it. Detroit’s final 
breakdown was preceded by attempts to revive the city 
using free-market solutions. There, private capital was 
primarily concerned with exploiting the available 
resources, including land, which would bring rapid and 
lucrative gains (2013, p. 15.) And this only worsened the 
crisis.  

It is for this reason that Schlappa and Neill seek to 
distinguish three zones in the space of shrinking cities for 
the purposes of planning and analysis (ibid. pp. 33-34): 

1. Type A: sites that are viable without public 
intervention, that can be made available on market 
terms, and that attract private capital. 

2. Type B: sites with developmental potential that find 
themselves in the border zone between profit and 
loss. In these cases, public-private partnerships 
offer the most suitable solution.  

3. Type C: sites that will not generate income but 
nevertheless require public intervention as an 
element of a holistic plan for the regeneration of 
urban potential. 

The functional zoning of city space cannot be 
subordinated to the modernist planning concept, 
whereby it is organised by implementing a master plan in 
pursuit of a vision of a city in perfect functional balance. 
If cities are arranged and organised in this way they lose 
their capacity to adapt and develop (Skrzypczyński 2017, 



p. 29). This is an idea that has been opposed by a number 
of highly regarded authors of works on urbanism, 
including Richard Sennett (2006). He advocates the 
formation of what he terms, after Jane Jacobs, the open 
city, which can be accomplished as follows (cited in 
Skrzypczyński 2017, pp. 29-30):  

 designing spatial barriers so that they are permeable 
(porous) and so are easy to pass through; 

 building city structures that are incomplete in the 
sense that they can be modified and augmented by 
their users; 

 focussing the development of urban structures so 
that the maximum number of possibilities remains 
open at each stage of a project – instead of focussing 
only on the finished structure; 
providing cities with democratic public spaces, 
which, due to their openness, encourage people of 
different classes and social groups who do not know 
each other to participate in the public life of the city. 

The above typology of sites and the resulting approach to 
spatial planning should not lead to the actual segregation 
of city space and its division into zones of development or 
zones of decay. To use John Tunbridge’s term (2018, 
p. 27), the formation of the open city would lead to a 
situation of ‘divergent plurality’. All urban communities 
should be able to acknowledge their spatial heritage as 
their own and manage it according to their needs and 
capabilities. In their own particular ways, a city’s current 
inhabitants should turn the entire urban space into 
something that is intimate to them and that they hold in 
common. As a result, the city becomes their ‘insurance 
policy’ (ibid. p. 33), with the proviso that their particular 
approach should emerge from the adoption of a 
coordinated and negotiated city strategy. It is this that 
forms the basis for reaching agreement on which areas 
constitute the ‘developmental core’ of the city, which 
areas have a supporting function, and which areas should 



be designated for conservation and care. On the last point, 
we should not forget that neglected and abandoned sites 
suffer progressive material and social decay 
(Montgomery, 2015, p. 187).  

An analogy can be drawn with systems for managing 
rainwater in urban catchment areas. Anna Januchta-
Szostak (2017, p. 110) points out that systems of this kind 
entail solutions of varying scope, form and scale. They 
include individual projects covering single buildings, 
public places or small housing estates, mid-scale 
solutions for city districts or regions, and projects that 
take account of greenery and hydrological systems in the 
spatial-management structure of the entire city. If such a 
system is to work efficiently, all of its components must 
be properly integrated. Otherwise, cities will be 
periodically exposed to severe flooding and flood damage 
(to take one example).  

Figure 3. Rainwater management system in urban 
catchment  

 

Source: Januchta-Szostak (2019, p. 131). 

With their home country of the Netherlands in mind, 
Henk Ovink and Jelte Boeijenga (2018, p. 13) rightly point 



out that, ‘our cities are water cities and our democracy is 
a water democracy’. In my view, though, this becoming 
more and more applicable to the entire globe. Given that 
climate change is having ever more disastrous 
consequences, the need to understand the challenge 
presented by water management at a global level and the 
need for global action are obvious. At the same time, 
Ovink and Boeijenga stress that our approach to water 
must change from one of response to one of 
preparedness. This entails a transformation of thinking 
about water in the city and how to organise the city as a 
complex water system. This is the only way to bring about 
the long-term adaptation of the city to changes in the 
climate which cannot be reversed.  

A city’s resilience with respect to the water-climate 
nexus cannot rest on a system of safeguards and 
emergency-response capacity that is pre-defined and 
coordinated from a single centre. It must also involve 
multilateral measures leading to a gradual but definite 
(part planned, part spontaneous and bottom-up) 
conversion to the appropriate water city model. In this 
model, linkages between households, buildings and 
streets, and between the waterfront and its environs, 
must be installed and activated. These linkages are to be 
the outcome of proper spatial and temporal design that 
takes account of the various actors and technical systems 
that must be involved in their operation. The water city 
represents a specific dimension of social space-time.  

It is formed not only by technology and civilisation, but 
also by culture. This is what Ovink and Boeijenga have in 
mind in using the term ‘water democracy’. The water city 
model requires citizen-inhabitants who are aware, 
active, responsible, and engaged. They are the sort of the 
people who – in respect of their cities – take to heart 
President Barack Obama’s message that we are the first 
generation to feel the impact of climate change and the 
last generation that can do something about it (2018, 
p. 14).  



To encourage and prepare city-dwellers to use and 
discover alternative sources of energy, and to introduce 
solutions that allow energy to be used frugally, is an 
important way of resetting the spiral’s vector from one of 
stagnation to one of development. Measures of this kind 
can contribute to the construction of a distributed urban 
energy system. Using a city’s water and sewage system as 
one of its component parts can also be helpful to an 
energy system of this kind.  

The root problem is, however, releasing social energy 
associated with various forms of urban spatial 
management. Green spaces represent one of a number of 
options for achieving this. In this context, Charles 
Montgomery (2015, p. 173) cites Gil Peñalosa’s remark 
that cities need greenery in sizes S, M, L and XL. In this 
way, even a shared garden can serve as a mechanism that 
releases social energy – especially if its functions can be 
expanded and, for example, it can be used for small-scale 
water retention (ibid. p. 176).  

The experience of many cities has confirmed that 
reversing the spiral of decline and turning it into a spiral 
of development (developmental regeneration) does not 
succeed if traditional planning and finance instruments 
are employed. It is especially true that regeneration 
cannot rest on a simple reduction in the scope and quality 
of public services and waiting for an upturn in the 
economy. In itself, the operation of market forces is 
insufficient. This does not mean, though, that the 
economic cycle can be disregarded. Introducing counter-
cyclical measures and avoiding pro-cyclical measures is 
possible and justified at the level of the city, and not only 
at the macroeconomic level of the national economy. 
Montgomery’s study presents a case of counter-cyclical 
spatial management in Nord-Pas de Calais. The 
drawback, however, is that the economic cycle can last for 
as long as thirty years in the case of urban land (ibid. 
p. 35). And this means that specialised city agencies 
wanting to follow counter-cyclical land policies must 
have special powers and competences.  



The effects of socio-economic spirals cannot be equated 
with changes in the economic cycle. This is not about 
cyclicality and oscillation, but about irreversible spatial 
changes, irreversible changes in the economic and social 
structure, and irreversible changes in social thinking. 
This is not pendular motion, but profound change that is 
difficult to halt or reverse. To discover new 
developmental trajectories for the city by redefining its 
developmental idea is a challenge that remains to be 
addressed: one that requires a new social imaginary of its 
inhabitants.. Critical reflection, learning, knowledge 
generation and the formation of the necessary skills must 
be incorporated into the new developmental process at 
the same time. Otherwise, it will not be possible to 
overcome the feelings of hopelessness and helplessness 
evoked by the decline of the city.  

The flaws of looking at the city through the lens of 
economic growth are well illustrated by the chart below. 

Exhibit 1. Correlation between the rent and homelessness 

 

1 Real GDP at 1 January each year, measured in USD from 
2009, not adjusted by seasons. 

Source: Stringfellow, Wagle, Weam (2018, p. 14). 



The figure shows that, in the specific cases analysed, 
homelessness has increased in line with rises in fair-
market rent, which itself has risen as a result of high 
economic growth driven by the influx of large numbers of 
well-paid employees with digital skills.  

This demonstrates the falsehood of the trickle-down 
theory and of the view propagated by many economists 
that economic growth benefits all – but not to the same 
degree (trickle-down economics). The McKinsey analysis 
should prompt decision-makers to examine the reality of 
economic access to housing in the areas they are 
responsible for and to consider what action they can take, 
such as building affordable housing. And, if in a given city 
the problem is serious and getting worse, housing issues 
should definitely become a part of its development 
strategy and of its urban social imaginary.  

Opening up a city’s social space-time does not 
automatically guarantee the release of developmental 
energies. It can also – where it leads to unilateral 
exploitation and drains resources – weaken these 
energies. One example is the overburdening of cities 
brought about by having too many visitors, which is 
known as overtourism. The external opening up of social 
space-time triggers a spiral. If, however, it leads to 
dependency (disadvantageous interdependence) the 
spiral pulls downwards leading to stagnation and decline. 
Only when it is bilateral does interdependence become 
beneficial. In that case the spiral becomes developmental 
and pulls upwards. The threat is greater the more the 
opening up of urban space concerns only one specific type 
of resource, such as employees with particular 
qualifications, and overlooks other aspects of urban 
potential. 

The unilateral opening up of space-time can mean that 
powerful economic actors, such as digital trading 
platforms, dominate it. The economic success 
represented by a significant increase in e-commerce can 
worsen traffic congestion in cities, as illustrated in the 



figure below. The quality of life of their inhabitants 
therefore declines. And in this specific case, although 
GDP undoubtedly rose, the quality of life deteriorated. 
This case prompts reflection on how digital-economy 
phenomena should be studied and what researchers’ 
axiological-normative reference point should be. It is a 
pressing issue because traffic congestion has become a 
universal ingredient of the urban social imaginary that 
municipal authorities can no longer ignore. Instead, they 
have to work out how to reconcile digitisation with the 
living conditions and quality of life of city-dwellers.  

Exhibit 2 Rising e-commerce sales may flood city streets 
with delivery trucks 

 

1 Adjusted by inflation. 

2 Estimate values; estimate city flooding in 2014 assumes 
no change to the share of flooding with trucks and other 
vehicles. 

Source: Bouton, Hannon, Knupfer (2018, p. 15). 

 



Beckert (2011) has made interesting observations on the 
role of the economic (social) imaginary. It is his view that, 
because they are context dependent, economic decisions 
are generally marked by a fundamental uncertainty. This 
is so because they are rooted in the ‘fiction’ that is an 
imagined future course of economic events. The 
imaginings of economic actors are not the result of 
experience or experiment alone, but reflect a narrative 
understanding of economic theories and economic 
discourse. Beckert uses the term fictionality to argue that 
economic actors are motivated by mental representations 
of the future. Their narrative imaginings are often 
counterfactual, but are therefore creative. So it is that 
economic fictionality that pulls economic reality along in 
its wake. What is imagined becomes real. In this way, the 
economic imaginary creates a space-time in which 
activities other than routine ones are possible. In 
adopting the idea of the economic imaginary, we 
recognise that economization is discursive. 

Commons, which exist through co-creation or co-
production (commoning) should not be treated as 
material goods, as objects. If they are to be commoned, 
they must become a part of the social imaginary. A society 
that co-creates or co-produces commons must be an 
imagined collectivity. It must exist as a community of 
shared circumstances, outcomes, and prosperity. If social 
space-time is individualised, if it is privatised and 
appropriated, that community disappears, and the 
capacity to co-create or co-produce commons is lost too. 
Having said that, there is no such thing as an entirely new 
imaginary: it is always a reshaped version of the present 
one. A re-imagining of this kind involves opening up 
social space-time by introducing cognitive perspectives 
and ideas different from the ones that have dominated so 
far.  

In seeking to change the market economy from a 
transactional model to a more relational one, there is a 
need to mobilise the social energy inherent in the pooling 
of resources and the co-creation and co-production of 



commons. This would be an important force in the 
transformation of the contemporary model of economic 
management. The Commons Strategies Group (Bollier, 
2016) has advanced a number of ideas that are relevant to 
this transfiguration. One example involves shared social 
service centres for inter-generational care – sometimes 
operating on the time-bank model.  

The challenging process of transformation is intended to 
release new developmental forces in the city and, in 
particular, to activate the various resources at the 
disposal of its inhabitants. A city’s contribution lies 
mainly in supporting this mobilisation and activation. It 
can offer less, but what it does offer must be of the right 
quality. Otherwise, it will not be possible to stop 
depopulation. It is an undertaking that requires a multi-
generational perspective, and solidarity and care for the 
living conditions and quality of life of each generation 
(ibid. p. 25). In their report (2013, p. 37) Schlappa and Neill 
discuss examples of the implementation of strategies 
conceived in this way, including the Age Friendly Strategy 
recommended by the World Health Organisation (WHO). 
A further interesting project is the setting-up of multi-
generational university campuses, such as The Campus of 
Generations in Potsdam. It is organised on the principle 
of task forces, in which students of different generations 
work together to complete an innovative project in 
partnership with a local enterprise (ibid, p. 39). 

Contrary to the priorities of the neoliberal revolution, the 
state should actively support commoning and not 
privatisation. Among other things, this has to mean the 
reconfiguration of public goods as common goods, which 
can be achieved by introducing various arrangements 
that allow them to be co-created and co-produced. This 
primarily concerns local public services. This 
reconfiguration can work on condition that the municipal 
authority functions as a genuine emanation of the local 
community and not only of the state.  



It is not enough for the state to introduce a law for the 
commons that recognises the various arrangements for 
the commoning of resources and for the co-creation and 
co-production of commons (ibid. 39) Instead it should 
actively support and enable them in accordance with the 
principle of governance known as subsidiarity. The 
opposite of subsidiarity is dirigisme (the suspension of 
complexity). 

The way forward is for the state (the public authority) to 
see its citizens not only as passive petitioners and clients, 
but also as active co-creators and co-producers of 
commons who are take advantage of the ‘right to quality 
of life and development’ (Hausner & Izdebski 2019). To 
acknowledge, respect and create the conditions for the 
practical implementation of this right is intended to lead 
to the actual linkage of universal human rights with a 
concrete mechanism for creating and producing common 
goods. The role of the state is to empower citizens in such 
a way that they are able to develop their transformative 
and generative capacities, that is, the capacities that form 
part of the heritage of the communities they live in 
(Bollier 2016 pp. 28-30). This allows them to build the 
relationships and structures that will make it possible to 
regenerate the potential of their communities and trigger 
a developmental spiral.  

Shrinking means the disappearance of the components 
that have so far driven the developmental cycle. And this 
cannot be stopped. What can be done, though, is to notice 
and recognise that space is being created for the 
mobilisation of other forces and resources. The difficulty, 
however, lies in their proper configuration and linkage. It 
is upon this that the regeneration of a city’s potential 
depends. If the past cannot be sustained, it is necessary to 
mark out a new future. Positive results will not appear 
quickly, but otherwise they will never appear at all and 
the city will remain in hopeless decline. This means that 
the city cannot be treated only as multifunctional 
structure (organisation). To be able to transform itself, it 
must also be an open, social instantiation of space-time 



that animates the social imaginary of its inhabitants. And 
this is the key to generating a contemporary 
understanding of resilience, which cannot rest on 
reserves and safeguards alone, but must also rest on the 
capacity for transformation and the ability to embark on 
a new trajectory of development.  

The social space-time of the city is also shaped by the 
imaginations and stories of individuals. The work of 
outstanding artists is particularly significant in this 
respect. The influence of Schindler’s List, in the form of 
Tom Keneally’s novel and Steven Spielberg’s film, on the 
space-time of Kraków, and on the revival of its district of 
Zabłocie, where Schindler’s factory stands, is a good 
example of this. Another example is the influence on 
Dublin of the books of James Joyce. The subjectification of 
the city’s space-time accomplished by those artists is 
objectified through the collective subjectification of their 
artistic visions. Space-time coheres rather than 
fragments as a result of this kind of subjectification (see 
Kisiel 2019, p. 62).  

On the other hand, city space cannot be left to the 
fantasies of architects and planners who ignore the needs 
and potential of the inhabitants. The reflections of Rem 
Koolhaas (2017) a Dutch architect, are particularly 
important in this regard. In his view, in becoming 
polycentric metropolises, contemporary cities are losing 
their urbanness. He argues that ‘A profession [urbanism] 
persists in its fantasies, its ideology, its pretension, its 
illusions of involvement and control, and is therefore 
incapable of conceiving new modesties, partial 
interventions, strategic realignments, compromised 
positions that might influence, redirect, succeed in 
limited terms’ (ibid. p. 60, cited in Dymnicka 2019, p. 72). 
As a result, cities are gradually being overtaken by the 
‘junk space’ of theme parks, casinos and shopping 
centres, whose focus is on consumption and fleeting 
sensation. It is a space that is beginning to be overtaken 
by quantity and randomness – now and anywhere.  



Both the uncritical acceptance of heritage and its 
wholesale rejection represent a threat. Krzysztof 
Bierwaczonek and Tomasz Nawrocki (2019, p. 118) have 
accurately described the elimination of the German 
history of Gliwice, which is an expression of the closure 
and stagnancy of social space-time, as cultural lobotomy.  

5. The Circular Economy 

Essentially, it is necessary to relate the concept of the 
circular economy not to the reuse of materials and raw 
materials, but to a broader context of value creation. The 
point is to conduct economic activity with as little 
destruction, and as much creation, of value as possible, 
which includes economic values, but not only.  

Although a closed circuit is depicted as round, it is in its 
own way linear: it operates on the principle of a chain, 
whose individual links have fixed and unchanging 
connections. But development is circular and proceeds in 
spirals. A closed circuit actually disables development. 

One of the instruments that municipal authorities should 
deploy intelligently is public procurement. 
Unfortunately, knowledge of public procurement and the 
ability to use it are extremely limited. This is felt 
particularly strongly in Poland. Our discussion of an 
advanced, developmental approach to this instrument 
has only just begun. It includes the theme of using public 
procurement in the context of the circular urban 
economy. However, there are different approaches to 
public procurement, such as green procurement, smart 
procurement, social-clause procurement, and social 
economy procurement. It is therefore necessary to 
introduce some conceptual order to this still confusing 
issue.  

The experience of some European cities has shown that it 
is helpful to think of the purpose of public procurement 
in terms of three levels: (i) system (ii) suppliers and (iii) 
product. This indicates that cities should have an efficient 



purchasing policy in place that makes it possible to link 
the objectives of these different levels. If the general 
criterion for deciding the outcome of a competitive 
tendering process for a public contract is the ‘most 
economically advantageous bid’, the question 
immediately arises as to what it should be applied to: a 
particular service (product) only, or to a more broadly-
defined advantage? This is precisely what purchasing 
policy, as an instruction binding on the individual 
procurers, should specify. In this way, negative impacts 
are limited, and positive impacts boosted. Public 
procurement cannot be conducted with only current 
needs in mind. Cities are such important buyers of public 
goods and services that their calls for tender must be 
linked to their overall development strategies. The 
minimum aim is to ensure that the city’s development 
potential is not diminished by public purchases, and the 
maximum aim is to raise it sufficiently for the difference 
to be felt. A slogan promoted by the European 
Commission captures the spirit of this approach well: 
Good Procurement is Sustainable Procurement.  

Table 1 Circular Procurement Models 

Source: Hubert Izdebski (2018). 



6. Territorial Solidarity 

The way cities function and develop cannot be divorced 
from their territorial surroundings. If cities grow at the 
expense of their territorial surroundings, their 
development will sooner or later be halted. This is true 
both of the town-country relationship and the 
metropolis-region relationship.  

Many cities have derived their strength by draining the 
resources of the territory around them. This is one of the 
ways in which industrial cities grew. In the end, though, 
when there was nothing left to drain, when they were 
unable to obtain other resources in their surroundings, or 
when faced by acute changes in the demand for their 
products and services, they finally collapsed.  

A variety of historical experiences have contributed to the 
idea of territorial solidarity, which involves 
understanding the relationships between cities and their 
surroundings to rest on a deliberately adopted 
partnership and division of labour designed to strengthen 
the developmental potential of both parties. This is a 
broader version of David Harvey’s (1973) idea of spatial 
justice, which acts as the foundation of the spatial 
harmony of a city (Izdebski 2017, p. 187).  

Water management, in which large numbers of 
territorially proximate settlements participate, is one of 
its concrete expressions. Cities that have decided they can 
be fully self-sufficient in this respect suffer significant 
losses due to temporary water oversupply or shortage. 
This example demonstrates that thinking in categories of 
developmental circularity blurs and de-legitimises the 
division between cities and their surroundings. If it 
attempts self-sufficient water management, a city has to 
store water in excess quantities, and this – even were it 
technically feasible – would become so costly as to 
hamper its development.  



Holger Magel (2017, p. 68) has constructed the following 
model of territorial justice. 

 

Figure 4 Model of Four Dimensions of Territorial Justice 

 

Source: Magel (2017, p. 68). 

 

This model is based on the Four Goals of European 
Territorial Planning (ibid. p. 66): 

1. Embedding and co-ordination of national spatial 
planning and spatial development within the 
European framework (e.g., TEN3), based on the idea 
of a balanced and polycentric urban system. 

2. Strong and vital cities. 



3. Indigenous development, diverse and productive 
rural areas. 

4. Rural-urban cooperation. 

One example of respect for the idea of territorial justice is 
the provision in Article 72(2) of the German Constitution 
on equivalent living conditions in all regions throughout 
the country, which has been transferred to the Federal 
Spatial Planning Act (ibid. p. 67).  

Magel devotes particular attention to the question of 
territorial justice on the urban-rural axis. This is of 
special interest to him in the context of countering rural 
depopulation, which is a serious problem in Bavaria, for 
example. If they are not to vacate the countryside, young 
people must have the opportunity of finding attractive 
work close to home. Among other things, this requires 
the construction of modern infrastructure on these 
territories, including telecommunications 
infrastructure, which business is not interested in 
providing. Hence the proposal to designate this kind of 
rural infrastructure as an essential component of public 
services on an equal footing with road infrastructure or 
water infrastructure. Active protection of the cultural 
landscape of the countryside in accordance with the 
European Convention on Landscapes is another line of 
action proposed by Magel (2017, p. 75).  

He rightly emphasises that introducing the territorial 
justice model requires a fundamental shift in the 
relationship between citizens and government: a shift 
conducive to the formation of a joint responsibility 
community (Bürgerkommune). The role of the state (the 
public authorities) in respect of these communities is to 
offer support as an activator and enabler. On the other 
hand, the integration and empowerment of local 
communities is to be achieved through their own 
activities and partnerships, and through the co-
production of goods important to their development. The 
necessary change is illustrated in Figure 5.  



Figure 5. A new paradigm of active civil society  

Source: Magel (2017, p. 68). 

 

The idea of a multi-lateral partnership of this kind is to 
halt the spiral of stagnation that leads to the collapse of 
cities and the countryside, which lose the basis of their 
functioning and development, also as a result of 
depopulation and ageing. 

Territorial solidarity would appear to be a useful category 
for examining the rural-urban nexus in terms of food, the 
natural environment, energy, and water. It is also 
necessary to view rural areas as potential reservoirs of 
energy in this context. Inhabitants of rural areas who 
once operated or built machinery in factories, or who 
once worked in construction, still have the skills that 
would allow them to be co-opted into the distributed 
energy-sources model. Taking the idea of hydro-power 
nodes as a helpful entry point, it would also appear 



possible to address this question from the perspective of 
water. The idea of rural towns, that is, small towns that 
function alongside and within the countryside that 
surrounds them would also be of use in this regard.  

 

Summary  

The shaping of social space-time is always associated 
with specific ideas. Ideas do not grow from rock. They are 
not dictated and written down on stone tablets. They are 
the outcome of human action and experience. In a certain 
sense, new ideas are rooted in the practical and eventually 
lead to practicality. This is accomplished in the complex 
transition from a new idea to a different way of acting and 
a new practice, which proceeds via the modification of the 
existing axiological-normative order and the 
transformation of the social system. This occurs in a 
specific social space-time. A productive community does 
not emerge without an axiological-normative order.  

Closed social space-time is marked by the hegemony of a 
single temporal and cognitive perspective. Open social 
space-time allows for a variety of perspectives that must 
somehow accommodate each other and fit together. This 
requires effort and time. But first these different 
perspectives must be able to emerge into public view.  

In closed social space-time, the fundamental form of 
behaviour is a struggle for domination. In open social 
space-time, the city becomes a living laboratory, in 
which actors can test new and different solutions to their 
problems. 

What interests me in this text is social reality, that is to 
say, that part of reality in general in which human 
interactions occur and which exists through human 
interactions. It can be described as follows: 



1. It is multi-layered, but the different layers or strata 
(planes) interpermeate. 

2. This interpermeation is a function of the cognitive 
perception of social reality.  

3. Social reality exists beyond cognition, but in 
encountering it we create it and produce its 
successive layers.  

4. The ontological structure of social reality changes 
depending on our epistemological perception of it 
and on our practical impact on it.  

5. Social reality is therefore not a world that is closed 
and oscillatory, but one that is evolving.  

6. Socially, it is temporal-spatial; it also possesses the 
property that space accumulates time within it.  

Represented space makes it possible to understand real 
space. A space deprived of meaning will be space that is 
empty or hollowed out, and people without an individual 
geography will only be tourists in their own lives 
(Bakhtin, 1974, p. 17). Without time, other resources are 
valueless (Zimbardo & Boyd 2008, p. 70). 

Social space-time determines our opportunities to act in 
two ways. On the one hand it defines what we can do in 
the sense that we are capable, able and that we can 
manage. And on the other it defines what we can do in the 
sense of what we are allowed to do, what is admissible. 

The infrastructure that urban space-time requires, and 
the technology and equipment employed by those acting 
within it, do not decide whether or not cities function well 
and develop. That can help, but it won’t necessarily help 
if there is no cooperation and no co-creation of urban 
value. 
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