
CHAPTER 1

MOBILITY: A SYSTEMIC APPROACH
Renato Balbim1

1 INTRODUCTION

A polysemic term, the concept of mobility – as this paper attempts to explain – is 
still commonly confounded with other concepts and ideas, such as circulation, 
accessibility, traffic, transit and transportation. However, its use in the sciences in 
general is more recent than these other terms, and its appearance did not replace 
any of them.

The concept of mobility arose in order to throw fresh light on new social 
transformations that have become more important as the social divisions of labor 
have deepened during the past few centuries. 

This concept of mobility has acquired different shapes and can be deployed 
for assorted purposes and explanations. Daily mobility entails residential mobility 
and mobility of labor, and more recently, symbolic mobility. Other forms of mo-
bility include: commuting, tourism and recreation, extending as far as nomadism 
and even immobility.

All types of mobility are related systemically to the social and territorial 
division of labor and to modes of production. These modes of production shape 
the social and territorial space at many different scales, requiring modern human 
beings to plunge deeper into the life of relationships, including with objects, which 
become more numerous and portable. In the course of history, the appearance and 
predominance of movement became one of the most important key elements to 
define individuals and societies.

The place of staying, of residence, of work, also the place of production, etc, 
tend to fall behind the explanation and organization capacities of relationships. 
That happens due to the relative importance of mobility in the modern world, to 
the extent that a person may be instantly and simultaneously in different places, 
even without any physical movement. In other words, even places are becoming 
defined not only by their intrinsic characteristics, but also by the mobility status 

1. Tenured researcher at the Department of Regional, Urban and Environmental  Studies and Policies, Institute for 
Applied Economic Research.
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of the people occupying them and the networks that they access and manipulate 
from these points.

Based on these elements, which will be explored in greater detail below, this 
paper attempts to demonstrate the thesis that mobility – in the many different 
forms this concept encompasses – takes place systemically, with various types of 
mobility determining and defining the conditions for the exercise of all the oth-
ers, at the individual level with personal travel strategies, as well as at the scale of 
society and its daily routines. 

The experimental idea underpinning this essay is to illustrate each of the 
main types of mobility and then display through factual examples, showing how 
each of these types is systemically inter-related, allowing, hampering, encourag-
ing and transforming the content and meaning of all the other types of mobility. 
Quite correctly, this publication includes empirical analyses that corroborate the 
hypotheses, theses and assays presented here. 

In addition to this more theoretical and methodological discussion, this 
chapter also underscores the relevance of studies and practical projects that take 
into consideration the complexity of urban, social and economic policies in an 
integrated manner. This paves the way for the effective transformation of the 
configuration and organization processes of mobility systems. 

However, it is first important to offer a brief overview of the main pathways 
of knowledge that lead to mobility becoming one of the core concepts of modern 
urban planning. To do so, a brief preliminary glance explores the word “circula-
tion”, its appearance and development as urban circulation, through to the advent 
of modern urban planning, which is grounded in the concept of mobility. 

2 MOBILITY IN MODERN URBAN PLANNING

The concept of circulation seems to have appeared for the first time in 1628, at that 
time referring only to the movement of blood around the body. Lavoisier applied 
this concept in a more complex manner, together with breathing, in the XVIII 
century; he mentioned the “circulation system” for the first time. 

It was through the generalization of circulation paradigms – particularly 
theories emphasizing the importance of fresh air during the 19th Century – 
that a broad range of in-depth alterations swept primarily through the cities of 
Europe, driven mainly by concepts related to public health, civil engineering 
and urban planning.

At that time, this movement counterbalanced unhealthy living conditions: 
proponents of fresh air urged proper ventilation as a source of purification, giving 
rise to the earliest town planning recommendations for broader, straighter streets, 
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unbroken lines and more open prospects. In that era, the health of human beings 
was viewed as dependent on their surroundings and living conditions.

The concept of circulation was applied to explain urban movements only after 
these scientific revolutions, linked largely to the appearance of modern and social 
medicine. These were focused on disinfecting urban areas, providing basic services 
for people in general and workers in particular, introducing housing regulations 
and ensuring well-ventilated downtown districts, in addition to ensuring sanitation 
in prisons, hospitals and public places. 

Economics began to use the concept of circulation from the late 18th  
Century onwards, when the idea of monetary value began to prevail over bartering 
and swapping. Through all these innovations, touched on only briefly here, the 
circulation of goods, people, air, water, etc., became viewed as beneficial, spurring 
the economy and saving resources with advantages for health and the environ-
ment, opening up opportunities and even fostering cultural and social diversity, 
to some extent.

It was through the abilities of Ildefons Cerdà, an engineer, jurist, and econo-
mist who became an urban planner and politician, that these concepts of circulation 
gathered momentum. Circulation began to shape his concerns about mobility as 
a core concept of modern urban planning, or urban planning as a science. He 
addressed these concerns in the Barcelona Extension Plan (1868), which was fol-
lowed by his General Theory of Urbanization. 

Mobility or (even back then) the idea of the life of relationships, structured 
by a framework of urban streets and thoroughfares,2 made Cerdà’s urban plan the 
first example of a city scientifically planned for an assemblage of movements. To 
clarify: until that time, cities had been designed in order to allow movement, but 
of a different type – generally within neighborhoods or in else journeys outside 
urban boundaries.

Urban planning was not viewed as a science, but rather as an art, grounded 
in classical thinking that subordinated street network designs to architectural re-
quirements, not thinking functionally in order to ensure and potentiate the many 
different kinds of urban circulation. 

The appearance of streets was guided by religious, social, cultural, political and 
symbolic practices, with Renaissance cities opening up thoroughfares and squares 
to showcase its monuments, politics and power. Florence was an icon of this art 
since its early days during the 17th Century. In general, the Italian Baroque did 
not break away from this system, following the same artistic precepts and lines as 

2. The cross-streets in the Cerdà Plan form the internal circulation areas within each block (manzanas) and public circula-
tion areas, re-creating rural scales in modern cities, enhancing interpersonal exchanges and meetings.
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Renaissance urban planning, firmly tied to Christian architecture and symbols, as 
seen clearly in the Sixtus V design for Rome and the opening up of thoroughfares 
for processions. In the same way, Versailles, the royal palace of Louis XIV and also 
the urban icon of the French Baroque, on which all roads are converged, did not 
respond to any functionality, but only to strengthen the exercise of power.

And finally, at the end of the 19th Century, Vienna – at that time probably 
the most culturally important city in the world – became the stage for a clash of 
urban ideals. The protagonists included modernist Otto Wagner (who redesigned 
the Ringstrasse, lined by buildings reflecting and streamlining movement) and 
theoretician Camillo Sitte – who still favored the monumental aspect of the city 
and its shapes as the driving factor behind urban planning as art (Schorke, 1988; 
Mumford, 1998).

The battle won in Vienna by “urbanism of movement” in the end of 19th 
Century, inspired urban planning as a science, and was the crown of the transport 
system’s revolution. In the same time, the city was witnessing the deepening of 
social division of labor and the complete functionalization of time and space. The 
creation of new areas with exclusive functions connected by public transportation 
gave rise to new mobilities and immobilities, many of them predicted, foreseen 
and analyzed by Cerdà in the Barcelona Extension Plan.

The geographer Max Sorre also addressed the importance of mobility for the 
modern city and urban lifestyles brilliantly during the 1950s. This author saw a 
clear difference between the rural and urban worlds, rooted in the creative powers 
of circulation linked to the existence of cities and their historical development.

For Sorre (1984, p. 116), “participating in a life of extensive relationships 
creates this atmosphere for which the words ‘civility’ and ‘urbanity’ were coined.” 
In the view of a geographer, he said, the city is not an accident in the landscape, 
but rather, “the physiognomy of its features is the material, long-lasting expression 
of the urban lifestyle (genre de vie), dominated by the activity of circulation in 
contrast to rural lifestyles.”

For those unfamiliar with geographical terminology, lifestyle (genre de vie) is 
a combination of techniques deployed in a particular place by a specific organized 
society in order to ensure its reproduction. The elements forming the lifestyle of 
each group reach an even balance that ensures its internal cohesion, while at the 
same time guaranteeing its long-lasting survival, which is one of the key charac-
teristics of any lifestyle.

In other words, Sorre wanted to say that circulation, movement, is the 
trait shaping not only the trails and tracks essential of modern cities, but 
also the features and characteristics of social relationships, as states in the 
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Athens Charter (Le Corbusier, 1968).3 Going even further, Sorre concludes 
that movement is the characteristic that gives urban life cohesion, this way 
of living that makes us identify, to some extent, with anyone else living in 
a city. The set of possibilities and constraints that result in movements of 
people, things, ideas and values (symbolic as well) in the city constitute urban 
mobility, reflecting the urban nature of each location.

3 BUT WHAT IS MOBILITY?

The concept of mobility springs from the influence of classical mechanics, where 
flows follow the logic of proportional attraction to masses and inversely propor-
tional to distances. In the social sciences, the focus of this concept has always been 
to connect traffic with society that makes traffic more intense each day.

However, the concept of mobility extends well beyond the idea of physical 
movement, as it introduces its causes and consequences into the analysis: in other 
words, mobility is not limited to an action. Instead of separating movements 
from a wide variety of individual and group behaviors found in daily life stretch-
ing back into history, the concept of mobility attempts to integrate the action of 
movement – whether physical, virtual or symbolic – with the circumstances and 
positions of individuals and society. 

To some extent, mobility is related to individual determinations: wishes, 
motivations, hopes, constraints, requirements, etc. But its logic is explained only 
through a joint analysis of these individual determinations and constraints in 
terms of the real and virtual possibilities presented by society, and also as a func-
tion of the place in life where this materializes. In other words, mobility takes into 
account the organization of space, together with economic, social and political 
conditions, lifestyles, symbolic contexts, accessibility characteristics and scientific 
and technological development. 

Very succinctly, in the social sciences, mobility designates a set of motiva-
tions, possibilities and constraints that influences flows of people, goods and ideas 
in terms of projection and realization, obviously in addition to movement per se, 
which alone is only the expression of mobility. 

For example, someone may feel that they have little or no mobility, although 
their mobility rating may be relatively high in terms of the number of trips taken 
each day. This feeling may be caused by the ongoing repetition of these trips, fetter-
ing rather than freeing the person. Alternatively, this may result from low incomes 
that subject people to daily commuting routines that curtail their knowledge of 
the city, lowering their expectations of social mobility or progress that would – 

3. To access the Athens Charter, see: <www.portal.iphan.gov.br/uploads/cartadeatenas.pdf>.
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should this materialize – result in residential mobility, new urban status, different 
commuting strategies, etc. This is the characteristic explored in this paper: the 
concept of mobility is not only polysemic, it is also systemic. 

4 SYSTEMIC MOBILITY

In order to endow this broad range of types of mobility and their systemic nature 
with greater coherence, it is important to examine the accepted meanings of this 
concept. For example, Max Sorre (1955) mentions the existence of an “essential 
mobility” that is translated by ongoing pressure imposed by the boundaries of the 
“oekumene” in order to match it to livable land.

But just what does that mean? Essential mobility refers to human eager-
ness to move around and explore new worlds. “Oekumene” is the word used to 
describe the inhabited world, transformed by human action. In other words, es-
sential mobility explains the human desire to expand the boundaries of the world. 
Without this essential mobility, asks the author, how can we explain the jumbled 
mix of elements characterizing the various parts of the Earth? This same essential 
mobility continues to drive human beings even beyond the Earth, making the 
“oekumene” transposable. 

In turn, Isaac Joseph (1984) outlined the existence of three core mobilities. 
The first is the human characteristic of the ability to move, engaging in joint 
experiences and meetings. The second mobility relates specifically to the urban 
habitat, as the outcome of a specific link between social mobility and residential 
mobility, which could be called daily mobility. Lastly, the third is what Georg 
Simmel (2004, p. 465-467) calls mobility without movement, reflecting the ver-
satility of urban dwellers and their ability to keep pace with fashion and changing 
lifestyles, shifting and morphing without moving from one place to another, with 
all movements intensified by the speed of money. “Consequently, the spreading of 
fashion, both in breadth as well as speed, appears to be an independent movement, 
an objective and autonomous force which follows its own course independently of the 
individual” (Simmel, 2004, p. 465). 

In the Critical Dictionary of Geography edited by Brunet, Ferras and Théry 
(1993), mobility is defined as a type of movement expressed by a change in posi-
tion, either geographical or social. According to these authors, there are various 
types of mobility: social mobility appears through social classes, which are actually 
income classes or merely external indicators of income, invoked only in an upward 
direction and with varying levels of difficulty, depending on the society in ques-
tion. This is closely linked to professional mobility, which consists of changing 
occupations, while job mobility usually reflects the average length of time spent by 
an employee in a single company. This may well be understood more accurately as 
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a type of behavior related to the labor market, rather than an intrinsically human 
aspect or condition such as the choice of profession and the resulting ripple effects 
on the set of conditions that affect other types of mobility.

Social, professional, essential and symbolic mobility conform the essential 
types of social mobility that occur besides physical displacement. But the social 
mobilities are rather intrinsically related to what might be called spatial or geo-
graphic mobilities, which imply moving from place to place.

In turn, the various types of geographical mobility may be systematized 
through a grid based on the temporal and spatial dimensions of movement, with 
the temporal dimension divided into: a) recurrent movement with the intention 
of returning shortly (return trips); or in contrast: b) non-recurrent movement with 
no intention of returning shortly (linear movement). The spatial dimension is also 
divided into two types: i) trips within the location of life; and ii) trips outside the 
location of life, to other cities, countries, etc.

This results in four types of geographical mobility: daily mobility (internal 
cyclical movement); residential mobility (internal linear movement); travel and 
tourism for business and pleasure, in addition to seasonal work (external cyclical 
movement); and migrations (external linear movement), as shown below.

TABLE 1
Geographical mobilities

Movement
Recurrent
Brief, returning shortly

Non-recurrent
Lengthy or not returning

Within the location of living Daily mobility Residential mobility

Outside the location of living Travel and tourism (pleasure and work) Migrations

Elaborated by the author.

Other than these four types of movement, sedentary lifestyles (immobilism) 
and nomadism must also be taken into consideration, which are more radical 
forms of spatial mobility that will not be addressed here. However, other authors 
in this publication quite properly underscore the importance of considering rela-
tive immobilism as a specific expression of mobility.

Each type of mobility is strongly connected to the others, leading to the idea 
that the flows and vectors of different types of mobility are not stand-alone, instead 
establishing links of causality, complementarity, substitution, incompatibility, etc.

5 GEOGRAPHICAL MOBILITIES AND SOCIAL TEMPORALITIES

Each of the four types of geographical mobility corresponds to specific social 
temporalities. For example, daily mobility corresponds to brief daily temporalities 
paced to the social rhythms of daily life, recurrent, repetitive and implying a return 
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each day to the place of origin. This repetition establishes lifetime habits shaping 
spatial practices that are mechanisms of reproduction in daily life. 

Spatial practices encompass the set of daily commutes and the strategies 
contrived in order to materialize them, organized by the space-time budgets that 
we draw up in order to define our strategies in compliance with specific sets of 
possibilities and constraints. These sets constitute the subject of studies, analyses 
or understandings of daily mobility.

Many authors address daily mobility as urban mobility. However, this term 
does not ensure an accurate portrayal of the facts. As mentioned previously, the 
lifestyle analyzed here is urban, and all types of mobility mentioned here are 
also urban, from start to finish. Consequently, it is important to be well aware –  
particularly for ensuring the development of more accurate knowledge – that 
the concept of “everyday” per se is prompting lengthy discussions in the human 
sciences (Balbim, 1999),4 therefore lending a variety of accepted meanings and 
conceptualizations to “mobility” in this case. 

Business and pleasure trips are also fairly brief, extending beyond a single day 
and taking place outside the life location and with the intention of returning. They 
may also be considered recurrent because, on returning from a journey and with each 
new trip, a build up of new experiences will overlay permanent living conditions. 

In turn, the temporality of residential mobility is linked to the individual 
course of life: changes in places of residence alter all pre-existing conditions, as 
we are largely defined by our relationships with the objects around us, which dif-
fer by the places where we stay, neighborhoods, streets, etc. This is consequently 
definitive, as it redefines people’s living conditions and the life histories of people.5

Residential mobility may be measured directly by monitoring the real estate 
market, and may also be assigned in various ways, one of which is electoral geog-
raphy. For example, in the City of São Paulo, Brazil, there is an entire historical 
sequence underpinning the electoral map in this state capital, with a wealthy right-
leaning core surrounded by poverty-stricken outskirts with ballot-box preferences 
tending more to the left. 

4. As an introduction to this discussion, see: Berman (1987); De Certeau (1996); Di Méo (1991); Harvey (1993); Lefebvre 
(1968 and 1981), among others.
5. Particularly noteworthy among several authors focusing on the importance of the place of residence for constructing 
lifestyles and spatial practices is Lefebvre (op. cit.). The contributions of Abraham Moles (1983) to psycho-geography 
and, more specifically, his references to the layers that surround and complete the subject of the action in terms of 
practices, are also noteworthy. The practice is established in relation to the place where the subject is rooted, his place 
of residence. Moles lists the following players to be taken into consideration: the skin, or clothing as a second skin; the 
sphere of gestures, or free movement; the bedroom as a visual barrier to the outside world; the home as a legal barrier 
acknowledged by society; the block or the street as a nearby place of reference; the urban center, as a remote place of 
reference; the region, as a set of places that can be visited through brief return trips; the nation, a recent, frail entity 
where laws and languages are deployed; and the world.
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Apparent for decades, this electoral geography implies low residential and 
mobility rates in the city, resulting in what are called “shoo-in constituencies”. 
According to Pierre Bourdieu,6 it might even be said that this is an example of 
“reified social space” in physical space, meaning that a “naturalization effect” is 
noted, as social realities have a “durable inscription” in physical space, with their 
transformations being “difficult and costly” (Bourdieu, 1997).

This low mobility is due to several factors that together encourage people 
to put down roots in certain places, opting for specific types of transportation 
and fixed routes throughout the city. By curtailing possibilities, this makes their 
austere lifestyles even more limited, penning people – particularly the very poor –  
in particular parts of the city. Adopted systemically, mobility shrinks across the 
board as a function of urban structure (as in São Paulo) as well as Brazil’s macro-
economic and social conditions, socio-spatial segregation, housing and real estate 
sector structuring, etc.

In turn, migration is a type of mobility that causes marked changes in indi-
vidual identities, with its temporality linked to a broad set of aspects of life. Also 
definitive and independent of a possible return, migrants’ life expectations and 
possibilities are normally limited to their new living contexts, often clustering in 
specific neighborhoods where their communities are formed, such as the China-
towns found in many Western cities. In this situation, other types of mobility are 
closely defined by the migrant status of these populations.

There are several definitions and accepted uses of the term, “mobility”. 
As shown, derivations are related, in one way or another, to the length of the 
journey, the places to which journeys lead (origins and destinations), and the 
economic, technical and symbolic resources deployed to drive these movements, 
with the physical and/or social. The temporality of each type of mobility shapes 
its subjects and their history, as well as space, particularly if understood – as 
defined by M. Santos – as an “unequal accumulation of times” (1996).

6 MOBILITY AS A SYSTEM AND THE CITY

The links between each type of mobility raise the hypothesis that all types of jour-
neys, trips and commutes take place within an imbricated system where each type 
of mobility leads onto another mutually in daily life and also throughout people’s 
lifespans and the histories and conditions of places.

6. Our attention was drawn to this aspect by Cleandro Krause. I thank my friend, research colleague and fellow-organizer 
of this publication for his meticulous reading that, more than merely picking up errors, taught and indicated new paths 
and interpretations. Any remaining gaps or mistakes are due solely to the limitations of the author. 
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In other words, the planning and materialization of each journey and type 
of mobility (daily mobility, migration, travel, tourism, residential, etc.) is guided 
by the needs, complementarities, impositions, accesses and impediments related 
to all other types of mobility, whether geographical or social, at the individual 
level or at the social scale. 

Let us assume that the history addressed here takes place within a single 
framework, which is geographical space. Furthermore, this history of movements 
is also the history of each individual person. The connection between the history 
of individual movements and the history of movements in geographical space is 
formed by what another geographer, Peter Hägerstrand, called “time-space path”. 

Time-space path are the routes that we write throughout the course of our 
lives. Through these paths, the “routes used”, together with associated objects, ac-
tions and places experienced, different individual aptitudes are deployed for mobil-
ity. This is a characteristic of human beings, particularly in contemporary times. 

Looking at daily mobility through individuals or families, for example, 
their time-space paths must be taken into consideration in order to ensure a full 
understanding of the life history and formation of the subjects of these actions, 
including their own values and the values found within the socio-spatial contexts 
that surround them. Aspects that may not be forgotten include physical fitness; 
living conditions in the home; and available, accessible, affordable and selected 
means of transportation, together with their own wishes and desires.

The construction of a framework grounded on this broad-based set of fac-
tors will result in a portrait of the mobility status of individual persons, while at 
the same time offering unique overviews of the contexts within which they live. 
Constructing a framework grounded on this complexity and for society as a whole 
will result in a wide-angled landscape of the city itself. 

In addition to appearing within each subject who prepares and implements 
individual time-space strategies each day, the systemic characteristic of mobility 
forms lies mainly in the fact that all types of mobility begin at the same place, the 
origin of the movement, which is where people stay. 

Daily, residential or social mobility, travel, tourism or migration, all share a 
single point of origin of movement: a place that is physical, as well as social and 
symbolic. Thus, analyzing the specific conditions of the place of the individual, 
the family, the social group or the place viewed as a city or the parts of the me-
tropolis, will bring in countless descriptive elements for any type of mobility: 
daily, residential or social, commutes to and from work and all the other types of 
mobility mentioned here.
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Furthermore, mobility – this human condition par excellence – is also a 
practice of social insertion, an essence of people’s lifestyles in relation to living 
conditions. Mobility leads to insertion in job markets, social life, cultural occa-
sions, religious events, etc. It materializes only within a social space that gives it 
meaning and structure.

For example, daily mobility does not curtail relationships with other types of 
mobility, in addition to being clearly associated with other types of spatial mobil-
ity due to the conditioning factors associated with the space of action where it is 
put into practice. 

Thus, there appear to be at least two possibilities to clearly demonstrate the 
association between spatial and social mobility. One assumes that all movement 
in physical space implies moving through or surmounting a social space. For 
instance, it is known that forced mobility – which is daily mobility normally re-
lated to work using a specific type of transportation along certain routes at regular 
times – reflects equally specific social status. Accordingly, switching from mass to 
individual transportation, for example, ushers in transformations not only in the 
spatial characteristics of mobility, but also triggers a change in social status, a step 
in social mobility, viewed as upwards in most places. 

The second possibility considers social mobility as defined in classic sociology 
through class, as well as social and professional status, together with their progress 
over time, within a context of unequal urban development and the distribution 
of facilities and services, along with differing appreciations of spaces, thus also 
implying an alteration in the geographical conditions of mobility.

In this case, a shift in social status – such as higher income, for example –  
may lead to residential mobility or an alteration to daily mobility conditions –  
such as a different means of transportation – or alterations to obligations and 
daily schedules that require new routes that may involve other parts of the city, 
perhaps structuring an entire new set of factors that condition the deployment of 
types of spatial mobility. 

Let us return to this issue. If spatial mobility were not linked to social mo-
bility, would it still be as appropriate to talk about inequalities, fragmentation or 
social and spatial segregation in order to explain the different realities at a single 
location? Or would daily mobility, residential mobility, tourism and migrations 
express social mobility in some way through disclosing a type of “symbolic capital” 
associated with the means of transportation used or the places visited (outings to 
the countryside or traveling abroad, for example).

The point here is that the mobility strategies underpinning travel options 
reciprocally imply all the other mobility strategies, as well as their implementation. 
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7 MOBILITY AND PUBLIC POLICIES

The importance of the use and implementation of the concept of systemic mobility 
is crucial for urban policies. Initially because systemic mobility defines mobility 
as a policy synthesis, particularly urban. Second, because it does not consider 
urban planning through only its fixed points, it gives the necessary value to urban 
flows of all types. Above all, it allows consideration of the necessary new tools that 
could transform socially unjustifiable urban patterns and standards, which include 
precarious housing and social and spatial segregation. 

There could be many examples of policies better adapted to realities and 
needs, grounded in this concept. We will examine discussions between outlying 
towns in metropolitan regions and metropolises or core cities. 

Thinking beyond investments only in transportation systems, creating access 
routes to urban centers and thereby upgrading and multiplying the conditions 
for exercising daily mobility for all, funding could be channeled to new core areas 
everywhere, leading to a new everyday mobility reduction policy focused particu-
larly on shorter commutes. 

This approach would undoubtedly have strong effects on social mobility 
through lower transportation costs and better access to jobs, recreation and edu-
cation, resulting in real gains for family incomes, upgrading areas and making 
property markets more dynamic, with all the positive and negative outcomes 
resulting from these shifts. 

As an example, it is worthwhile to reflect on home rental markets in Brazil-
ian towns and cities. Residential rental markets have grown steadily weaker since 
the mid-20th century in terms of providing access to housing. Renting has been 
demoted at the institutional level by the well-known “myth of owning one’s own 
home.” But what are the results of encouraging more and more people to pursue 
home ownership?

Initially, significant amounts of family budgets are earmarked for property 
ownership, while these savings could be spent in other ways, including the en-
hancement of other aspects of life, such as education. 

Second is the fact that people invariably become less mobile within urban 
contexts once their places of residence become firmly established over the longer 
term. As home ownership is a widespread ambition, the origins of large numbers 
of trips do not alter, while the odds are high that destinations will change during 
lifetimes. As a result, daily mobility will alter, while other forms of mobility may 
well be frozen in place. 

Furthermore, within the general context of urban mobility, where the job 
markets are becoming more flexible, for example, if the points of origin for worker 
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commutes are difficult to alter, any changes in company locations or means of 
production could well overload transportation infrastructures called upon to be 
functional in terms of destination flexibility despite unchanging origins, at massive 
costs to society in general. 

When rental markets are lean, expensive and hard to access, residential mo-
bility is curtailed, frequently burdening family budgets and cities as a whole due 
to diseconomies. A government-subsidized rental policy – such as that deployed 
in countries like France, the USA and Germany – allows and encourages people 
to live closer to their jobs. Additionally, it also allows them to move in the course 
of their lifetimes – from work through to retirement – to areas in the city that are 
better adapted to different stages in their natural life cycles. 

Some examples and principles are presented here, in the hope of helping 
urban planners to consider mobility as one of the key conditions for under-
standing cities in the modern world. This sheds an obsolete view of the city 
structured on arrivals and departures at fixed points, such as homes, workplaces 
and consumption hubs, with the mere distribution of objects used to explain 
cities and guide urban planning activities. In other words, waiving the need to 
understand the flows that enliven and transform the configuration of objects, 
while still preserving their forms.

8 RECENT TRANSFORMATIONS IN DAILY MOBILITY

Guided by concerns for urban planning and management practices and the desire 
to move beyond mere theorizations that could underpin new scientific research 
projects, the intention here is also to highlight some recent changes in daily mobil-
ity resulting from transformations in other aspects of life in society, and reinforce 
the systemic nature of the concept.

For Raffestin (1993, p. 201), there are two types of mobility: circulation 
(transfers of people and goods) and communication (transfers of information).  
In all transportation, circulation and communication occur simultaneously. 
However, this author notes: “if it is true that the circulation network and the 
communication network formed, or almost formed, a single unit, contemporary 
technology has split them apart.” 

Becoming simultaneous and instantaneous, communications overlay and 
anticipate circulation. From this perspective, Raffestin works with the idea that the 
all strategy integrates mobility and therefore performs a function between commu-
nication and circulation. The latter is visible in flows of people and infrastructure 
projects that are assumed to shape their order, to some extent constituting the 
image of power, according to the concerns of this author.
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Assuming – like Michel Foucault – that the idea of power is to see without 
being seen, this leads to an understanding of the reason why communication has 
become so important in contemporary society as, according to Raffestin (1993, 
p. 202) “it can be just simulated”. This would indicate that communication is now 
the true source of power, to the detriment of circulation that used to organize the 
world in the past.

This is the main transformation in daily mobility, controlled through com-
munications and information, currently deployed through informatics processes. 
Communication and information play central roles in the space of organization 
and control, including urban matters. However, circulation does not become less 
important by being edged to the “outskirts”, instead bearing witness to the efficacy 
of communication and information, serving as an expression of their purposes.

Nevertheless, circulation and communication are not separate entities, and 
far less are they mutually exclusionary in daily life. To the contrary, taking the 
development of the telephone as an example, it was initially thought that this new 
type of communication would lessen the need for people to travel, as trips would be 
replaced by telephone calls. However, widespread acceptance of this system (with 
mobile telephones following in its footsteps) actually increased up the number of 
face-to-face contacts. In fact, said Ascher (1998), the possibility of entering into 
communication, contacting and staying in contact with other people through the 
telephone fostered the development of economic relationships among businesses, 
as well as contacts and shared activities among individual people.

Since the 1990s, Ascher has been suggesting that time “saved” through con-
tacts using telecommunications is being used for other trips prompted by different 
motivations. “As though there was a core mobility, incomprehensible…” (Ascher, 
1998, p. 311). In other words, one of the transformations within the context of 
daily mobility is its strengthening, driven by new communication technologies 
that expand the universe of the “life of relationships”.

An overview of changes at the daily mobility level during the past few decades 
may be summarized as follows: to an increasing extent, daily mobility is broader 
and multi-faceted, and consequently less predictable, but nevertheless more regu-
lated, controlled and organized. 

This statement seems to be true for almost everywhere in the world, with 
its transformation logic tightly linked to consumer society and changes in the 
means of production at each location. Moreover, revolutions have also taken place 
in transportation techniques, along with changes in urban expansion patterns  
(deconcentration and peripheralization) and job markets (greater involvement of 
women, shorter working hours, working from home), leading to sweeping multi-
plication and de-synchronization of social time, with schedules that are increasingly 
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more complex and multiple, followed through innovations in the fields of com-
munication and information that have already transformed human relationships 
completely, as previously mentioned. All these factors consequently multiply life 
opportunities in cities, with daily mobility becoming increasingly denser, at least 
for those endowed with rights to the city. 

However, even dialectically, it is clear that the development of information 
and communication that is opening up an increasingly broader range of oppor-
tunities also paves the way for tighter regulation and organization of everyday 
trips. Decisions on where to go, how to get there and what routes to take are no 
longer made by each of the subjects engaged in the action individually. Instead, 
they are guided by their information devices that are simultaneously and instantly 
interconnected to the same dynamic databases of daily life and the configuration 
of urban space, which therefore control and organize sets of movements, or at least 
have the ability to do so. 

Looking back at the recent past, it cannot be forgotten – particularly within the 
current context of cities striving to return to more humane urban living conditions –  
that the main change in daily mobility is related to speed of movement. During 
the 20th Century, this rose from a walking pace of 4 to 6 kilometers an hour to an 
average speed of 50 to 60 kilometers an hour. A real quantum shift, this ushered 
in sweeping changes in locations of life, completely transforming their structures. 

In countries where towns and cities appeared long before the widespread 
dissemination of automobiles, urban areas are still considered from the standpoint 
of contiguous structures, together with density and clustering. Many people still 
defend these characteristics as intrinsic to the concept of urbanity, forgetting that 
this is a dated and location-specific view of the urban framework. What other ways 
of classifying and disseminating structures of urbanity could be conceptualized 
within the context of hyper-mobility? Returning to Sorre (1955), who associated 
urban life with circulation, meaning the life of relationships, might the automobile 
be the end of the idea of the city? Unfortunately, it seems as though this is not a 
statement that can be made in a simple or hurried manner, striving merely to re-
inforce criticisms of countless negative aspects imposed by automobiles on society. 

The progress of travel technologies means that there was no longer any need 
to cluster activities and services at a single location. Urban planning, cities, their 
residents and businesses shifted from the logic of physical proximity to the logic 
of temporal proximity. The automobile then began to administer its own urban 
model. Some authors mention urban growth as the outcome of more land becom-
ing easily available through the range of the automobile, related to the wishes of 
some social players to benefit from the opportunities opening up to them, while 
government authorities refrain from opting between the logic of individual ap-
propriation and the logic of collective use of space. 
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Transformations and mobility impose new visions of the city, not taking 
density and continuity as essential factors for interactions. Issues such as segrega-
tion, for example, are no longer related only to specific properties, areas or neigh-
borhoods. With faster means of transportation, segregation materializes through 
private cities, gated communities, poverty-stricken ghettos and wealthy enclaves, 
all clearly separated within sprawling urban areas. 

Transformations and mobility take on the meaning of individualization, 
characteristic of our times and contemporary society. Thus, to an increasing ex-
tent, “secondary mobilities” (Ascher,1998), related to recreation and shopping, 
reshape the contours of society, shifting from a problem related to collective urban 
facilities to a problem related to individual equipment and facilities. The same 
technology that allows smartphones to pinpoint amenities, facilities and services 
in our surroundings, adapted to each individual preference, in fact requires this 
individual city even more that, as could only be the case, becomes collectivized in 
the co-presence of individuals sharing a greater collective identity, with locations 
suggested by Internet browsers. 

Alterations to aspects that have no direct links to mobility may also trigger 
changes in travel habits. For some (Obadia, 1999; Wiel, 1999; Vergely, 1993), 
there is an entire sociological field to be explored on romantic mobility, friendly 
mobility, cultural mobility, etc. In some countries, routes selected for social get-
togethers are among the aspects taken into consideration when planning slum 
upgrade projects. 

Among changes in daily mobility, consideration must also be given to the 
new roles children play in today’s society. Children’s days are packed with activities 
that are relatively independent of their parents’ schedules; this is also underpinned 
by transformations in communications.

All these changes are transformations that take place in the way of life and 
the life of relationships as a whole. As daily mobility is a tool for constructing 
networks within society, any alteration to the life of relationships causes ripple 
effects on mobility. 

The fact is that we have shifted from Fordian mobility (with most trips tak-
ing place during clearly defined periods of time in the course of the workday) to a 
more flexible model where a variety of trips have their own specific rhythm, times 
and means of transportation. 

This does not mean that commuting will vanish, although, prompted by a 
wide variety of factors related to technical, social, economic, cultural and regulatory 
issues, among others, it will certainly shrink in proportion to other types of trips. 
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The processes transforming daily mobility include the fact that trips are no 
longer viewed as merely a means of reaching a destination, or even as time wasted 
between two productive situations. Once again, communication and information 
have completely changed the nature of time spent commuting. Desired by many, we 
can today talk about space-time contexts housing multiple activities with specific 
qualities. As many people and enterprises want, “wasted” or “lost” time could be 
retrieved by consumption, mainly through smart phones. 

Pursuing this commercial eagerness, means of circulation and people are 
increasingly better equipped with technical devices that were found only in homes 
or offices until quite recently. The telephone is an icon, accessing the internet and 
its infinity of services, as well as countless applications that promise to turn lengthy 
trips and traffic jams into times of pleasure and entertainment. At the same time 
as someone personalizes a vehicle in an intimate manner, that person also links 
and integrates it as a point in a network open to the world. This multiplicity of 
mobile and connected devices allows closer intertwining of social places, creating 
a dense set of temporalities. 

Transformations within the context of mobility and clear links to consumption 
have also resulted in the appearance of new professions. For example, geo-marketing 
is a technological tool based on geo-referenced information systems (GIS) that 
locates and classifies consumers, in addition to the circulation of products. 

Geo-marketing specialists pursue multiple goals by processing information: 
they offer entrepreneurs clear overviews of their technical networks and distribution 
chains, define the exact locations of investments, centralize and process informa-
tion, gather data and design tools to improve communication with the consumer, 
in places that consumers are found. These data are the basis of that support GIS 
for marketing purposes, that aims to pinpoint places favored by target consumers, 
and discover the characteristics of their mobility patterns and consumption habits.

However, this hyper-mobile world ushered in by information is not yet 
available to everyone. The flexible, intensified mobility of people living within 
the new market, with all its demands, contrasts with the relative immobility of 
the vast majority of the jobless, or people employed in more traditional sectors 
of the economy. 

Nevertheless, even in traditional sectors or largely unskilled jobs – such 
as housemaids, repairmen and cleaners in general – mobile telephones rapidly 
proved to be an essential tool for their work. Connected to the rest of the world, 
workers gain flexibility, opening up possibilities for new relationships with fuller 
schedules and – at least theoretically, disregarding the specific characteristics of 
some cities – enhance mobility. 
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It is in this way that everyday life becomes increasingly more organized 
through personal mobility within the city as a whole, as the life of relationships 
becomes more intense, including between places and technical devices. Daily life 
becomes increasingly more planned, scheduled, controlled and defined by time 
that can be portioned out accurately in finely-scanned space. 
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