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Further reading

Background

One of the raisons d'étre of the IRD’s Knowledge Commu-
nities (CoSavs) is to build interdisciplinary groups around
major sustainability issues. However, the recognition and
promotion of interdisciplinarity, and even the pressure
for it, come up against a number of issues relating to the
links between disciplines, which often restrict the effec-
tive practice of interdisciplinarity. This is why the CoSavs’
first “Sustainable Cities” summer school brought together
27 members from 10 countries and a wide range of disci-
plines (life sciences, earth sciences, social sciences and
humanities) for a collaborative and pragmatic debate on
the practice of interdisciplinarity in the study of the sus-
tainability of cities of the Global South.

https://www.cosavvillesdurables.xyz/?PagePrincipale



An urban ecosystem -
a jigsaw puzzle of heuristic spaces

Cities are generally characterised as complex
ecosystems by their socio-spatial heterogene-
ity, involving high levels of inequality, and the
fragmentation of their spaces, resulting in a
diversity of issues and interactions around the
question of their sustainability. Taken together,
these areas form a jigsaw puzzle, with each
piece raising its own set of scientific ques-
tions and generating its own heuristics. This is
the premise on which we started our work, by
choosing to share two areas selected for their
cross-disciplinary nature and the diversity of
potential research objects.

Two pieces of the jigsaw
as a shared fieldwork area

Two sites were chosen in the city of Tunis,
the capital of Tunisia, representing two
pieces of the puzzle: the industrial port
area and the Sejoumi sebkha (flood depres-
sion). The industrial port area was chosen
to analyse the issue of risks from a number
of angles: the concentration of economic
issues, urban manufacturing methods, inter-
actions between technological and envi-
ronmental threats, air and water pollution,
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health issues, and possible conflicts of inter-
est between major projects and the urban
fringes in particular. This area also represents
the “open city”, ready to trade with the rest
of the world through its port activities. The
area around the Sejoumi sebkha was selected
because it represents the “interface city”,
that is, the edge of the city, located in an
urban-rural area, with self-built and working-
class neighbourhoods and a wetland (home
to a bird sanctuary) at the centre of a usage
conflict. Biodiversity issues, household pol-
lution (liquid and solid waste), agricultural
and industrial pollution, and local residents’
health issues were all factors in this decision.
Two civil society associations helped to give
our group of researchers a solid grounding in
the real-life situation of each of these areas:
the Association of Friends of Mégrine for the
industrial port area and the Association of
Friends of Birds for the Sejoumi sebkha.

A shared fieldwork area
as an opportunity to say
and do things together

Sharing these two sites was a fantastic oppor-
tunity for co-learning on several levels. Firstly,
it allowed us to engage in a dialogue that was
less restricted than an academic one, and
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Collaborative map of locations of attention
(https://www.cosavvillesdurables.xyz/?Cartographiedesterrains).

therefore more likely to have a transformative
effect. This practice meant that the city’s sus-
tainability could be examined using an experi-
mental and inductive approach, based on
research objects observed in the field, rather
than through the prism of each discipline.
This approach avoided the classic disciplinary
ethnocentrism of "I, in my discipline, am inter-
ested in examining such and such an aspect”.
For example, working on different spatial or
temporal scales, or on concepts that are com-
mon but not defined at the outset, was aided

by tangible discussions, focusing on specific
objects. In addition, working together in a
shared site provided an opportunity to learn
about the methodological approach that oth-
ers used, sometimes to the extent of “doing
things together”. Discussions on concepts (cri-
sis, environment, forcings, limits, risk, etc.),
know-how and proof protocols specific to each
discipline helped to avoid a hierarchical rank-
ing of disciplines, which is one of the obstacles
to achieving a trusting and respectful dialogue
between researchers from different disciplines.



Field objects
as indicators of diversity

As a result of the diversity of our group, the on-
site observation of each researcher revealed
the multiple, sometimes antagonistic, ques-
tions and surprises of the different pieces of
the jigsaw that make up these two sites, some
of which certainly led to some conflicts of inter-
pretation and therefore of analysis. For exam-
ple, the map of the locations that attracted
our attention (see illustration) shows that we
are not all seeing the same things in the same
places. It should be noted that for some people
it was not possible to indicate a point, because
their analysis scale was larger. A polygon repre-
sentation was more relevant for them. Marking
the site with a point or a polygon illustrates the
diversity of perceived issues and therefore of
approaches. This diversity helps to describe a
set of urban spaces that are part of the overall
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fabric of the city; discovering each of these
parts is then a means of interpreting this urban
fabric. In addition, the objects observed dur-
ing these field studies were able to turn our
tacit or implicit preconceptions of sustain-
ability on their head, with car wrecks being a
prime example. Although analysed by some
as a source of pollution or waste, by others
these research objects are no less integral to
the value chain and processes that contribute
to the city’s informal economic fabric. These
car wrecks are characteristic of the paradoxes
of sustainability: a one-dimensional view of
sustainability would not have allowed waste
to be analysed as also contributing to the sus-
tainability of the city. This diversity was a way
of collectively examining the relationships
and frictions between the major challenges of
urban sustainability, and therefore the kind of
trade-offs that need to be made (e.g. environ-
ment vs employment).

Carrying out interdisciplinary research on sustainable cities calls for a multi-faceted
approach that requires methodological co-construction ahead of time. A shared
fieldwork area is a powerful tool for implementing this approach. It creates the con-
ditions for inductive co-construction of the shared research object by encouraging a
transformative dialogue. It then helps with defining an operational conceptualisa-
tion of the sustainable city, a step that should be done in the first phase of setting
up a project. In all cases, the earlier it is carried out, the easier it will be to establish

a dialogue between disciplines.
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