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The Swiss National Science Foundation funded Responsible City team is pleased to share our CFP for 
a workshop and special issue call on The Contested Temporalities of Responsibility.  
Socio-ecological Conflicts in Housing. 
 
This special issue examines housing controversies through the lens of temporality. It argues that 
disputes over densification, land use, demolition, renovation, and displacement, are fundamentally 
disputes between competing temporal horizons. Using the entry point of temporality, we centre 
questions of responsibility – what responsibilities for which futures are held by whom? 
 
Recent decades have seen significant debates in moral and political philosophy on the temporality of 
responsibility. Backward-looking models, centred on guilt, causation, and liability, have been posited 
against forward-looking models that ask not who caused harm, but who bears an obligation to act – to 
prevent harm and address injustice. In the forward-looking frame, responsibility attaches not only to the 
direct perpetrator of an injustice but to all those who participate, however indirectly, in the structural 
processes that reproduce it. Their responsibility is to change the structures. In the backward-looking 
frame, the task is to compensate for past wrongs and hold accountable those who caused them. 

This distinction illuminates a pattern of conflict in housing. Some actors – real estate developers, elected 
officials, institutional landlords – operate within a backward-looking register: they act “responsibly” 
insofar as they avoid directly causing harm and stand ready to compensate those wronged by their 
decisions. Other actors – housing activists – often reject this as insufficient, insisting that responsibility 
must be oriented toward the transformation of the structural conditions that produce housing injustice in 
the first place. The two registers are difficult to reconcile, not least because the backward-looking model 
is buttressed by law, contract, and the courts, while the forward-looking model often struggles to find a 
comparable footing. 

A further dimension of this conflict concerns the temporal distance of the future invoked. Tensions arise 
between those focused on the near future – the households currently suffering from unaffordable or 
inadequate housing – and those oriented toward the distant future, concerned with preserving liveable 
climatic conditions for generations not yet born. These are not merely different applications of a common 
logic but distinct temporal regimes, each carrying its own ethical grammar and institutional requirements. 
Together, they suggest that conflicts over housing – over what causes the affordable housing shortage, 
over what constitutes a responsible course of action – cannot be adequately understood without 
attending to the plurality of temporalities in tension beneath them. 

Housing actors are storytellers, driven by different (expectations and imaginaries of future states that 
are uncertain. Which future is made credible enough to invest in, to plan around, to regulate toward is 
therefore always a political and cultural question, not merely a technical one. This forward orientation 
has intensified in recent decades, futures are problematised as sites of disruption and surprise, met with 



a range of practices that render specific futures present and logics that legitimise acting on them now. 
Yet contemporary societies simultaneously displace the costs of present decisions onto futures 
inhabited by others, whether that is future generations, ecosystems, or communities in the global South. 
This displacement is not a failure of foresight; it is structurally produced and politically maintained. The 
capacity to construct, contest, and enact particular futures is unevenly distributed. Actors differ in their 
material resources and in their capacity to elaborate temporally extended projections: to aspire, to plan, 
to imagine alternatives. These are not merely conceptual differences: how futures are constructed, made 
credible, or rendered actionable have material consequences for who bears the costs of present 
decisions and who retains the power to shape what comes next. Housing is uniquely placed to explore 
these tensions: the carbon locked into new construction, the displacement of low-income households to 
the urban periphery, the depletion of green and agricultural land: all are futures exported away from 
present decision makers. 
 
To take the example of housing energy renovations: across cities globally, actors including planners, 
local authorities, climate activists and investors each promote and justify large-scale energy renovation 
by invoking a – precautionary – responsibility towards future generations. They draw on the argument 
that given that residential heating accounts for 36% of energy-related GHG emissions in the EU there 
is an obligation to act now for the future. In many cases material interventions in energy provision lead 
to evictions, be that for temporary or more substantial renovations. For those affected by the resulting 
displacements, this future-oriented urgency collides with a responsibility to the present and the near 
future. Namely, the loss of home and the impossibility of accessing dignified housing, in the context of 
a global housing affordability crisis – Wetzstein 2017 – . Responsibility in these conflicts is not simply a 
moral commitment but a site of temporal contestation. The future of the planet is leveraged against the 
present of those structurally vulnerable in our current model – s – of housing provision.  
 
Yet the opposition between the planet’s long-term future and the present of the structurally vulnerable 
is less stable than it first appears. Low-income households are disproportionately exposed to the effects 
of climate change – living in housing that is poorly insulated against extreme heat, situated in flood-prone 
areas, or perched on slopes vulnerable to landslides. The distant future and the urgent present converge 
in the same bodies and the same buildings. This convergence does not dissolve the tension between 
temporal regimes, but it does complicate any framing that treats ecological responsibility and social 
justice as competing priorities requiring a trade-off. It suggests, rather, that the choice of which future to 
prioritize is itself a political act – one that tends to reproduce existing inequalities when left unexamined. 
 
Aims of this special issue 
 
This special issue invites contributions that bring these conceptual questions to bear on concrete 
housing controversies. We are interested in how different actors – developers, municipal governments, 
residents, activists, planners, financial institutions – construct and contest the futures that ground their 
claims, and how the temporal horizons they invoke shape the allocation and temporalities of 
responsibility and the outcome of conflicts. We particularly encourage work that attends to the normative 
stakes of temporal plurality: when the urgency of precarious households and the long horizons of climate 
mitigation collide, what kinds of justification prevail? Whose future counts, and through what institutional 
and discursive mechanisms? 
  
Topics should revolve around housing and include issues like: 

1. Temporal collisions and the allocation of responsibility: When developers, residents, 
activists, and planners invoke competing temporal horizons, how is responsibility allocated, 
deferred, or contested? What institutional and discursive mechanisms determine whose 
temporal claims oblige whom to act? When these obligations conflict, how do actors arbitrate 
between them? 

2. The unequal distribution of futurity and obligatory action: How is the capacity to imagine, 
plan for, and act toward particular futures distributed across housing actors – from financial 
institutions with various investment horizons to households facing eviction or displacement – , 
and how does this shape who is held responsible for what? When some actors’ projective 
capacities are systematically marginalised or rendered illegible, what are the implications for 
how responsibility is assigned and by whom? 



3. Anticipatory governance and the boundaries of responsibility: How do anticipatory 
practices – climate risk mapping, energy performance standards, urban master plans, 
demographic forecasts – construct particular futures as the objects of responsible action while 
rendering others invisible? What responsibilities are foreclosed when certain futures are made 
illegible by the instruments of governance? 

4. Urgency, legitimacy, and the politics of responsible action: How is temporal urgency 
deployed to legitimise particular housing interventions – energy renovations, densification, land 
reallocation – , and whose sense of urgency is treated as a basis for responsible action? 

We welcome empirical, theoretical, and methodological contributions. Comparative and multi-sited 
studies are particularly encouraged. Submissions from urban sociology, human geography, planning 
studies, environmental social science, political philosophy, and adjacent fields are all welcome. 
 
Special issue workshop 
 
Selected abstracts will be invited to present at a funded workshop in Zurich – Switzerland – to take 
place January 12th – 13th 2027. Please only apply if you can attend. We intend to apply to publish the 
papers in a Special Issue in a journal such as Housing Studies. 
 
Submission form: 
 
https://www.epfl.ch/labs/lasur/call-for-papers-special-issue/ 
 
 

Please consider submitting your abstract by June 30th 2026. 
 
If you have any questions, please email us. 
frances.brill@geo.uzh.ch 
maxime.felder@epfl.ch 
 


