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Abstract

Land-use allocations—such as housing density, parcel size, parks, and other green areas —are key
spatial planning, or zoning, parameters that have a large impact on how resources are distributed
within cities. These parameters play a central role in influencing social justice across urban areas and
communities. In this sense, they function as mechanisms through which planning and development
processes deliver or withhold critical resources. While existing urban planning literature suggests
that the allocation of spatial planning or zoning parameters contributes to social justice in cities, there
is a critical gap regarding how different spatial parameters impact social justice and which specific
aspects of social justice they affect. Thus, this paper aims to address this gap by exploring and
conceptualizing the contribution of spatial planning or zoning parameters to social justice. We argue
that these parameters serve as carriers of urban justice through their distribution of resources. Based
on a Jabareen (2006) analytical framework, this study reviews and categorizes planning parameters
according to their specific contributions to social justice in cities. The study identifies three
dimensions of social justice impacted by these parameters: inclusion, accessibility, and recognition,
with each addressing a key aspect of social justice. Based on these concepts, we develop a new
conceptual framework, referred to as the Conceptual Framework for Just Urbanism. At the core of
this framework lies the logic of difference, which captures how these parameters are allocated
differently across various geographies, demographics, and socioeconomic characteristics, resulting
in inequalities across different areas.

Keywords: social justice; urban planning; distribution; cities; inclusion; accessibility; recognition

1. Introduction

Social justice in the urban context has been a central concern of planning literature for many
decades [1-8]. Existing literature suggests that the allocation of spatial planning or zoning parameters
plays a significant role in constructing social justice in cities [9-12]. These empirical studies focus on
the impact of specific parameters such as density [18-20], housing types [21,22], building height and
floor area ratio (FAR) [20], minimum parking requirements [23-26], green spaces [27-31], public
facilities such as health and educational institutions [32,33], street furniture [34,35], commercial
facilities [36,37], and transportation networks [38,39].

Since the 1970s, scholars have underscored the distributive politics of planning and its far-
reaching implications on people’s lives and equitable environments. Wilson [13] illuminated the
inherently political nature of regulations, showing how they are shaped by competing interests and
power dynamics. Paul and Linda Davidoff [14] and Downs [15] exposed how zoning ordinances and
subdivision regulations have historically operated as mechanisms of spatial exclusion, codifying
inequalities along class, racial, and ethnic lines. In The Homevoter Hypothesis, Fischel [16] highlights
how homeowners may advocate for restrictive zoning laws that protect property values. Such
policies can limit affordable housing options, contributing to housing shortages and increased
segregation, which are critical issues in social justice discussions. Levine, in Zoned Out [17],
demonstrated how zoning-driven suburban sprawl restricts housing choice and fosters exclusivity.
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However, while existing urban planning literature suggests that the allocation of spatial
planning or zoning parameters contributes to social justice in cities, there is a critical gap regarding
how different spatial parameters impact social justice and which specific aspects of social justice they
affect. The literature remains fragmented, and there is a lack of conceptualization that shows how the
allocation of parameters contributes to social justice and, specifically, how each specific parameter
contributes to what aspects of social justice. Thus, this paper aims to address this gap by exploring
and conceptualizing the contribution of spatial planning or zoning parameters to social justice. We
argue that these parameters serve as carriers of urban justice through their distribution of resources.
Based on a deconstruction analytical framework, this study reviews and categorizes planning
parameters according to their specific contributions to social justice in cities.

Accordingly, we argue that spatial planning or zoning parameters function as mechanisms for
delivering resources through planning and development processes. Therefore, they serve as carriers
of urban justice and possess the power to contribute to social justice in cities. Their differentiated
allocation across urban spaces produces a spatial pattern of disparities in the quantity and quality of
urban typologies, such as density, housing types, and land use profiles, across areas inhabited by
different social groups. These disparities lead to uneven experiences of justice among city residents.
Thus, we contend that the allocation of spatial planning or zoning parameters in a given area
implicitly reflects a coherent regime of practices that produces varying levels of urban justice and
disparities among population groups or urban contexts.

The study employs Derrida’s method of deconstruction to uncover the underlying logic and
intentions of these coherent “regimes of practice” related to the allocation of spatial planning or
zoning parameters. This approach allows for a critical analysis of planning practices, revealing how
these parameters contribute to the construction of social justice and the regimes of practice they
embody. Additionally, this approach is normatively oriented and closely tied to politics and ethics,
making it valuable for our inquiry [40-43].

This paper is structured into several sections: First, it introduces the deconstruction approach as
the primary analytical method. Second, it positions empirical findings within the broader theoretical
discourse on the distributive politics of planning. Third, it presents the results by categorizing the
social dimensions through which spatial planning and zoning parameters contribute to social justice.
Fourth, it conceptualizes the role of these parameters in promoting social justice. Finally, the paper
concludes with remarks that summarize the key findings.

2. Urban Justice as a Concept of Distribution

John Rawls” A Theory of Justice [44] provides the foundation by conceptualizing justice as fairness
in distribution. The renowned Amartya Sen’s The Idea of Justice [47] acknowledges Rawls as “the most
influential theory of justice in modern moral philosophy” (p. 59). Rawls proposes that the primary
subject of justice is “the basic structure of society,” or more precisely, “the way in which the major
social institutions distribute fundamental rights and duties” (p. 6). In this context, Rawls suggests
that “a conception of social justice, in the first instance, is a standard for assessing the “distributive

117

aspects of the basic structure of society’” (p. 9). Thus, in his conception of “justice as fairness” (p. 243),
Rawls places fair distribution at the core of social justice.

Following Rawls, Fainstein’s The Just City [2] conceptualizes the just city as a concept of
distribution. She states that “the applicability of Rawls’s conception of justice to the just city lies in
the assertion that a fair distribution of benefits and the mitigation of disadvantage should be the aims
of public policy” (p. 39). She employs the concept of distributional equity, which “represents a
particular concept of fairness in which policy aims at bettering the situation of those who, without
state intervention, would suffer from relative deprivation” (Ibid, p. 37). In the urban context, “equity,
democracy, and diversity are the three primary qualities constituting urban justice” (p. 23). She
argues that urban planning affects social justice through spatial arrangements and calls for
developing “programs for redistribution, allegiances that cut across differences based on ascriptive
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characteristics such as race and gender identity while also recognizing difference, and which respond
to the desires of ordinary people” [3] (p. 140).

Planning literature demonstrates that the concept of distribution is central to understanding
social justice in cities. It is important to note, however, that there are various other conceptions of
social justice that do not apply the term “distribution,” which fall beyond the scope and focus of this
study. Nevertheless, most of these discussions address the concept of distribution as a general and
broad aspect of urban justice. In this paper, we specifically conceptualize urban social justice as a
concept of distribution. Our focus is on the distribution of spatial planning or zoning parameters. We
aim to understand how the allocation of these parameters, which are directly channeled through
planning and development processes—specifically in city plans—impacts justice among different
social groups in cities. Accordingly, this study seeks to offer a conceptual framework for
understanding how the allocation of spatial planning or zoning parameters contributes to social
justice in cities.

3. Methods

This paper reviews planning literature that examines the distribution of spatial, or zoning,
planning parameters and their relationship to social justice in cities. Jabareen (2006) proposes an
eight-phase qualitative process for developing a conceptual framework, emphasizing the
identification, interpretation, and synthesis of concepts drawn from a broad body of interdisciplinary
literature. His method treats concepts as the basic building blocks of theory and focuses on mapping
the relationships among them to form an integrated, coherent framework. The key phases include:
1. Mapping the Selected Phenomenon: The researcher begins by defining the phenomenon of

interest and its boundaries. This includes clarifying why the phenomenon is theoretically

significant and identifying the main domains or scholarly fields relevant to it.

2. Extensive Reading and Categorization of the Literature: An iterative, open-ended review of
diverse sources—academic articles, books, policy documents, and theoretical texts—is
conducted. The goal is not merely to summarize prior research but to identify emerging patterns,
recurrent themes, and key conceptual elements.

3. Identifying and Naming Concepts: From the literature, the researcher extracts core concepts
that explain, structure, or give meaning to the phenomenon. Concepts are selected for their
analytical relevance, theoretical richness, and explanatory potential.

4. Deconstructing and Categorizing the Concepts: Each concept is analyzed in depth. The
researcher deconstructs its meanings, assumptions, uses, and variations across different
academic contexts. Concepts are then grouped into categories or thematic clusters.

5. Integrating and Synthesizing the Concepts Into a Coherent Framework: The relationships
among concepts are mapped —hierarchical, causal, overlapping, or complementary. Through
synthesis, the framework begins to take shape as an interconnected system of meanings.

6. Validating the Conceptual Framework: The emerging framework is compared with the
literature for coherence, comprehensiveness, and internal logic. Validation includes checking
whether the framework effectively explains the phenomenon and whether it aligns with or
contributes to existing theoretical debates.

7.  Rethinking, Refining, and Revising the Framework: The framework remains dynamic and is
revised through further reading, reflection, and conceptual clarification. Jabareen emphasizes
that conceptual frameworks are not static but evolve through continuous engagement with
theory.

8. Presenting the Framework: Finally, the framework is articulated visually and narratively,
showing how the selected concepts interact to explain the phenomenon. The presentation
highlights the logic of relationships and the theoretical contributions generated by the
framework.
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4. Results

This section presents the results of the systematic review and deconstruction of planning
literature that examines spatial planning and zoning parameters and their contributions to social
justice in cities. The analysis draws on the conceptual methodology developed by Jabareen (2006,
2018, 2024), which identifies, interprets, and synthesizes key concepts derived from extensive and
diverse bodies of literature.

4.1. Concepts of the Contributions of Spatial Planning or Zoning Parameters for Social Justice

Empirical evidence from the literature identifies three interrelated dimensions through which
the allocation of spatial planning or zoning parameters contributes to social justice: inclusion,
accessibility, and recognition. Each concept captures a core aspect of social justice and offers a lens
for understanding how the allocation of these parameters shapes differences and disparities across
urban areas and among population groups.

Concept 1: Inclusion

The concept of inclusion captures the social dynamics of belonging that determine individuals’
and groups’ positions within a hierarchically structured society [49]. It reflects the degree of co-
presence and interaction among diverse groups in shared spaces [50]. In this study, inclusion entails
how the allocation of spatial planning or zoning parameters, either integrate or segregate social
groups within newly planned areas.

The literature suggests that the allocation of spatial planning or zoning parameters significantly
impacts social inclusion. For example, the allocation of density, defined as the ratio of the dwelling
units per unit of land area, plays a critical role in shaping social inclusion. Rothwell and Massey [19],
examining the 49 major U.S. metropolitan areas from 1990 to 2000, found that restrictive low-density
zoning reduced housing supply and “increased housing prices” in predominantly white
neighborhoods (p. 801), effectively excluding low-income and minority groups. Similar results are
observed by Shertzer and his colleague [20] in their analysis of Chicago’s 1923 zoning plan, and
further revealed that neighborhoods with higher shares of Black residents were more often zoned for
higher-density development, indicating that volume restrictions were used as an early “form of
exclusionary zoning”(p. 26). In the same vein, Chakraborty et al. [18] examining the suburb of six
U.S. metropolitan regions from 1990 to 2000, also found that suburban areas allocating more land for
high-density development experienced greater multifamily housing growth, yet these zones were
disproportionately located in minority communities and less common in predominantly White
neighborhoods.

The allocation of housing types, such as single-family, semi-detached, and multi-family unit,
also falls under this dimension. Manville et al. [22] examined R1 zoning, which prioritizes single-
family housing, across metropolitan areas in the United States. They found that such areas are less
affordable and predominantly occupied by White households. They concluded that such zoning
decisions systematically exclude marginalized groups, particularly “non-whites, non-traditional
families, and poor immigrants” (p. 110). Furth and Webster [21] reached similar conclusions in their
study of the Minneapolis-St. Paul metropolitan area, showing that showing that zoning exclusively
for detached houses excludes many non-White households and lower-income White renters.

Research also highlights that building setback requirements, prescribing the minimum distance
a building must be set back from a plot boundary, street, or road, have exclusionary effects. Ihlanfeldt
et al. [51] referencing Green'’s study of 39 municipalities in Waukesha County, Wisconsin, note that
higher minimum setback requirements significantly reduce affordable housing supply, favoring
wealthier households while excluding low-income and minority groups.

Moreover, studies indicate that minimum lot size requirements, which define the smallest
allowable parcel of land on which a building, usually a house, can be constructed, exert either
exclusion or inclusion to a certain social groups. Song, [52], found that stringent minimum lot sizes
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across the U.S. substantially increase housing prices, attracting predominantly “high-income White
homeowners” and excluding low-income or minority populations (p. 26). Similarly, Glaeser and
Ward [53], in their study of land-use regulation in Greater Boston, observed that “high minimum lot
sizes were used by white natives to restrict homes built for blacks and foreigners” (p. 8), highlighting
their exclusionary function. Evidence from the Global South echoes these findings. Kironde [54],
studying Dar es Salaam, showed that larger plot sizes impose higher ownership costs, such as land
rent and property taxes, rendering them unaffordable for low-income groups.

The literature additionally shows that minimum parking requirements, mandating a specific
number of off-street parking spaces based on a building’s use, impacts social inclusion. McDonnell
etal. [26] found that New York City’s requirement of 58 off-street parking spaces per 100 new housing
units increased construction costs, reduced housing supply, and raised prices. Gabbe and Pierce [23]
report similar effects across several U.S. cities, showing that excessive parking mandates increase
rents and exclude low-income households and minority groups. Manville [25], examining cities such
as Los Angeles and New York, further notes that bundled parking disproportionately burdens low-
income renters, particularly those without cars, making neighborhoods less affordable.

Regarding the allocation of building height regulations, which determine the number of floors
permitted on a parcel of land, Shertzer et al. [20], in their analysis of Chicago’s 1923 zoning plan,
found that height restrictions were deliberately used to shape demographic outcomes. They noted
that the ordinance aimed “to reduce the density of immigrant neighborhoods in the future via
constraints on building height” (p. 26), illustrating how height limits functioned as a tool for
exclusion.

Additionally, research indicates that the allocation of green space, shaped by parameters such
as size, coverage, shape, and vegetation type also affects the social outcomes of inclusion. Wu and
Rowe [31] examining the distribution of parks in Beijing, found that such planning decisions often
concentrate high-quality green spaces in a certain neighborhoods, triggering gentrification. The
resulting rise in property values and housing prices attracts wealthier residents and stimulates high-
end development. Consequently, these areas become less affordable for marginalized groups, leading
to the displacement of long-term, lower-income residents.

The literature highlights that the spatial allocation of commercial facilities, defined by the
number of facilities per planning unit, their location, business type, retail size, and density, also
affects social inclusion. Powell et al. [37], found that low-income neighborhoods in the U.S. often lack
adequate commercial services, including supermarkets, resulting in higher food prices. African
American communities, in particular, have significantly fewer supermarkets than predominantly
White neighborhoods, creating systemic exclusion from affordable, high-quality food.

Table 1. Spatial planning or zoning parameters and their impact on Inclusion.

Parameters Authors Conclusion Regarding their Contribution to Social Justice

“Restrictive density zoning produces higher housing prices in
[19] White areas and limits opportunities for people with modest
incomes to leave segregated areas, a perspective [....] showing

that this zoning increases housing prices” (p. 801)

“Zoning ordinances are used to deter the entry of minority
residents into majority neighborhoods through density
restrictions (exclusionary zoning) and locate manufacturing

Density activity in minority neighborhoods (environmental racism)” (p.1)

20
[20] “Neighborhoods with more black residents were more likely to

be zoned for higher density buildings, suggesting that volume
restrictions were used as an early form of exclusionary zoning”
(p-26)
“Suburban jurisdictions with more units zoned, or designated,
for high-density development have greater increases in their

(18]
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multifamily housing stocks” and are disproportionately located
in minority communities and are “lower in communities that are
more predominantly White” (p, 446).

“Zoning exclusively for detached houses effectively excludes
[21] large numbers of non-White households, as well as many white
ones, who rent” (p. 41)

Housing types “Zoning that privilege “single-family homes promote
[22] exclusion and [.....] contributes to shortages of housing, thereby
benefiting homeowners at the expense of renters and forcing

many housing consumers to spend more on housing” (p.106)

“Stringent minimum lot size restrictions significantly increase
[52] housing prices, primarily by shifting building characteristics, and
intensify segregation by disproportionately attracting high-

income white homeowners” (p. 26)

Minimum lot

. “High minimum lot sizes were used by white natives to restrict
sizes [53]

homes built for blacks and foreigners” (p. 8).

“Larger plots have higher ownership costs such as higher land
[54] rent and property tax” making it unaffordable for low-income
groups” (p. 471)
“Costs of parking provision are high, and these costs are passed

Parki
arking [23] on to renters” fostering unaffordability and hence exclusion to
requirements . . p
low-income populations” (p.19)
“Ordinance was to reduce the density of immigrant
Building height [20] neighborhoods in the future via constraints on building height”
(p-26)
“Higher minimum required set-backs [.....] cause large declines
1
Setbacks 511 in the share of homes that are affordable” (p. 266).
Land use distribution through parameters
“The massive park allocation and construction results into
Green Spaces [31] “gentrifying neighboring communities and forcing marginalized
people to move away from the new green spaces”(p. 11)
. “Low-income households face higher food prices in large part as
Commercial ol s .
facilities [37] a result of a lack of supermarket availability in their

neighborhoods” (p, 194)

Concept 2: Accessibility

The concept of accessibility is commonly described as the ease with which spatially distributed
opportunities can be reached from a specific location (the origin) using a given transportation
system[55]. P’aez et al. [56] similarly define accessibility as the potential for reaching spatially
dispersed opportunities. In the context of people, accessibility refers to “how easily a person or a
group of people can reach activity sites”[55] (p,62). The literature suggests that the allocation of
resources through spatial planning or zoning parameters significantly influences the level of
accessibility available to different social groups.

Regarding the distribution of green spaces, Liu et al. [29], analyzing Chicago, found that “white-
majority census tracts, regardless of income level, have much better urban green space accessibility
than minority-dominated census tracts” (p. 8). Similarly, Ferguson et al. [27], examining Bradford,
UK, reported that higher accessibility in neighborhoods with lower deprivation levels and smaller
proportions of ethnic minority residents. Dai [57] also found that in metropolitan Atlanta, Georgia,
neighborhoods with higher concentrations of African American, Asian, and socioeconomically
disadvantaged populations had significantly poorer access to green spaces.

Unequal accessibility extends to other public facilities as well. Hosseini et al. [32], analyzing
urban facilities in Tehran, found that “the northern half of the city, which was the residence of the
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upper and middle classes, enjoyed a wide range of social and physical advantages over the southern
half” (p. 6549). Similarly, Mayaud et al. [33], assessing healthcare accessibility in Cascadia, reported
that “although many low-income households fall within the catchment areas of health facilities, there
are still more low-income residents without access to health facilities than their higher income
counterparts” (p. 9).

Transportation infrastructure distributed through parameters also shapes accessibility across
social groups. Guzman et al. [38], examining street space in Bogot4, found that “wealthier groups
have better access and provision of urban space for mobility adapted to their needs” (p. 10). Similarly,
Kelly et al. [39] analyzing the street-scale environments in the U.S., observed that sidewalk
unevenness and the number of natural or artificial obstructions are greater in predominantly African
American neighborhoods than in predominantly White neighborhoods with lower poverty rates.

Table 2. Spatial planning or zoning parameters and their impact on Accessibility.

Distribution through

Authors  Conclusion Regarding their Contribution to Social Justice
Parameters

“White-majority census tracts, regardless of income level, have
[29] much better urban green space accessibility than minority-
dominated census tracts” (p. 8)

“Accessibility to greenspaces was higher in neighborhoods with
Green space [27] lower levels of deprivation and a lower proportion of ethnic
minority residents.” (p.143)

Neighborhoods with a higher concentration of African Americans,
[57] Asian and socioeconomically disadvantaged areas had
significantly poorer access to green spaces (pp 237- 242)

“The northern half of the city, which was the residence of the
[32] upper and middle classes, enjoyed a wide range of social and
physical advantages over the southern half “ (p, 6549),

Public facilities “Although many low-income households fall within the
[33] catchment areas of health facilities, there are still more low-
income residents without access to health facilities than their

higher income counterparts” (p.9)

“Wealthier groups [....... ] have better access and provision of

Road network [38] urban space for urban mobility adapted to their needs” (p.10)

“Sidewalk unevenness and the number of natural or artificial
Sidewalk 39] obstructions are greater in neighborhoods that are predominantly
African—American, [.....] than in primarily white neighborhoods

with a lower percentage of individuals living in poverty” (p.982)

Concept 3: Recognition

The concept of recognition captures the acknowledgment, valuing and visibility of different
groups’ identities, needs, and ways of life within the planning process [58,59]. It emphasizes the
importance of seeing, valuing and respecting marginalized communities as legitimate participants in
shaping urban space [60,61].

Studies show that the allocation of urban resources through spatial planning or zoning
parameters significantly affects the notion of recognition of diverse social groups in urban spaces.
Regarding the allocation of green space, Li and Liu [28], analyzing district-level data in Shanghai,
China, found that “neighborhoods with higher socioeconomic status are more likely to have greater
abundance of urban public green spaces (UPGSs)” (p. 474), suggesting that planning often prioritizes
the preferences and demands of advantaged groups while overlooking marginalized communities.
Similarly, Venter et al. [30] reported that green infrastructure in urban South Africa is
disproportionately concentrated in high-income, predominantly White census tracts compared to
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low-income areas with Black-African, Colored, and Indian populations. Rigolon and Flohr [62]
further found that low-income, ethnically diverse neighborhoods in Denver, Colorado, have
significantly less access to parks and recreational spaces than high-income white areas.

The distribution of commercial facilities, shaped by parameters such as retail type, size and
density, similarly affects recognition. Meltzer and Schuetz [36] examined New York City
neighborhoods between 1998 and 2007 and found that low-income areas had sparser retail, fewer
options, and lower-quality goods at higher prices, whereas predominantly White neighborhoods
benefited from more diverse, higher-quality retail and food services.

Studies indicate that urban amenities shaped by parameters such as size, type, and the number
of units per area are also unequally distributed, reflecting issues of recognition. Thornton et al. [35]
examined microscale pedestrian features in neighborhoods across three U.S. metropolitan regions,
San Diego, Seattle, and Baltimore, between 2009 and 2010. They found that aesthetic and social
features were consistently poorer in low-income and high-minority neighborhoods compared to
high-income or predominantly White areas. In San Diego and Seattle, neighborhoods with larger
racial/ethnic minority populations had fewer positive features such as art, fountains, sculptures, and
landscaping. Across all three regions, low-income neighborhoods exhibited more negative elements,
including graffiti, broken windows, litter, drug paraphernalia, and poorly maintained buildings.
Additionally, Seattle and Baltimore neighborhoods with lower incomes had fewer trees. Similarly,
Landry and Chakraborty [34] found significantly lower tree cover in Tampa, Florida neighborhoods
with higher proportions of African Americans, low-income residents, and renters.

The allocation of spatial planning or zoning parameters governing signage impacts recognition
among social groups. Nicolaides and Zarsadiaz [63] investigated regulatory signs in the Asian
American suburbs of the San Gabriel Valley, focusing on text and color requirements. They found
that Monterey Park and San Marino required 80% of signs to be written in English, limiting the
visibility for the Chinese community. While intended to preserve a traditional American suburban
landscape, this ordinance overlooked the cultural and linguistic diversity of the region, reflecting a
selective recognition of certain social identities.

Table 3. Spatial planning or zoning parameters and their impact on Recognition.

Distribution through

Authors  Conclusion Regarding their Contribution to Social Justice
Parameters

“Neighborhoods with higher socioeconomic status are more likely
[28]  to have more Urban public green spaces (UPGSs) abundance”
(p. 474)
“Urban green infrastructure is disproportionately more abundant
[30] in high-income relative to low-in- come and in White relative to
Black-African, Colored and Indian’ census tracts” (p, 6)

Green spaces

“Low-income ethnic areas have significantly less access to parks

[62] than high-income white areas” (p.88)

“Predominantly White neighborhoods also have significantly
Commercial facilities [36] more diverse food service activity than predominantly Black
neighborhoods” (p. 84)
Restricts the visibility of minority signage, as seen in Chinese
neighborhoods where “80 percent of signs must appear in

Signage [63] English,” reflecting selective recognition of cultural and linguistic
diversity (p.347).
Lower proportion of tree cover on public right-of-way in
Urban Amenity (Street 34] neighborhoods containing a higher proportion of African-
trees) Americans, low-income residents, and renters compared to White

dominated areas (pp 2663-2664)
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“Esthetic/social features were consistently worse in low-income
Street furniture [64] and high racial/ethnic minority neighborhoods as compared to
high-income or mostly White neighborhoods” (p. 215)

5. Conceptualization of the Role of Planning and Zoning Parameters in
Promoting Social Justice

Drawing on the findings regarding the key dimensions through which the allocation of spatial
planning or zoning parameters contributes to social justice, we propose a theoretical framework, Just
Urbanism. This framework is built on the three identified concepts (see Figure 1), each addressing a
key aspect of social justice: Inclusion, which captures how spatial planning or zoning parameters
impact the social dynamics of belonging that shape individuals’ and groups’ positions within a
hierarchically structured society; Accessibility, indicating the extent to which the allocation of spatial
planning or zoning parameters affect the ease with which different social groups can reach, enter or
gain into the available resources; Recognition, which demonstrates whether the needs, histories,
cultural landmarks, and rights of diverse communities are acknowledged or neglected in the
allocation of spatial planning or zoning parameters. These three dimensions are interdependent and
deeply interconnected. Collectively, they provide insight into how the differential allocation of spatial
planning or zoning parameters contributes to social justice in urban contexts.

Recognition

Logic of
Difference

Accessibility

Figure 1. The conceptual framework of Just urbanism.

At the core of the framework lies the logic of difference, a concept articulated by Laclau [65] and
further applied in urban planning discourse by Jabareen and Eizenberg [66]. This perspective
provides a theoretical lens for examining how the allocation of spatial planning or zoning parameters
impacts social justice. However, it is important to clarify that the logic of difference employed here
differs from the Difference Principle introduced by Rawls in A Theory of Justice [44], which emphasizes
that social and economic inequalities are acceptable only if they benefit the least advantaged members
of society.

By contrast, this paper adopts a broader interpretation of the logic of difference, extending
beyond distribution to encompass the very constitution of social groups ( e.g., [65-67]. the logic of
difference captures not only how the spatial planning or zoning parameters are allocated in the urban
space but also how such allocations structure and signify social differentiation, by class, ethnicity,
religion, race, origin, color, education, culture, and other social differentiations. In other words, the
logic of difference illuminates how the state, through the allocation of spatial planning or zoning

”ou

arameters, simultaneously distributes resources and inscribes categories of “we,” “others,” and
y
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“other others,” exposing the antagonisms and tensions inherent in socio-spatial configurations [66]
(p-219). As Young[67] (p.157) notes, this logic assumes “an essentialist meaning of difference; it
defines groups as having different natures.”

Accordingly, the conceptual framework of Just Urbanism captures the dynamics of difference in
the distribution of inclusion, accessibility, and recognition among different social groups in cities.
This theorization proceeds from the premise that spatial planning or zoning parameters are unevenly
allocated within cities, producing spatial patterns of disparity in the quantity and quality of urban
typologies, such as densities, housing types, and other land use profiles across neighborhoods. These
urban typologies often correlate with social stratification along lines of socioeconomic status, race,
ethnicity, and other social distinctions [21,68,69]. Such disparities, in turn, generate varying
experience of urban justice among different social groups, particularly in terms of inclusion,
recognition, and accessibility.

The dimension of inclusion captures the extent to which the allocation of spatial planning or
zoning parameters through planning and development processes integrates diverse social groups
across the urban contexts. However, the way these parameters are allocated often favors the inclusion
of a certain population groups while excluding others. As Yiftachel [70] (p.397) observes, spatial
policies unfold along “political, racial, class, gender, and sexual divisions,” thereby structuring
unequal belonging to land, housing, and other urban resources. In this sense, the allocation of spatial
planning or zoning parameters becomes a medium through which social hierarchies are spatially
articulated and reproduced. Restrictive measures such as low-density zoning, mandatory parking
requirements, building height limits, and the prioritization of single-family housing tend to privilege
affluent and dominant populations, while excluding low-income or minority groups from well-
serviced urban areas (see also [51,68,71,72]. These mechanisms effectively determine who is entitled
to inhabit desirable urban spaces and who is displaced to the peripheries. This concern is also
reflected in Wilson et al. [11] (p.212), who note that spatial policies often result in “the inequitable
distribution of health-enriching resources to poor and minority communities,” thereby reinforcing
urban inequities and social hierarchies. In this regard, spatial planning or zoning parameters should
not be viewed merely as technical instruments, but as regulatory tools that embed social values,
power relations, and normative judgments about who belongs where in the city. They therefore play
a pivotal role in shaping the geography of inclusion and exclusion among different population groups
within urban space.

The dimension of accessibility entails how the allocation of spatial planning or zoning
parameters contributes to the ability of the diverse social groups to reach, gain entry to or tap into
the resources they need or value. The way these parameters are allocated either facilitates or hinders
certain population groups from accessing key amenities such as housing, education, healthcare,
transportation, and green spaces. As Ribot and Peluso [73] (p.173) assert, policy regimes “enable and
disable different actors to gain, maintain, or control resource access.” This is because the allocation of
spatial planning or zoning parameters is inherently political, aligning with Soja [74] (p.275), who
argue that planning practices constitute a “continuous and contentious process” shaped by politics,
ideology, and power. In this context, the allocation of spatial planning or zoning parameters shapes
which groups enjoy convenient access to high-quality infrastructure, services, and amenities, and
which are left disconnected or underserved. Consequently, accessibility to available resources is
unevenly produced among the different social groups. This creates “premium networked spaces”
that favor affluent populations while systematically bypassing or excluding marginalized groups as
cited by Oviedo [75].

The dimension of recognition captures the extent to which diverse identities, needs, and cultures
are valued, respected, and acknowledged during allocation of spatial planning or zoning parameters.
It reflects how planning practices through the allocation of these parameters symbolically and
materially express societal hierarchies of worth, privileging some ways of living while devaluing
others. Spatial planning or zoning parameters, such as density, housing types, parking requirements,
building height, and others that guide the distribution of land uses, embed varying degrees of
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recognition among the different social groups. Through their spatial and regulatory expressions,
these parameters reinforce symbolic hierarchies, signaling whose ways of living are legitimate,
visible, and valued, and whose are marginalized, invisible, or deemed undesirable. As Fincher et al.
[76] (p.45) contend, urban planning instruments have often been employed “to regulate and
discipline the poor and marginalized minority groups,” while systematically favoring the needs,
tastes, and lifestyles of dominant and affluent populations. These practices become visible in how the
allocation of spatial planning or zoning parameters prioritize specific urban forms, such as private
car-oriented infrastructure, high-end housing typologies, and exclusionary public spaces, that cater
primarily to middle- and upper-income groups. Conversely, the needs of low-income and minority
groups, such as affordable housing, accessible public transportation, community spaces, and
culturally relevant infrastructure, are often restricted, stigmatized, or entirely omitted from official
plans. According to Fraser [77], as cited in Eizenberg et al. [59] (p.206), this exclusion not only shapes
the spatial form of cities but also reinforces social subordination, whereby marginalized populations
are “prevented from participating as peers in social life”. Moreover, low-income and minority
populations frequently occupy what Yiftachel [78] (p. 250) describes as a state of “gray space”, a
liminal zone “between the lightness of legality, approval, and safety, and the darkness of eviction,
destruction, and death.” Hence, the pursuit of social justice in the allocation of spatial planning or
zoning parameters requires not only the redistribution of urban resources but also a full recognition
of diverse social and cultural identities as integral to the urban fabric. As Fraser [60] argues, achieving
justice entails addressing both redistribution and recognition, ensuring that all the identities, needs,
and cultures of diverse social groups are equally acknowledged in shaping urban life.

As underlined above, each concept within the conceptual framework reflects a distinct social
dimension that contributes to social justice in cities. Central to this framework is the logic of
difference, which captures disparities in the distribution of inclusion, accessibility, and recognition
among social groups resulting from the differential allocation of spatial planning or zoning
parameters. In this regard, the study is distinctive in its direct focus on these parameters. It offers a
novel framework for understanding how their allocation contributes to social justice. This approach
provides a valuable theoretical contribution by demonstrating the impact of specific spatial planning
or zoning parameters, such as density, housing types, minimum lot sizes, parking requirements,
building heights and land use allocation such as green space, on the construction of urban justice
across different population groups.

6. Conclusions

In this paper, we argue that spatial planning, land-use, and zoning parameters function as
mechanisms for delivering resources through planning and development processes; they are not
merely technical spatial measures but serve as a carrier of urban justice. The allocation of these
parameters is therefore deeply political and crucial for understanding how the state distributes
resources in the city. Consequently, ensuring fairness in the allocation of spatial planning or zoning
parameters is fundamental to promoting social justice in urban contexts.

This paper proposes a new conceptual framework of Just Urbanism that seeks to understand
how the allocation of spatial planning or zoning parameters contributes to social justice in cities. The
framework consists of three interrelated concepts, each representing a distinct aspect of social justice:
Inclusion, capturing the extent to which different social groups are integrated into the newly planned
spaces; Accessibility, referring the degree to which urban resources and services are available,
reachable, and usable by all population groups; and Recognition, reflecting the degree of
acknowledgment and valuing of diverse identities, needs, and cultural expressions within the urban
context. These dimensions operate interdependently and are inextricably intertwined in shaping the
social justice outcomes of allocation of spatial planning or zoning parameters.

At the core of the framework lies the logic of difference, which serves as an ontological
foundation for understanding the impacts of the allocation of these parameters through the lens of
social justice. It captures how the state, through the allocation of spatial planning or zoning
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parameters, inscribes categories of difference and disparity among the population groups or across
urban contexts, particularly in the distribution of inclusion, accessibility, and recognition.

While the allocation of spatial planning or zoning parameters contributes significantly to social
justice in cities. their investigation remains fragmented, as most of the literature focuses specifically
on individual spatial planning or zoning parameters rather than all of them together. The proposed
conceptual framework offers a comprehensive understanding of how the distribution of each
parameter, and all of them collectively contributes to social justice in urban contexts. It also
contributes to understanding the state’s politics in the realm of planning and spatial policies,
particularly on how spatial planning or zoning parameters are allocated among different socio-
economic and racial/ethnic groups, and how these allocations contribute to differences and
disparities across urban areas and populations.

Practically, this framework provides valuable insights for policymakers and planners by
illustrating how the allocation of spatial planning or zoning parameters directly impacts urban justice
for diverse social groups. It guides them to recognize that ensuring fairness in the allocation of these
parameters is vital to promoting social justice in cities. Furthermore, the framework and its
underlying concepts can assist planners, policymakers and scholars in evaluating planning and
zoning practices and analyzing their contribution to social justice.

Future studies are encouraged to apply the proposed conceptual framework of Just Urbanism
in empirical research. This will enable a holistic analysis of how the allocation of various spatial
planning or zoning parameters contributes to social justice in the urban context.
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