Energy-SHIFTS Working Group 4 – Transport and Mobility. Interview 5.

00:00 Speaker 1: Later. Yeah, so, could you maybe first just start by telling me a bit about how you entered this field and your research journey? You don't have to go into detail, but maybe kind of in big terms.

--Interviewee describes their research to date, removed for anonymity--
09:19 S2: So, it was also around that time that the mobilities turn started to emerge, and I've always followed that with a lot of interest. There are many people of... Well, depending on where you are, I guess. I'm certainly not the only one who works across different traditions of research in transport and mobility. There are many of us, but if you... I would say most of the people who work on mobilities tend not to engage as much with the transport literature. I think there is a gap, and transport literature is still seen as the domain of engineers and planners, urban planners, and maybe some physicists, and quantitative geographers. There's still, there's still a significant difference between those two, and I've been very interested in trying to find ways to bring these literatures together in new ways.

10:39 S1: And what do you have to do to do... Do you have to publish in different journals? Or do you have to somehow maneuver some of the social science broader perspectives into the transport journals that are dominated by this...

10:54 S2: Well, it's not... It is about journals, but it's about more fundamental things. It's about philosophy, it's about epistemology and ontology, and about overcoming, related to that, to different methodological predispositions. If you send a qualitative research paper to a transport journal, it's still possible these days that you'd get comments about lack of methodological rigor. This is much less likely now than it was 10, 15 years ago.

11:40 S1: Okay.

11:42 S2: And similarly, in the mobilities literature, there is still, there is a strong suspicion of anything quantitative or modeling-oriented, again not with everyone, but people have been trained and educated and raised in different epistemological and ontological traditions, and it's very difficult to speak across those.

12:14 S1: So the next question is pretty broad. We can narrow it down, but the interest is more your perspective, how the... In broad terms, did social science and humanities literature has developed in the past 20 or 30 years? Do you see any specific debates or shifts or milestones? You mentioned mobility turn, and that's... Some of this distinctions between the social science, humanities and the more traditional transport research has started to change events.

12:48 S2: Yeah, I think those would be the two things I would mention. I think that the... The articulation of the new mobilities paradigm in the early 2000s, mid 2000s, spearheaded by Mimi Sheller and John Urry, has been very important for the social sciences and humanities. You can take issue with the term, you can take issue with the new, you can take issue with the concept of a paradigm if you understand that in a Thomas Kuhnian version because I don't think that the new mobilities paradigm is as homogenous as the term would suggest. But the articulation has been very important for people who work on the level of the every day, and that's where sort of the link with transports comes in, but also for how we study migration, how we study tourism, and importantly, how we study and understand the links between these various forms of movement and mobility. Because I think migration, tourism, and transports are completely separate fields historically and there's very little interaction between them at least to my... In my perception.

14:31 S2: And for instance, if we think about low carbon mobility or mobility and climate change, that is very, very significant because a lot of the focus is on daily mobility, urban mobility, and there's very little attention still over the fact that people may be very sustainable in terms of their daily mobility, but then they fly on holiday... They fly for holiday and for business and they blow their whole carbon budgets with some trips that they make by plane. And there's only a couple of papers that have really looked at these kinds of interactions and that's because we define these forms of mobility in a very narrow way. There's still a very societal way of thinking about transport and mobility.

15:39 S2: And I think you can also argue that the mobilities paradigm to some extent was reinventing the wheel. It was, perhaps at least at the start, too keen to position itself as novel and as new and as radically different. And in that context, sometimes a caricature was made of pre-existing traditions of research including transports research, and I think we've seen that in geography quite strongly, where mobility research has produced very one-dimensional understandings of transport geography and sometimes contending that all transport geography is quantitative and highly positivist. Hence only interested in flows and not fully engaging with the diversity in the range of work that had emerged, which is the... I'm definitely not arguing that transport geography is at the forefront of conceptual and philosophical developments within geography, far from it, but it has been influenced significantly, for instance, by feminist geography.

17:13 S2: There has been influence from a political economy. There is much more methodological diversity than has been recognized in the past, so kind of making a straw man's arguments has been part and parcel of the early years of the mobilities term, the mobilities paradigm. I think that has now changed, and I think people have started to appreciate the diversity, the heterogeneity of transport research in geography and beyond more, but some of these preconceptions, prejudices still exist. Yeah. So more... But the positive thing to emphasize is that there's more mutual understanding and interests to work across these boundaries, however difficult that may be.

18:26 S1: You mentioned that before the mobility, kind of when the mobilities literature came out, that before that, you had many influences by a political economy and feminist geography. Could you say a bit what you meant by... Or what kind of influence this was? 

18:44 S2: Well, sort of, I would say that that is probably specific to geography, not necessarily for all of the social sciences. But in geography, just to give one example, so feminist geography emerged, you could say, late '70s, early '80s, and certainly in that early stage, there was a strong emphasis on women's everyday lives and their day-to-day routines, and they drew on time geography, and that meant they lived at activity travel patrons as one of the ways to empirically understand the double burden that many women were subjected to and the various forms of disadvantage they experienced. So people like Susan Hanson, in geography she's really... She was sort of an early feminist geographer who's been very influential in the field. She was also a leading transports geographer, she's now retired. But there's been a lot of research drawing... Using analysis of mobility to understand the situation that women or different groups of women were experiencing.

20:26 S1: Do you see... Now it was more about relationship between traditional transport research and the mobility paradigm, do you see, any, within the social sciences, debates or conflicts or...

20:42 S2: Umm...

20:45 S1: Even geography or sociology or... Maybe it's not that...

20:49 S2: Well, I think because transport is seen essential to questions of energy transition and transition more generally, you see that there is now a wider range of scholars engaging with questions of transport. And you see that, for instance, if you look at transitions research, where transition scholars publish papers on transport, which I think is a good thing, but they're not trained historically in transport analysis. Neither sort of the traditional transport perspectives, nor the mobilities kind of literature. So like Frank Geels and Benjamin Sovacool published very interesting work on transport. And it adds to the diversity of the field, which I think is very good. So it's because of these broader societal problems, and is this emphasis on trans-disciplinary research that we see a wider range of people engaging with questions of transports.

22:15 S1: Do you think...

22:15 S2: I think one other thing... Sorry, go ahead.

22:17 S1: No no, finish, finish. [chuckle]

22:20 S2: I think another thing that we're seeing the last... Probably the last decade, is that the profile of people who engage in transport-related research is broadening. So I think we see more... A greater diversity, certainly in terms of gender, and the field it's becoming less stereotypical than it once was. It's still probably a relatively male-dominated and certainly a masculine research community, and a research culture, but there's more diversity. There's more engagement from different social groups, different genders, people from different national backgrounds, and I think that's a very positive development as well.

23:24 S1: When you say different nationalities, do you still see some kind of discrepancy in terms of the geography of the research itself within Europe? 

23:35 S2: Yeah, certainly. I would say that the old core periphery relationships are still largely in place, and certainly the transports research has been dominated by researchers and research institutes, obviously in the States, in the UK, the Netherlands, Israel, very important, and then to a lesser extent, countries like Sweden, Germany. Yeah, I think that structure still exists and has been reproduced. I think it's complicated by the fact that we have different language communities, so you've got the anglophone community, and then you've got the German-speaking, you've got French-speaking, you've got the Spanish-speaking, and then you have sort of various communities that, to some extent overlap in Eastern Europe. I think what we've seen, again, over the last 10-15 years, is that more and more of these communities that traditionally would not publish in English, are turning towards English and submit their work to anglophone journals. But in a way, that means that they also have to engage with the modes of thinking, the concepts, the frameworks that have been developed in the core, so it kind of helps to... It does not necessarily sort of weaken those structures, if that makes sense.

25:45 S1: But is this... Are you talking now about transport research in general, or the social science, transport and mobility research, are there any differences between...

26:00 S2: Yeah, I would... The mobilities work is slightly more diverse in the sense that researchers in Germany, in France have always played... Or in the francophone language, francophone research community have always played a prominent role within it. But I think as far as I understand, that the landscape in Eastern Europe... There is not that much mobilities research in those contexts. [Removed for anonymity.] Very interesting work is being done in countries like Poland and Romania, and the Czech Republic. But I wouldn't classify that as mobilities work. I think that is more aligned with: A, local traditions that exist within these countries, and B, the more traditional transport literature.

27:33 S1: And do you see differences in the way that the kind of research funding is being provided for transport research? Do you see that it has changed over the last 20 years maybe or the type of questions they're interested in or maybe who can get involved in this type of polls? 

27:58 S2: I think that depends on the type of... There's a scale dimension there. Obviously, if we're talking about EU funding, I'm probably less in a position to comment on that because I tend to... 
[Removed for anonymity.]
31:18 S2: It's fine. What I would say is that much of the research that is transdisciplinary is if you look a bit more deeply, you can still see it's organized in terms of work packages, where there's one work package that is modeling, one work package that does, I don't know, maybe interviews, or work focus groups or workshops, some kind of deliberative method. And how these different traditions come together to create something that is truly different, I think something you can ask questions about. Because I think... [Removed for anonymity.]  But many of these projects are collaborative, yes, but they're not really working with each other. If that makes sense.

33:04 S1: Yes.

33:04 S2: You're not putting together a qualitatively trained... An anthropologist, and a transport engineer together in one work package to try and do something together. I've not seen... I've seen very few examples of where that is happening. And I also think that many funders would find that high risk, and may not be that willing to fund that kind of research because I think that's the other side of the equation. Most of the... There's more funding for transport-related research, but there isn't an awful lot of money for truly risky research, or truly groundbreaking research. [Removed for anonymity.]
34:29 S1: What can you say is the risk? How would you define the risk here? Is the result, that you don't know what the outputs will be or? 

34:36 S2: Yeah, that you don't know... Well, if there will be outputs, and what the outputs will be. You can't tell in advance. If you really want to bring people from... Raised in different traditions together, you can't predict what the outcomes will be. So it's very difficult to come up with a clear set of expectations about what you will deliver.

35:16 S1: Do you see... This is a related question. Do you see then changes also between the policy and the relationship between the policy and research communities? You said that there's... The funding is more diverse. It's kind of more specific to policy and how they... What kind of research they're using, or? 

35:40 S2: Well, I think across Europe, there's an increasing pressure to work with policymakers as part of the research. Nothing that's good. But the risk is that, there's sort of more and more of the funding is for applied research, there's simply not that much funding for doing really radical, innovative work. [Removed for anonymity.]
37:00 S1: You think this is necessary or this is something that the field is missing? 

37:04 S2: Absolutely. Because if we need to think radically different about transport systems, there needs to be a space for developing that radical, radically different mode of thinking. Because I don't... If I knew what that radically different mode of thinking would be, I would do it. But I think there's simply no funding to do really exploratory blue sky thinking about how we conceptualize transports, and critically reflect on the built-in assumptions that we continue to make about transport, explicit and particularly implicit.

37:55 S1: And when you say radical thinking, do you mean a radical... Why do we need radical thinking? Is it because of the climate changes, that we need transitions in terms of transport modes, or are there other topics that? 

38:09 S2: Yes, about climate change. It's about social inequality. It's about thinking about questions of justice, about understanding and capturing, and translating the experiences of groups that continue to be marginalized in mainstream discussions. Well, one of the things I'm sort of... One thing, so would be with aging population, which we, sort of an issue across all of Europe over the... Already, but will only become more important and we'll see more and more people with various forms of disability...

39:10 S2: Including various forms of dementia. It's a big issue. How do we create mobility systems or create environments that still allow people to function independently as much as possible. How do we do that in a way that is aligned with the perspective of people with various forms of disability themselves, rather than saying in a paternalistic way, "Okay, X, Y, and Z needs to be done, and that will make things better." The same is true for conditions and invisible disabilities, like people with... What's the term? Autistic spectrum, for instance, or other forms of hidden disabilities that we know very little about. Yeah, so I'm still, I'm convinced we need to think in quite different ways about transport, we need a greater variety. And transport policy, transport thinking remains sort of enthralled, by the classic link between economic growth and transport. Make transport faster, make it more efficient. Make it smarter, because that is essential to economic growth. And transport policy as of Transport Studies, as a field, came into existence to facilitate the expansion of transport systems. That's where a lot of the word through some of the assumptions that are being made around speeds or around efficiency, around reliability.

41:32 S2: You can sort of trace them back to that history, but very few people... Because it was so deeply socialized into this, very few people reflect on that. But if we are moving towards a world where we'll need radically different forms of economic development and radically different economic systems that raises the question, "Okay, how should we then be thinking about transport and what kind of discourses should we be promoting?" It's for those reasons that I think we need that radical different way of thinking about transport.

42:17 S1: Good, I'm just gonna move, I see, our time is running out. So one of the kind of outcomes of this interview is to create annotated bibliographies, and these annotated bibliographies will be kind annexed, [42:35] ____ and scanned so that the policy makers can also get a context to the 100 questions that come out, as the kind of questions in transport. So what we're asking people is to make suggestions for five different pieces of literature that they find to be the most groundbreaking or the most influential within the field. And then these will eventually be comprised into the annotated bibliographies, which will consist just of 25 pieces of literature, and this is just to make, to give like a glimpse into the field to the policy makers. So you already mentioned Mimi Sheller and Urry, but I was wondering, do you have over the top of your head some suggestions for literatures.

[Removed for anonymity.]
43:27 S2: Yeah. Yeah, so I would include the piece by Mimi and John from 2006. I would also include Hagerstrand's 1970 piece, What about People in Regional science? Nothing...

43:46 S1: Could you explain why? Why... Yeah, also why you would...

43:54 S2: It's the paper that lies the basis for time geography and for thinking about not individual trips and sort of abstracts flows, but think about humans and their movements through time and space and thinking about the connections between those. [Removed for anonymity.]. A third piece would be a paper by... I'm just going to...

44:43 S1: Yeah sure.

45:07 S2: There's a paper by a feminist geographer called Robin Law, it's called Beyond 'Women and Transport'. It was published in 1999, and it's a very important piece in thinking about offering a feminist perspective on gender and mobility and moving beyond a focus on men versus women, which a lot of the thinking on gender and mobility still is, also in EU projects, it's sort of thinking in very simple and empiricist ways about gender. And this is... There are other pieces, but this has been very influential and it's a very good piece. I would also recommend Frank Geels paper from 2012, The Journal of Transport Geography, because it outlines... It applies the transit, social technical transitions perspective to questions of transport, which I think is very helpful. There's a very good paper by Karen Lucas about mobility-related social exclusion in transports policy from 2012, which provides a state of the art and is still the seminal piece in this field of research. So that's four.

46:48 S1: That's five.

46:50 S2: That's five already? 

46:52 S1: But you can add more, so if you have some thoughts already, because I have your...

47:00 S2: Well, I would also recommend for policy audience David Banister's mobility paradigm paper from 2008. [Removed for anonymity.]
47:11 S1: Yeah, yeah.

47:12 S2: But I would second that because it's sort of offering a very useful overview of some of the key issues, and it is written in a way that is very accessible. I very much appreciate what you try to do, but it's also quite challenging to provide pieces of work that are not too academic in their language or jargon and their thinking.

-- Interviewer talks more about the next steps for the Working Group --

End of interview

