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Glossary of key terms 1. 

Accountive positioning: Explicitly accounting for prior positioning acts as itself a social act.  

Acts: The social meaning of actions.  

Action: Any intentional activity. 

Body positioning: Locating the body in social and physical context.  

Collective understandings: The individual understanding dictated by each site or context.  

Duty: A demand placed by others on the person who owes it.  

Deliberate self-/other positioning: Locating self or other in terms of agency, point of view, or 

biographical details as a move to gain advantage.  

Explicit positioning: To carry out a positioning act intentionally and overtly.  

Forced positioning: Positioning someone in the eyes of others against the will of the person so 

positioned.  

Illocutionary force: The act one commits through an utterance. [see J. L. Austin (1962). How to 

do things with words. Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press.]  

Implicit positioning: To carry out a positioning act in an unconscious manner. 

Indirect positioning: Using mental, characterological, or moral traits to place a person or group 

into a position. Also referred to as Presumptive positioning.  

                                                 

1 Harré, R., & Moghaddam, F. M. (2003). The self and others: Positioning individuals and groups in personal, 

political, and cultural contexts. Westport, CT: Praeger. 

Caldwell, R. (2012). Reclaiming agency, recovering change? An exploration of the practice theory of Theodore 

Schatzki. Journal for the Theory of Social Behaviour, 42(3), 283-303. 
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Local moral order: The dynamic, collaboratively negotiated cluster of rights and duties 

associated with particular positions embedded in a storyline. 

Moral positioning: Positioning someone into a recognizable social role, e.g. mother, doctor. 

Mutual positioning: When what one person says simultaneously positions self and other or 

ingroup and outgroup. 

Performative positioning: Challenging or revising previous positioning acts. See also second 

and third order positioning acts.  

Perlocutionary force: The social and other consequences that follow from a speech act (Austin, 

1962). 

Personal positioning: Positioning someone in terms of their individual attributes and 

particularities (e.g. forgetful, generous, witty), in contrast to positioning by reference to supposed 

collective attributes, such as class or ethnicity. 

Position: A cluster of rights and duties that limits the repertoire of possible social acts available 

to a person or person-like entity (such as a corporation) as so positioned.  

Positioning acts (first, second, and third order): relationally situating at least two people (self 

and other) into a local moral order according to some storyline.  

Positioning (First order): Is an initial act of positioning.  

Positioning (Second order): Involves questioning and negotiating a first-order positioning act 

made within the same conversation.  

Positioning (Third order):: Is an act of repositioning made in a new context from that in which 

first order positioning took place.  
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Positioning theory: Concerned with the social and psychological processes by which local 

moral orders are collaboratively constructed and collectively upheld, and with the way the 

actions of participants are constrained to flow in accordance with normative and moral systems. 

Positioning triangle: A metaphor for understanding the social significance of positioning acts, 

the three corners of which are positions, acts (such as speech acts), and storylines.  

Practical intelligibility: How a person skilfully cope with things in a given context.  

Presumptive positioning: See Indirect positioning.  

Reflexive positioning: When a person positions herself or himself right a demand placed on 

others by a person who believes that these others have a reciprocal duty to satisfy it.  

Sense making: What it comes to be understandable for a person within a specific context. See 

also practical intelligibility.  

Self and other positioning: Positioning oneself as contrasted with being positioned by others, 

and with positioning others. 

Site-based rules: Rules that belong to a specific context that justify a specific course of action 

and help to hold set of practices or actions together.  

Site ontology: A theoretical framework that explores social life as organized through a site 

which can be understood as a type social field or context (Loyd, 2010) 

Story lines: A loose cluster of narrative conventions according to which a social episode unfolds 

and positions arise.  

Strategic positioning: Attributions of rights and duties that are to the advantage of the person 

who performs the positioning acts.  
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Teleoaffective structure: The set of beliefs, values and emotions that influence the inner being 

of a person in relation to his or her intellectual rationale to use of the material world.   

Theoretical intelligibility: A person’s reflection upon his or her own discursive and non-

discursive acts.  



17 

 

Publications Arising from This Work 

• Aldape-Garcia A.O. (in press) Using Conversations to Enhance Pro-environmental 

Practices in High-Rise Public Housing: A Comparative Study Between Mexico and 

Australia. In: Singh V., Yadav S., Yadava R. (eds) Water Quality Management. Water 

Science and Technology Library. Springer, Singapore. 

• Aldape-Garcia A.O. (in press) Environmental and Infrastructural Features of High-Rise 

Public Housing Buildings and Their Impact on Resident’s Pro-environmental Practices. 

In: Singh V., Yadav S., Yadava R. (eds) Water Quality Management. Water Science and 

Technology Library. Springer, Singapore. 



18 

 

Abstract 

There has been distinct lack of research into issues of pro-environmental practices in 

high-rise public housing, despite the growing interests in sustainability and environmental 

practices and programs in urban areas. This paucity of research sits within a broader imperative 

to explore effective ways of delivering environmental and sustainability programs to a 

substantial global population for whom high-rise living is the norm. Another motivation is the 

issues of waste production and the demand on natural resources such as water and electricity in 

these kinds of contexts. In order to address this research need, this cross-site study focused on 

two high-rise sites with very different cultural populations and geographic locations: 

Collingwood high-rise public housing in the city of Melbourne, Australia, and Tlatelolco high-

rise public housing located in Mexico City, Mexico. 

 A cross-site ethnographic approach using field notes, observation, pictures and semi-

structured interviews was utilized in order to explore the diverse ontological elements that 

composed co-constructed realities that existed in shared spaces in high-rise public housing, and 

to determine how these influenced residents’ intentionality and action towards pro-environmental 

practices. Schatzki’s Site Ontology and Harré’s Positioning Theory were the combined 

theoretical lenses used to deconstruct, analyse and interpret the data collected using ethnographic 

methods during the field work period. The study argues that Schatzki’s Site Ontology provides 

greater access to the lives of residents than social accounts that privilege either the individual or 

the social, or causal models for social behaviour based on the methodologies of the sciences. In 

addition to an account of the site in Schatzkian terms, the study also included a framework for 
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understanding what pro-environmental practices can, may and do take place in the moral space at 

each site. This theoretical framework and its corresponding methodology of discursive analysis 

were taken from Rom Harré’s Positioning Theory. In other words, positioning theory offers an 

analytical tool which serves to get inside residents discursive practices within every social 

episode (Harré & Slocum, 1999). Harré and Slocum (1999) propose a unique way of applying 

positioning theory if conflict arises in residents’ storylines as it offers the opportunity to localize 

possible positive moral intervention in order to solve the conflicts or social tension successfully. 

The combined use of Site Ontology and Positioning Theory to investigate pro-environmental 

practices is unique to this study. The methodology for the study of practices at the two sites was 

based mainly on ethnography. 

Analysis of data collected at both sites suggest that ontological meanings arise as 

residents position themselves with respect to the local moral order (or moral space) and construct 

their own practical and theoretical intelligibility as a link for all the elements that composed their 

realities. The interpretation of the data suggests there is a clear distinction and interconnection 

between public and private spaces where diverse ontological elements emerged and where 

residents had to dynamically position themselves in the local moral order. These positions 

influenced the agency of residents and their enactment of pro-environmental practices in shared 

public spaces. Significant in both sites were emotional and historical ties to people and places, 

the architectural infrastructure of apartments and buildings, the social production of fear and 

concern, and lack of reinforcement of social rules. Sometimes, private spaces also had an indirect 

influence in the fostering of deviant or polluting practices by the intentional placement of 

material objects in shared public spaces. The themes identified above were shared across the two 

study sites in Australia and Mexico, but the sites and moral spaces were very distinct. For 
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example, the production of fear was attributed to physical and verbal abuse in Collingwood 

while in Tlatelolco fear was generated by personal conflicts with other residents due to territorial 

use and polluting practices caused by external people or other residents.  

The thesis argues that such ontological elements may have be neglected to date in 

research but ought to be taken into consideration for the future design, planning and 

implementation of programs for high-rise public housing contexts that promote and sustain pro-

environmental practices. Some ontological elements were more dominant than others in each 

site, but attending to the details of the moral space and the site shows how these can have similar 

ontological origins for residents. A significant result of the study, with its attention to the moral 

space of residents, was the revelation of a significant degree of resilience and adaptability of 

residents to issues of environmental concern. Residents described ways in which they have 

encouraged, taught or otherwise supported family members, neighbours and other people to 

foster pro-environmental practices or indirectly modify polluting practices already established in 

shared spaces. Moreover, there was a predisposition amongst some participants to undertake pro-

environmental actions despite very difficult personal circumstances. This suggests that future 

work in establishing and promoting pro-environmental practices can usefully build upon existing 

personal and collective sustainability innovations by residents in public high-rise housing 

communities.  
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Thesis Outline 

Chapter 1 Formulating a Personal Rationale to Explore Pro-Environmental Practices 

in High-Rise Public Housing Sites 

This chapter locates my position as a researcher within the research project and its 

proposed methodologies. It describes the origin of this work within the ontological site of 

meanings and meaning-making that emerged out of my experiences as a former resident of high-

rise public housing. The purpose of this chapter is to justify and set up the questions to be 

investigated by me as a researcher inside the ontological realties of residents in similar socio-

physical contexts with the view to developing a deeper understanding of the conditions, 

individual and social practices, and moral positions that constitute and afford pro-environmental 

practices. This chapter is foundational in prefacing my own moral and biographical position 

within the research project itself and the sites that serve as its foci. 

Chapter 2 Locating Pro-Environmental Practices in High-Rise Public Housing in 

Ontological Sites of Practice and Moral Positioning 

This chapter reviews the literature concerning high-rise public housing and its 

relationship to the discourse concerning environmental behaviour and practice. The critical 

examination of this body of literature reveals a necessity to re-examine pro-environmental 

practices in high-rise public housing along two novel directions that form the basis of the 

research questions explored in the thesis. The first direction identified a need to expand the 

psychological research approaches taken to date to accommodate a richer ontological account of 

the site of social and individual practices; particularly pro-environmental practices. This chapter 
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argues that Schatzki’s Site Ontology provides a sound theoretical framework for such an 

undertaking, since the framework allows us to include relationships between people, practices 

and the material world that are otherwise neglected in research conducted at high-rise public 

housing sites. Secondly, this chapter demonstrates the necessity to include an ontological account 

that deals with the moral space that makes possible or hinders pro-environmental practices. 

Harré’s Positioning Theory provides the means and theoretical justification for an account of the 

moral dimension. This chapter argues that together, Positioning Theory (Harré) and Site 

Ontology (Schatzki) allow access to the ontological meanings of the pro-environmental practices 

that are the focus of research.  

Chapter 3 Methodology: A Cross-Case Study Approach 

This chapter draws upon the research questions and theoretical frameworks outlined 

earlier to introduce the ethnographic methodology employed at both sites. This chapter 

introduces both sites (Tlatelolco and Collingwood) and the methods to be employed in accessing 

the ontological meanings, practices, positions and materiality that help constitute the sites in 

Schatzki’s terms. This includes the means by which to access research participants’ (i) sense 

making, (ii) practical and theoretical intelligibility, (iii) site-based rules, (iv) collective 

understandings, (v) practices, and (vi) teleoaffective structures. Furthermore, the chapter outlines 

the methodological aspects of Positioning Theory and how to access, through interviews, focus 

groups, field note and other ethnographic methods, the moral space in these high-rise 

communities. More specifically it describes how to access ‘doings’ and ‘saying’ as a means of 

triangulating positions, speech-acts and storylines and relating these to residents’ pro-

environmental practices. 
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Chapter 4 Case 1: The Collingwood High-Rise Public Housing Site in Melbourne, 

Australia 

This chapter introduces a brief historical description of the Collingwood high-rise site, its 

socio-physical environment and my location within the site as the researcher. Five key interviews 

(individual/group) are presented here and subjected to analysis using Positioning Theory and 

thematic elements drawn from the Site Ontology framework. All the extracts from the interviews 

are presented in tables for practical and analytical purposes accompanied with other ethnographic 

methods such as field notes and photographs. The chapter concludes with a detailed discussion 

of the analysis, and insights that are applied in responding to the research questions. It draws 

upon the data and its interpretation to make claims about: the agential interactions of residents at 

the site and how intentions towards pro-environmental practice may or may not translate into 

actioned pro-environment practices (individual or collective). The analysis is also used to define 

the moral space of Collingwood site and how understandings of rights, duties and obligations 

affect pro-environmental practices. The chapter concludes with the identification of four themes 

that capture the ontological meanings that help condition pro-environmental practices at 

Collingwood. These are: (i) connections with the past, (ii) the material infrastructure, (iii) the 

social construction of fear and concern and (iv) lack of reinforcement of social rules and norms. 

Chapter 5 Case 2: The Tlatelolco High-Rise Public Housing in Mexico City, Mexico 

This chapter applies to the Tlatelolco case study the same format of analysis and 

presentation used for the Collingwood site in the previous chapter. This chapter likewise submits 

five selected interview transcripts, supported by other ethnographical material, to Positioning 

Theory analysis and interpretations against the constructs of Schatzki’s Site Ontology. The 

chapter discussion shows that although meanings of pro-environmental practices at Tlatelolco 
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and Collingwood share common themes, both the moral space and ontological significance of the 

practices were quite distinct. In this case study, moral agency emerged against a background of 

practices that were evidently damaging to the local environment but were systemic of the wider 

high-rise community.  

Chapter 6 General Discussion and Conclusion 

This final chapter brings together the insights concerning the ontological conditions for 

pro-environmental practices in both Mexico City and Melbourne. For the purpose of a cross-site 

discussion, the chapter deals with both sites using the following themes: the infrastructure and 

design of the site, the social construction of fear and concerns, the lack of reinforcement of social 

rules and government incentives and the continuity of past experiences with nature. These 

themes allow a rich description of the ontological meanings of the site and the conditions 

afforded by moral positioning at both sites. The thesis concludes by positing and demonstrating 

the importance of a deeper ontological account of pro-environmental practices in high-rise public 

housing. It argues for an ethnographic account of high-rise public housing that reveals the 

complex interplay between people, practices and the material space that is not extensively 

offered by extant research. It also argues for the inclusion in ethnographic research of the moral 

dimensions to those conditions – public, private, personal and collective – that facilitate or hinder 

pro-environmental practices. The thesis argues that practices in high-rise public housing are 

shaped in complex ways that resist simple causal explanations. The implication is that any 

attempt to establish and promote pro-environmental practices must attend to the local moral 

order and the nested ontological dimensions of the site. 
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Prelude 

The realization emerged that a personal conviction might not be enough to do this 

research: Anchoring my position as a researcher in my duty for environmental care and 

education in high-rise settings.  

An ever-increasing proportion of humanity lives in high-rise sites. My concerns as a 

researcher are focused on providing better accounts of residents’ motivations, commitments and 

disconnectedness with nature and place. As an ex-resident of high-rise housing myself, I have 

abided by the rules and norms as well as the social practices that hold life together within these 

contexts. However, I believe that a more holistic research is required: research that better 

describes the motives of the residents in relation their own world in order to explore those 

significant elements that produce meaning in their lives. In other words, I will be looking for the 

meaningfulness in residents’ caring for nature and how they generate agential and meaningful 

transactions in their daily lives centred in the high-rise. I contend that their social-psychological 

positioning in discursive and non-discursive accounts for their caring or not caring for the 

environment as they understand it. Research of these practices may offer a better appreciation of 

the challenges that environmental educators face in understanding this moral space. First, my 

study is concerned with fundamental notions of physical site and moral space and personhood 

where residents thrive. Second, I am asking what counts as the education and educating of 

someone who lives in these urban contexts.  

Moving from the country to the City: A phenomenological contrast between my 

encounters with nature and my new urban reality  
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Rubbish lying on the ground and entangled with plants, bushes and trees in parks or 

vacant land in the city, were sights that astonished and saddened me as a child, and the core 

question ‘why?’ lingered with me to this day. As a young child, I sought but could not find any 

reason for this. Why did adult people seem to be careless with their surrounding world? My 

appreciation and caring for nature emerged from a deep connection and familiarity with tropical 

rain forests and wildlife while living in the southern states of Tabasco and Veracruz in Mexico. 

More than mere family life and rural traditions were the smells, sounds, sights and physical 

contact with lushness of the tropical forest and its wildlife that shaped my personal being and 

interaction/transactions with nature at a very young age. However, my fundamental identity with 

nature was challenged by the incongruent absence of nature when I moved to Mexico City. 

These two experiences were the foundation of my enquiry into the motivational currents of 

people, which I see as a study of the human destinies of urban residents, including my own, in 

the high-rise estates built for us at that time. In studying the environmental concerns of the 

residents, I see myself addressing basic perceptions of environmental education needed to rescue 

them and the natural environment in western cities.  

Care for nature has guided my form of life 

Two events changed me as a person, shaped my research interest, and most probably 

changed my destiny. They triggered a desire that motivated me to look for answers to the 

incongruence between an early identity with nature and my later estrangement in high-rise public 

housing in Mexico City. Here, I found myself trying to make sense of my destiny in a place 

where there was simply none. 

Event 1. A world of concrete, waste and nature: the challenge to my basic conception of 

nature 
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One of the first impressions of moving to the city was going out to play in places almost 

absent of green grass around the neighbourhood. There were some gullies close by, and I used to 

hide and play there, but there I also found piles of rubbish and some dried human faeces. My 

own identity with nature started to look distorted and this confused me for many years. As a new 

resident of the high-rise public housing I was thoroughly implicated in this world and a battle 

was for me to align my existence with my own metaphysical being at the time.  

I am using this metaphysical experiential account as a starting point deliberately in order 

to contextualise my place within an exploration of the ontologies of the participants involved in 

this study. That is, the nature of their being, through their accounts, and more specifically their 

relations with nature, or disengagement from nature, in high-rises. My concern is with 

understanding and better describing their engagement and disengagement from the natural 

environment with a view to contributing to the development of environmental education in such 

urban settings. 

Event 2. Dead dogs on the street: The acceptance and expansion of my own basic 

ontological concept of reality and development of my consciousness as an urban citizen. 

I think that the pinnacle of my apparently distorted concept of nature at that time was the 

encounter with rotting dead dogs on the side of roads or dumped into gardens. It was not the fetid 

smell or creepy worm-infested appearance that shocked me, but the careless attitude of people 

who passed by or lived around the area. With time, however, I felt that I was getting absorbed by 

my daily city routines, and in some way, I ended up accepting people’s disregard of other beings 

and the environment. I had to embrace my current reality and accept that things were just like 

that. Then I started to formulate my first basic enquiries about my own place in this 

disheartening urban world. I wondered: why don’t people feel the same for way about nature as I 
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do? Why did they have such a disconnection from the world around them? By being immersed in 

the hectic rhythm of the city life I discovered why. People had no time to care because they are 

always rushing from one place to another: rushing to work, rushing with the kids to school, 

rushing to Church, rushing to everywhere. Far from being exclusively concerned with 

mechanistic life practices that are constructed from ‘the context’, the ontological reality of 

people living in high-rise public housing can be seen as inherent in real life in the most profound 

way. The ritualistic-mechanistic practices of city life seemed to blind adults to the necessity to 

care for nature and their place in it. This core assumption about disconnection of practices and 

care for nature has given direction to my career and destiny.  

As Heidegger puts it: “fundamental basis of our being-in-the-world 

is not matter or spirit, but care. (Heidegger, 1962, p. 56) 
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Chaper 1Formulating a Personal Rationale to Explore Pro-Environmental 

Practices in High-rise Public Housing Sites 

1.1 A Personal Reflection about the Meaning of Being a Resident of a High-Rise Public 

Housing Site  

I recall from my own experiences and reflections of living in a high-rise site in Mexico 

City an increasing self-awareness of my progressive adaptation to my new urban culture. From 

the tropical coastal side of Mexico to a cold home in an urban-elevated industrial zone on the 

outskirts of Mexico City, and then into a high-rise apartment, it took me time to adapt to my new 

social and environmental realities. As a 7-year-old child I took this first move as an imposition; 

nobody asked for my opinion about it. I felt like part of my identity was lost as my world turned 

from green to concrete grey, and people lived so close to each other in tiny apartments, like in 

boxes. I cannot remember the specific name of the complex but certainly I can remember its 

cold, damp and dark walls. Typically, people in Mexico think that living in the capital of the 

country will bring a better quality of life, but I certainly never felt it.  

As I was growing up these changes in my life made me become more self-reflective 

about my own identity: who I was and what was my position in the high-rise public housing 

context. I went through a transition where my traditional Mexican way of living was changed to 

a non-traditional urban way of living, where my personal world, actions and practices had to be 

re-thought or created (Beck, Giddens, & Lash, 1994). This transition was challenging, as I often 

felt powerless in the face of the immensity of the city, and somehow ignorant of the social rules. 

Eventually, I started, hesitantly, to construct my new position as a young resident of the high-rise 

site. It was a personal effort to fit into a new culture that was not bound to a particular tradition 
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or custom (Adams, 2003). Therefore, I developed a consciousness about my choices of words 

and practices which laid the foundations of my new identity, built by my own self-awareness of 

being immersed within this new urban culture. I believe that an ontological security, provided by 

the pre-organization of practices in modern times (Giddens, 1991), contribute to the commitment 

of residents to execute pro-environmental practices.  

Several profound personal memories of my life in high-rise housing have remained and 

set the main foundation for this study. For example, I still can remember how the design of the 

apartments and the layout of entire site impacted my ability to undertake certain household tasks 

and practices. I reflected upon my own life within my family’s small apartment, and I formulated 

the assumption that the buildings’ design, spaces and the surrounding environment had a 

significant impact on people’s private practices and rituals. For example, residents had to wash 

and hang their clothes inside the apartments instead of the outside. Some residents, however, 

went beyond their physical boundaries, overtaking communal spaces such as walkways and 

building rooftops, which usually generated conflicts with neighbours. These experiences resonate 

with Bechtel’s claim that high-rise buildings encompass diverse behavioural practices (Bechtel, 

1977). De Vos (2010) contends that high-rise buildings and apartments impose or facilitate many 

social and cultural practices as part of the adaptation process for residents to the modernist home 

culture. In this regard, families and residents end up developing their own domestic practices 

inside the apartments and buildings.  

The immobile infrastructure of the apartments and buildings seemed to encapsulate 

practices in time and space. However, as stated previously, some people seemed to adapt their 

own daily practices despite designated physical boundaries. The infrastructural layouts of the site 

seemed to force residents to be circumscribed to certain places where diverse social practices 
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converged. For example, in the playgrounds of the site, some mothers used to talk to each other 

and/or smoke a cigarette while children played. Male teenagers used to gather at night in the 

same playground to smoke marijuana, or organize fights, or flirt with girls. These examples 

illustrate that diverse social practices can be inherently tied to the arrangements of communal 

spaces of high-rise sites. Residents’ life and practices seemed at time mechanistically dictated by 

the physical components of the site, and in some way, they ended up creating routinized 

disconnections with other existing elements such as nature and the surrounding communities. 

What gives a direction to this research is my assumption that ontologies are encapsulated within 

practices that constitute high-rise contexts. Hence, one of the aims of the research is to give a 

richer description of the meaning produced by the interrelatedness of these elements and their 

impact on residents’ practices towards conservation of the natural environment.  

Out of necessity I became an observer of other residents’ lives in relation to their context 

and started imagining better practices that would enhance environmental care. With time, I 

consciously started to think about a deeper relation between people, nature, the built environment 

and my growing environmental concerns. Now, as a researcher, I could question the assumption 

that it was not residents themselves who the creators of such disconnection with the surrounding 

nature or the high-rise community were, but the monotonous practices imposed by the site’s 

infrastructure. Moreover, environmental decay in many cities around the world has also incited 

me to reassess our ontological stance as residents towards nature and those elements that 

composed our world at the time (Bonnett, 2000). Basic elements that people said were required 

for them to get on or survive in their daily life are a home, a job, family or friends, and air to 

breath (no matter if it was polluted). Eventually, the original idea of trying to find the 

connections and disconnections with nature, and people’s practices in the city was transformed 
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into the following key research question: How are the residents’ personal everyday relations and 

meaningful representations of nature, and their motives for engagement with caring for the 

environment, linked to their daily life practices and the following set of sub-questions: 

• How do everyday relations help residents to construct their own local moral 

orders and how do these affect pro-environmental practices? 

• How do natural and built environments become ontologically meaningful for 

residents in the context of high-rise public housing contexts as sites?  

• How do positions taken up in the local moral orders of sites of high-rise public 

housing hinder or afford moral agency? 

1.2 Rationale: Experiencing, Understanding and Interpreting the World Within the Site 

For a long time, the literature in high-rise public housing contexts has generally focused 

on two main areas: a) The cause-effect relation between the architectural features, design and 

materials that comprise high-rise sites have an impact on residents (e.g. Al-Kodmany & Ali, 

2013; Wong, 2010; Yuen et al., 2006), and b) the subject-object relation when comparing the 

characteristics of the population towards diverse social problems related to high-rise contexts 

(e.g. Fagan, 2006; Fuerst & Petty, 1991; Normoyle, 1984; Townsley, Reid, Reynald, Rynne, & 

Hutchins, 2014). Few studies have lately addressed the cause-effect relations of the natural 

landscapes (such as types climate or geology) in either residents or infrastructure of the buildings 

(e.g. Fujita & Takewaki, 2011; Kim & Ryu, 2015; White-Newsome et al., 2011). This previous 

research tends towards dualistic ontological approaches (e.g. cause-effect and subject-object 

dichotomies) to studying diverse problems in these contexts. My study, however, offers a more 

holistic ontological approach by providing a deeper description and understanding about the life 

of residents living in these urban structures. In the chapter that follows, I scrutinize relevant 



33 

 

literature that has utilized dualistic ontological approaches of doing research in high-rise 

contexts. This allows me to construct an argument to justify the need for two theoretical framings 

of the ontological: Theodore Schatzki’s Site Ontology and Rom Harré’s Positioning Theory.  

In Chapter 2, I will take up the ontological framing set up by Schatzki with Site Ontology 

as a way of accessing the personhood of residents and its connection with the high-rise sites 

selected for this study. Complementarily, I mesh this theoretical framework with Positioning 

Theory as a methodology of revealing and deconstructing residents’ accounts as discursive 

fragments of reality. The perspectives of Schatzki and Harré, I argue may be brought together in 

complementary ways that overcome the limitations of traditional dualistic distinctions between a 

subject and object that often obscure the meaning produced by multiple interactions between the 

site, nature and people. Hence pro-environmental practices can be conceived in several time-

space dimensions of the site which are directly or indirectly linked to materials arrangements of 

people, organisms, artefacts and things (Schatzki, 2003). The main justification for combining 

these theories of ontology arises from the realisation that the transitive and intransitive 

dimensions of the influence of these entities cannot be disconnected from internal psychological 

and external effects that compose the contemporary urban reality in high-rise public housing, 

particularly in the western world (Dobson, 2009). 

1.3 From my Own Ontological Rationale to Co-Constructed Ontological Meanings 

It may be argued that defining a new ontological basis from my personal ontological 

accounts against the vast body of literature that refers to multiple ontological meanings of site, 

social context and nature, is unwarranted. I respond to those arguments by saying that I used my 

experiences and understanding of high-rise context as a platform to compare my ontological 

habits of interpretation and belief about the reality to those of residents involved in this study. 
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This is merely the starting point, and an effort to authentically locate myself as a researcher in 

the research. Having someone who knows how it feels like to be immersed in such a context 

should at least enable a more empathetic analysis and interpretation of what residents do and say 

in relation to the factors that compose their world, and how these influence their own practices. 

How can my own ontological beliefs lead me to a more accurate common ontology in high-rise 

public housing? In this regard I follow Schatzki’s notion of Site Ontology where the 

communalities of space and time relate to residents’ diverse actions and emotions which are 

features of their practices; as well as drawing on Harré’s Positioning Theory as a theoretical 

method to access the residents’ world through conversations which contain the basic entities that 

compose their own reality. Hence, I am going to investigate how people’s agential discourses 

construct meaning around such entities. 

I take it as given that my experience in this context has vested me with the eyes of the 

participants with some authority in perspective taking (Martin, 2005) in exploring and 

interpreting residents’ viewpoints, and in their sayings and doings in conversations about their 

practices within the site. These experiences helped me to reach the conclusion that using 

ethnographic methods were the most suitable for this research. I employed these methods during 

almost 8 months of fieldwork. Then after the data collection was finalized, I took a 

phenomenological-hermeneutic theoretical approach where I looked at discursive and non-

discursive practices using Positioning Theory (Harré & van Lagenhove, 1999) as an analytical 

tool. Non-discursive practices refer to those routines, rituals, feelings and gestures expressed in 

their positions, in their storylines and in their illocutionary force in their accounts of their 

physical and social interactions in the high-rise context. Why conversations? Mainly because I 

could discursively capture in a fine-grained way residents’ agency and locate this within specific 
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moral and physical relationships in time and space. Hence interviews were the main 

ethnographic method used to explore the nexus between residents and the main elements of 

reality that produced meaning. That is, residents’ agency sat at the intersection of their purposes 

and necessities where reasons or rules are constructed. These interviews allowed me to explore 

what conditions made pro-environmental practices effective within each site explored. 
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Chaper 2Locating Pro-Environmental Practices in High-Rise Public Housing 

in Ontological Sites of Practice and Moral Positioning 

2.1 Introduction: Towards an Ontological Origin of Pro-Environmental Practices in High-

Rise Public Housing Contexts 

Architectural, social and behavioural empirical research has provided many insights to 

high-rise public housing during the last decades. Such work has shown that tall residential 

buildings can have numerous effects on residents and their daily activities or practices. Although 

there is a growing interest from researchers in exploring more sustainable construction materials 

and building designs of high-rise sites, little interest has focused on human practices that 

promote and enhance caring for nature in these urban structures. Although practices and 

behaviours are still terms with contested meanings across many disciplines, this study will treat 

practices as the main lens through which to explore how meanings are produced by multiple 

linkages with the social, material and natural worlds. In order to set the stage for the exploration 

of the link between intention and action I also explore suitable theoretical lenses that allowed me 

to access, locate and deconstruct the ontologies that shaped residents’ pro-environmental 

practices. Hence, in this chapter I introduce Theodore Schatzki’s (2003) notion of Site Ontology. 

Furthermore, in order to access further ontological elements of the sites, I will use Rom Harré’s 

Positioning Theory (Harré & van Lagenhove, 1999). I argue that Positioning Theory can be 

combined with Site Ontology to access those ontological meanings through discursive practices. 

In this framework, conversation is understood as a way of constructing multiple interconnections 

with the material world, nature and culture. In short, this study uses Positioning Theory as a way 
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of understanding how peoples’ ontologies contribute to the construction of pro-environmental 

practices within high-rise public housing sites.  

2.2 What Do We Know about High-Rise Public Housing Contexts? 

Researchers across many fields generally have investigated high-rise public housing 

contexts largely from an outsider’s perspective; not necessarily attending to deep experiential 

accounts about the contextual reality within these urban structures. A thorough scrutiny of the 

literature revealed that no study has explicitly and directly taken an insider’s or participatory 

perspective. Within this developing body of literature, five different dualistic areas of research 

have been identified. Table 1: The literature concerning high-rise public housing contexts. 

illustrates example of key papers and their findings and summarizes the approaches and diverse 

methods used across diverse fields of research. These works are meant as examples of each 

research approach and are recognised as making significant and valuable research into high-rise 

public housing contexts around the world.  
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2.2.1 Table 1: The literature concerning high-rise public housing contexts. 

Identified areas of 

research in high-rise 

public housing  

Key research papers Primary relationship that 

has been investigated 

Methods commonly used Key findings  

Social context  a) Arthurson (2004, 2008) 

b) Dalton and Rowe (2004) 

c) Ireland, Thornberry, and 

Loebe (2003) 

a) Cause-effect of existing 

policies on residents. 

b) Cause-effect of the 

existence of drug trades 

on crime rates, violence 

and other offences. 

c) Cause-effect of 

allocation of large 

families with young 

children and teenagers. 

a) Historical policy reviews 

and report reviews and 

comparative analysis. 

b) Ethnographic semi-

structured interviews. 

c) Closed surveys and 

structured interviews. 

 

a) Social mix might help to 

minimize social 

exclusion and other 

social problems.  

b) Drug dealing is 

embedded in the social 

context because of easy 

access to the sites and 

clients/dealer 

relationships. 

c) The likelihood violence 

and crime increase in 

late adolescence. Forms 

of community 

create/enhance violence 

more than the physical 

infrastructure of the site. 
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Mental health. a) Simning, Van 

Wijngaarden, Fisher, 

Richardson, and 

Conwell (2012) 

b) Dubrow and Garbarino 

(1989) 

a) A study of the effect of 

high-rises sites on 

mental health of elderly 

residents.  

b) A study of the effects of 

social context on 

children mental health 

development. 

a) Mix-method cross 

sectional study utilizing 

closed surveys, 

observations, and 

structured interviews. 

b) Ethnographic study 

utilizing in-depth 

structured interviews 

and descriptive 

narratives.  

a) Mental illnesses are 

common, and largely 

untreated in elderly 

residents. 

b) Shootings and violence 

related to gangs’ 

activities can have a 

severe negative impact 

on mental development 

of young children.  

Experiencing the high-rise 

sites 

a) Amini, Hosseini, and 

Maleki (2013) 

b) Gifford (2007) 

c) Yuen et al. (2006) 

 

a) An assessment of 

residents’ satisfaction. 

b) A study of the effects of 

architectural and non-

architectural factors on 

residents.  

c) An assessment of 

liveability, satisfaction 

and concern.  

a) Closed surveys. 

b) Historical review from 

other qualitative studies. 

c) Structured interviews 

and surveys.  

a) Excessive building 

density is a barrier to 

engagement with green 

areas. 

b) Definite or general 

conclusions cannot be 

drawn in high-rise 

public housing contexts 

because the outcomes 

are determined by 

diverse range of socio-

physical factors.  
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c) Spaces in apartments are 

generally good enough 

for many residents but 

not so communal areas. 

Residents might 

encounter pollution and 

crime. For some 

residents, however, 

living in high-rise sites 

can be a satisfying 

experience.  

Architectural design and 

planning 

a) Kwiatkowski (2014)  

b) Al-Kodmany and Ali 

(2013) 

 

a) Effect of policy makers, 

planners and architects 

on the design outcomes.  

b) Compilation of studies: 

recommendations 

derived from wide range 

of experiences on the 

processes of planning, 

designing and 

constructing high-rise 

sites.  

a) Review of theoretical 

and empirical research, 

policy reviews and 

interviews with planners 

and architects.  

b) Planning, architectural, 

and engineering 

approaches offered (e.g. 

indoor environmental 

systems, spaces design, 

tower articulation, etc.) 

a) Power relationships 

during the development 

process constrains 

architects and planners. 

b) This work explores the 

fundamental logic, 

sustainable design 

guidelines, contextual 

positive relationships 

and physical constraints 

of tall buildings. 
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Effects from natural 

environments over 

buildings structures and 

residents. 

a) Cogurcu (2015) 

b) White-Newsome et al. 

(2011)  

c) Horváth and Pálvögyi 

(2011) 

 

a) Study of earthquakes 

affecting buildings 

infrastructure. 

b) Study of heatwaves 

affecting elderly 

residents. 

c) Study of wind storms 

affecting old high-rise 

sites’ roofs. 

a) Mathematical 

calculations and direct 

observations where 

utilized to analyse and 

assess high-rises’ 

columns behaviour and 

damage.  

b) Statistical and logistic 

regression models were 

utilized to analyse 

residents’ adaptive 

behaviours. 

c) Climate Impact (CI) and 

Vulnerability 

Assessment Scheme 

(VAS) models/methods 

which includes 

quantitative and 

qualitative inputs.  

a) Apart from earthquake 

damage; design, 

construction, and 

management mistakes 

also contributed the 

deterioration of high-

rises’ columns.  

b) Not all elderly residents 

reported a higher use of 

adaptive behaviours to 

temperature increase 

inside the apartments.  

c) Old high-rise’s roofs are 

particularly vulnerable 

to the exposure of wind 

speed caused by global 

warming. 

Environmental Adult 

Education 

a) Gruenewald (2003). 

b) Hill and Clover (2003). 

c) Gamba and Oskamp 

a) Place attachment 

contributes to 

environmental care 

a) Multidisciplinary 

analysis drawing 

insights from 

a) There are possible 

institutional mind-open 

methodological 
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(1994); Oskamp et al. 

(1991); Vicente and Reis 

(2008). 

 

 

 

 

 

awareness.  

b) Environmental adult 

education as a way to 

induce Socio-

environmental change. 

c) Socio-physical factors 

influencing community 

participation specially in 

waste recycling in urban 

areas.  

phenomenology, 

bioregionalism, critical 

geography and other 

place-conscious 

traditions.  

b) Literature review about 

ecological perspective to 

studies of adult learning. 

The book situates local 

knowledge of 

environmental education 

within worldwide 

perspectives.  

c) Personal surveys using 

the Likert scale as a 

measure.  

solutions to increase 

environmental 

awareness.  

b) Environmental Adult 

education seeks to 

reconnect adult people’s 

daily activities with 

nature.  

c) There are not general 

factors that can predict 

recycling behaviours or 

change people’s 

attitudes. There are 

multiple and specific 

personal and physical 

factors that can influence 

recycling behaviours.  
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This review of research suggests that approaches to understanding high-rise housing 

includes scientific empirical work assessment in search of causal mechanisms between an array 

of factors (environmental, social, material, etc.) and some measurable effect on residents; but 

also, qualitative research that aims to access the subjective experiences of residents against a 

physical, spatial and temporal objective background. While useful, these approaches nevertheless 

assume dualisms (cause-effect, subject-object) that may obscure access to the rich ontology of 

these sites. The preference for such dualisms in exploring high-rise public housing contexts is 

understandable. They can provide the kind of certainty and clarity that lends itself to 

operationalizing and implementation; rather than being open to the paradoxes, complexities and 

messiness that linger in research findings. According to Macfarlane (2015) the explanatory 

appeal of dualistic research portrays a picture in black and white colours rather than shades of 

subtle grey producing a more simple framework of analysis in order to make sense of complex 

social phenomena. However, I argue that reality is much richer, and a holistic approach better 

captures and describes reality of pro-environmental practices in high-rise public housing. 

Meanings can be derived from residents’ diverse realities, which are negotiated between the 

intensions and the necessities they face every day. Their agential practices exist along a 

continuum that is co-constructed according to multiple ontologies. In short, we need to talk about 

other possible ways of capturing all the ontological elements that compose residents’ general 

reality. 

2.3 What Are Pro-Environmental Practices? 

Our understanding of pro-environmental behaviours has been shaped by multiple 

disciplines, and it has been difficult to frame it in a coherent and logical way (Hoicka, 2012). 

‘Pro-environmental practice’ is a relatively new term, and can be confused with the concept of 
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pro-environmental behaviour, which has long been a topic of interest for a broad field of social 

science disciplines, such as psychology, economics, sociology and anthropology (Markle, 2013). 

Practices can be understood as arrangements of numerous interconnected physical, and socio-

psychological elements, such as norms, knowledge, and values that shape people’s everyday life 

(Morris, Marzano, Dandy, & O'Brien, 2012). Behaviour, on the other hand, is the range of 

perceivable actions made by individuals and living organisms in conjunction with their built and 

natural environments (Minton & Khale, 2014). Behaviour is sometimes understood as mere 

responses of living organism to internal and external stimuli (Minton & Khale, 2014). Thus, pro-

environmental behaviours can be defined as those intentional and visible actions that consciously 

seek to minimize the negative impact on the natural and built environments (Kollmuss & 

Agyeman, 2002). However, the philosophical and methodological ways of approaching pro-

environmental behaviours vary so much across disciplines that it is difficult to find a common 

ground to develop an integrated understanding of them. Moreover, the link of pro-environmental 

behaviours and social theory of practices has recently been the subject of debate concerning the 

need to de-centre the individual from rationalistic approaches (Hargreaves, 2011). This new 

advance has opened the opportunity to explore the term ‘sustainable practice’, which is drawing 

the attention of researchers now, despite the lack of a common and precise definition across the 

literature. One of the reasons for this might be the use of the word ‘sustainability’ since it is still 

rather loose and problematic term, having accumulated hundreds of definitions since the 

Brundtland report (Filho, 2000; Marshall & Toffel, 2005; White, 2013) 

Based on the concept of environmental sustainability put forward by the World 

Commission on Environment and Development (1987), and a more recent definition given by 

Morelli (2011), I define pro-environmental practices as the block of planned and intended actions 
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that aim to meet the needs of present and future generations, and contribute to the preservation of 

capacities of natural environments. A thorough review of the term sustainability revealed that it 

is a more specifically targeted term for its intended purposeful action (White, 2013, p. 213). 

Also, sustainability appears to be an agenda-driven term of environmental concern that has led to 

many researchers across disciplines to look for specific solutions to environmental problems 

around the world (Owens & Legere, 2015). This study, however, will be looking for much 

broader ways of caring for the environment through residents’ agentic discursive and non-

discursive blocks of patterned actions, or ‘practices’ that enhance such type of care. In other 

words, it can be assumed that these practices are in support of caring for the local natural 

environments by trying to minimise the negative impacts of other people’s actions without a 

planned or measurable purpose. I take this term with its etymological Latin root ‘pro’, which 

means ‘for’ or ‘in favour of’, which gives a purposeful direction to all actions ‘related to the 

natural world and the impact of human activity on its condition’, namely, ‘environmental’ 

(Oxford Dictionary, 2015). This inference allows defining pro-environmental practices as those 

practices performed by an agent that intentionally ‘promote’ the caring for the local and natural 

built environments without entirely seeking effective and/or visible ends. Pro-environmental 

practices can also be referred as the expressions of agency of participants that produce social 

representations in enactment. Hence, pro-environmental practices so defined can offer a broader 

agential dynamism, which departs from the attitudes towards caring for nature where practices 

emerge spontaneously and be enacted without having the rigorous intentional-targeted trajectory 

as sustainability does. In other words, sustainability is determined as what would be if people 

sustained an intentional balance between their needs and the care for the environment. 
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To date, there are no frameworks of pro-environmentalism that could explain the origin 

of pro-environmental practices. Only very few recent studies refer to them as the cluster physical 

and visible enactments of behaviour (e.g. Bell, Parkhurst, Droppelmann, & Benton, 2016; Price 

& Leviston, 2014) or as an alternative of showing a broader perspective of the intersection 

between human practices and environmental caring (e.g. Stoddart & Nezhadhossein, 2016). 

Despite these progressive studies, there are still other associated concerns with this terminology, 

since being pro-environmental could be just an attitudinal expression of wishing to protect nature 

but not necessarily displaying pro-environmental behaviour. Pro-environmental practices, in 

theory, could display some visible behavioural traces that might be consistent with sustainability 

but they do not necessarily seek an achievable end. In other words, traces of sustainable 

behaviours could be embedded within pro-environmental practices as they encompass personal 

and contextual elements that might change passive predispositions into fully committed 

enactments of action or group of actions. 

Discursive descriptions about pro-environmental practices can become the main entities 

of study that offer a purposeful direction to this present and future research. The participants 

involved in this work might not necessarily show or describe pro-environmental behaviours but 

rather talk about the specific time and space that enable them to undertake an agential action or 

set of actions that aimed to contribute environmental care and improvement. Thus, pro-

environmental practices could refer to infinite intentional ways or doings and saying that ‘might’ 

influence people’s agency. Moreover, pro-environmental practices, in my view, can be ways of 

expressing the agential continuum between inert attitudes and active intentionality towards 

caring for the natural environments. Based on its purely etymological definition, it could be 

assumed that pro-environmental practices can carry an intentional end or impact, but its 
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trajectory can be negotiated or even interrupted completely or temporarily by the social-physical 

context. In short, this study offers also the opportunity to explore in a more holistic and 

integrative way to understand the agentic continuum between intention (at one end) and action 

(on the other). 

2.4 Are There Pro-Environmental Practices in High-Rise Public Housing Then? 

Residents living in high-rise public housing sites can face similar problems and 

constraints to those living in other types of housing. What is different to common dwellings is 

that so many more facilities and spaces are shared within the high-rise sites. With time, however, 

several misconceptions and stigmas have surrounded these urban structures, such as the low 

consumption of natural resources because of the lack of space. In this regard, research in this 

area has demonstrated that high-rise public and private housing do actually consume a great deal 

of natural resources (e.g. Schmidt, 2004; Wener & Carmalt, 2006). Moreover, the scrutiny of 

several Australian technical reports (e.g. Digney, 1999; McNelis & Reynolds, 2001; Myconos, 

2010; Norden & Guinness, 2004) suggest that residents can show even more wasteful behaviours 

and entrenched polluting practices than their counterparts living in other types of households. 

Perhaps at the micro level, it might seem that every apartment does not have a high ecological 

footprint, but it is the entire high-rise sites that indeed have very harmful effect to natural 

environments at the macro level.  

Regarding pro-environmental practices, very few empirical studies (Coley, Sullivan, & 

Kuo, 1997; Kuo, Sullivan, Coley, & Brunson, 1998; Westphal, 2003) have drawn their attention 

to the natural environment influencing residents’ behaviours and/or practices in high-rise 

contexts, prompting the need for more exploration on this area. These empirical research designs 

have used mixed-methods approaches (observations, documents, semi-structured interviews and 
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statistical data) to explore and analyse elements that influence dualistic relationship intention-

behaviour. For example, Coley et al. (1997) and Kuo et al. (1998) explored how the presence of 

greeneries, encourage the development of social ties in communal open spaces in high-rise 

public housing contexts. Another example is Westphal (2003) exploration of how people can be 

intentionally empowered by external leaders through value orientation, goals, aims and strategies 

in order to generate behavioural change needed to successfully implement community pro-

environmental projects. This study has a very similar approach as it looks at morally-driven 

discursive accounts about their own community getting involved with a gardening project. 

The concern and consequences of living in high-rise public housing sites are many and 

can have a direct impact on pro-environmental practices. As a former resident, I can argue now 

that the life in these contexts cannot be explored only by dualistic approaches of research as if 

these people were patients seeking a cure of individualized problems or phenomena. Also, it 

seems that research in public housing sites has slowed down and tended to focus on the cause 

effect relationship of physical environments on residents such as buildings and building 

materials. The present work, however, intends to bring the spotlight onto the residents’ practices 

again as the main actors who can actively care for natural resources and local greeneries and 

wildlife. Although residents might have similar social contexts, they surely have a different and 

personal ways of conceptualizing nature, which is influenced by the all the events that occur their 

vertical socio-physical world. Although several theorists have proposed models to analyse and 

predict pro-environmental behaviours, these might not be applicable in all contexts as one (or 

many) ethnic, religious, ecological and social features could complicate such models’ predictive 

power. The agential continuum between attitudes and the current visible behaviours could 

comprise countless elements or factors that would be almost impossible to identify, group or 
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allocate in other models that predict pro-environmental practices. I argue, then, that discourses 

are the best way to know/access some of the existing ontological elements that construct 

meaning in residents’ lives, which in turn, serve to guide pro-environmental practices. In the 

following paragraphs, I will explain in detail the notions of Site Ontology and Positioning 

Theory as the main theoretical framework of analysis for this present work. Site Ontology will be 

useful to locate the existing elements that influence pro-environmental practices, whilst 

Positioning Theory will allow access to those ontological elements that compose, construct and 

drive pro-environmental practices.  

2.5 Hybrid Ontology? Identifying Multiple Ontologies of Pro-Environmental Practices 

Since the early 1970’s, researchers have examined behaviours that help to minimize 

consumption of natural resources and enhance environmental protection (Markle, 2013). 

Behaviour has been a popular concept used by researchers, especially for its visibility and 

perception through human action (Warde, 2013). Several bipartite theoretical perspectives 

concerned with both perceptions and conceptions of people about pro-environmental issues have 

emerged in attempts to predict and measure pro-environmental and other kinds of behaviours. 

For example, the value-belief-norm theory (Stern, 2000; Stern, Dietz, Abel, Guagnano, & Kalof, 

1999) embraces a dualist ontology to explore the relationship between intention or agency 

thought to be influenced by group values, beliefs, norms and pro-environmental personal norms. 

Another example, the theory of planned behaviour (Ajzen, 1991; Ajzen & Driver, 1992) 

decouples agency and intention (conceptualized as composed particularly of personal attitudes) 

in order to predict individual behaviour. However, I argue that to better describe and understand 

pro-environmental behaviour, and its motivations, determinist theories should attend integrally to 

both the person and the ‘specificity of every context’ rather than assuming some general and/or 
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universal ontological contexts. These theories seem to dismiss the profound interrelatedness of 

all existing elements that composes a particular reality as they tend to focus in psychological 

constructs that do not necessary carry meaning (Harré & van Lagenhove, 1999). Based on this 

assumption, I seek to move beyond partial and reified social ontologies to a clearer site-based 

social ontology of pro-environmental practices, seeking more holistic and practical accounts of 

the interrelatedness of material and personal elements from amongst residents in high-rise public 

housing sites. Hence the proposed use for the present study of Schatzki’s Practice Theory. More 

specifically, Site Ontology offers a contextual site-based perspective from which to analyse 

individual and societal ontologies through morally discursive positions that are co-constructed 

within a time-space within the site or ontological context.  

Despite extensive research on human behaviour, there is still an active debate about the 

distinction between the terms “behaviour” and “practice” with no unified definition that can 

distinguish them properly (Schatzki, Knorr-Cetina, & Savigny, 2001). Schatzki argues that 

practices prefigure behaviour and they are manifested through “open-ended spatial-temporal 

manifolds of actions” (Schatzki, 2005, p. 471). Social practice theorists, including Schatzki, 

criticise the structuralist approach of behaviourists because they try to analyse behaviour from 

causal accounts as determinant of individual behaviour. These site-based practices encompass 

numerous interconnected physical and socio-psychological elements that compose people’s 

everyday life within the context of study (Edwards, 2006; Reckwitz, 2002). To locate site-based 

practices, I use Harré’s (1999) Positioning Theory as a theoretical and analytical tool to localize 

discursive and non-discursive accounts of pro-environmental practices with on-site interviews. 

The theoretical framework of this study is based on Harré’s and Schatzki’s works because they 

have contributed to contemporary understanding of how social practices influence social 
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discourse and vice versa. Taylor (1971 as cited in Schatzki, 2003, p. 190) states that “social 

reality is practices…and any given practice, action and language alongside desires, feelings and 

emotions articulate a semantic space that encompass everything together as part of a practice”. 

Hence, pro-environmental practices can be better understood and organized through site-based 

enactments of discourses that characterise and shape a setting or site (Lloyd, 2010; Schatzki, 

2003). In other words, the construction of meaning is relational to the site, and is brought about 

by engaging discourses related to pro-environmental practices, and other set or subset of existing 

practices as well as the socio-physical elements that compose such site. 

2.6 Site Ontology and Its Inherent Relationship to Practice Theory 

Ontology describes our beliefs about the reality of the world. Site Ontology, as one of the 

two conceptual frameworks of this thesis, explores social life as organized through a site which 

can be understood as a type of social field or context (Lloyd, 2010). More precisely, Schatzki 

(2000a, p. 26) refers to site ontologies as “the places where human coexistence transpires 

through an ongoing web of interwoven practices and arrangements”. Context is conceived by 

Schatzki as being organized by the temporal, spatial and teleological features of communal social 

life within the site. He suggests that to analyse how individuals socialize on sites is to understand 

what holds the nature and dynamic transformation of social life which is inherently tied to the 

contexts in which it takes place (Schatzki, 2000a). In this regard, Site Ontology is favouring a 

focus on organized collective practices as the central symbol of social life and as antithesis to 

individualistic mental states of people. The arrangements of social life are joined by social 

practices in common where corporeality and emotions take part with the nexus of diverse actions 

and teleological structures that constitute a given practice (Schatzki, 2000a). Important features 

of Site Ontology are the ideas that place and body are central to the notion of practices as they 
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can be enacted through them. Schatzki highlights that body and place are entities that conjointly 

construct doings and sayings that contribute to the manifestation of emotions and psychological 

states when practices are enacted (Schatzki, 1996).  

Site Ontology is useful to this work as it can encapsulate and organize pro-environmental 

practices through residents’ discourses. That is to say that pro-environmental practices can 

emerge in a unique way as they can bring meanings that are site-based and made intelligible 

through the contextual lenses of each socio-physical space that compose the entire site (Caldwell, 

2012). I take Site Ontology in some sense as related with the principles that support diverse 

ontological realities that are meaningful and spun inside the social site through pro-

environmental practices. These practices can reveal the nature of the relationships between the 

material and cultural personhoods which will be reflected through agentic practices of residents 

(Bonnett, 2003). The agential actions of pro-environmental practices can express tacit and 

explicit awareness of local environmental degradation. Hence, these kinds of environmental 

awareness could be a reflection of residents’ knowledge about harmful practices in their local 

natural environments. Barad (1996) claims that knowledge is always a perception of ‘something’ 

originated ‘somewhere’ in the world, and therefore, representations and enactment of knowledge 

through practices are the replications of the inter-subjective meanings and understandings of 

specific communities. Thus, pro-environmental practices can be conceived as the product of the 

micro and macro socio-physical and cultural interrelatedness facilitated by the site. However, I 

argue that pro-environmental practices are not only driven by the socio-physical and cultural 

arrangements provided by the high-rise sites, but also guided by diverse ontological moral stands 

of nature which are rooted in the fundamental notions of truth and personhood of every resident 

(Bonnett, 2003). Based on Bonnett’s previous premise, it can be assumed that pro-environmental 
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practices do not have a linear trajectory because they are immersed in the turmoil continuum of 

agentive change. Even modern theorists about sustainable practices (e.g. Shove & Spurling, 

2013) have recognized that the dynamism of agency and moral positions embedded into 

practices need to be conceptualized in a better way.  

2.7 Practices Cannot Be Predicted but Can Be Spatially Organized by The Site 

Having now framed the concept of social practices through Site Ontology I can now 

explain caring for nature as a socio-cultural practice. It is through the ontological notion of the 

site, and the theoretical framing of practice developed by Schatzki (2003) that pro-environmental 

practices can be understood as an agentive interactive set of actions which are organised through 

the socio-physical site rather than a decontextualized set of loose skills distanced from residents’ 

pro-environmental practices. Only then can these practices reflect the ontologies existing within 

the high-rise sites as they emerge through the shared subtleties embodied in practical discursive 

understandings about these specific contexts. They are conceived through social constructions 

(meanings) that guide, require or instruct their performance, and through simultaneous enactment 

of the teleoaffective structures (beliefs, values and emotions) that influence the collective moral 

time space of pro-environmental practices (Lloyd, 2010; Schatzki, 2003).  

Starting from the notion that all practices are embodied within a social site, Schatzki et al. 

(2001) highlight that the arrangements of practices are dictated by the physical characteristics of 

the site, which allow connections with the diverse elements that compose residents’ reality. 

Schatzki (2005) explains that the site is composed of interconnections of social practices and 

material arrangements that overlap and hang together, forming a practice-site mesh. Therefore, 

practices are conceived as multiple spatial and temporal actions that can be organized in three 

ways (Lloyd, 2010). First, through practical understandings about performing specific actions, 
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for example, explaining or describing about waste disposal within the site. Second, formal rules 

such as prescriptions, requirements and instructions that dictate how practices should be 

performed, for example, waste disposal regulations from districts and councils. Third, 

teleoaffective features that take into consideration emotions, values, believes and hopes which 

influence the procedure of practices, and how they are thought within collective practice, for 

example, concerns about the local natural environments.  

It is through the common time-space of practices that the processes of sense-making 

(understanding) of activities is understandable to the residents (Schatzki 2002 in Caldwell, 

2012). Practices in high-rise public housing sites can be understood as a way of socialization 

which displays specific structures of open-tacit knowledge and enables a symbolic organization 

of residents’ practices (Reckwitz, 2002). Specific ways of knowing are interwoven through 

residents’ practices, enabling a way of understanding the elements that compose their world 

(Lloyd, 2010). Engaging with the high-rise site means to engage with social backgrounds, 

historical events, materials and socio-political knowledge that surround the public domains. 

These domains, however, were probably envisaged by someone else previously (e.g. architects, 

policy makers, etc.) and resulted in having a direct impact on the shaping and ethos/character of 

practices within the site. In short, Schatzki (2002) frames his concept of practices through Site 

Ontology where he sees practices as not properties of individuals, but as a singular property of 

the social site.  

The physical distribution of the high-rise site can pre-designate and organize practices to 

occur in specific locations. The organization of practices is inherently tied to the dynamism and 

orders of localised social mores and conventions that can contribute to the execution and 

performances of pro-environmental practices. In this regard, Harré and Moghaddam (2003, p. 
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293) define the local moral order as the “dynamic, collaboratively negotiated cluster of rights 

and duties associated with particular positions embedded in a storyline”. Storylines are informal 

clusters of narrative constructs according to which a social episode about pro-environmental 

practices unfolds within the site. Within these storylines moral positions arise, holding clusters of 

rights and duties that limit the range of possible pro-environmental practices available to a 

person or group of people (Harré & Moghaddam, 2003). In this regard, Positioning Theory will 

be useful by deconstructing discursive episodes into storylines that can reveal the main 

ontological elements that compose residents’ reality through a moral time-space. The skills that 

enable residents to produce narratives are not only based on the basic capacity to produce words 

to construct storylines, but also on the capacities to follow the moral rules that shape the multiple 

social episodes within communal spaces in high-rise sites.  

2.8 Positioning Theory: A way of accessing the existing ontologies in high-rise public 

housing sites 

In this section, I define and describe Positioning Theory as the second pillar of the 

theoretical framework of analysis for this thesis. Positioning Theory was chosen because it 

defragments local moral time-space which is organized by the hybrid ontology (multiple 

ontologies) of site. Basically I take the ontological precepts set up by Schatzki (2003) which 

support the time space location of personhoods, cultural backgrounds, knowledge, and personal 

moralities which are interconnected with the socio-physical arrangements of the site. Hence, 

Positioning Theory will be useful as a complementary theoretical method of revealing reality 

from a moral time-space dictated by the site. In this way, Site Ontology and Positioning Theory 

can form an effective way of locating and accessing residents’ pro-environmental practices 

through discourse. The constructionist approach of Site Ontology is naturally aligned with 
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Positioning Theory, making an effective methodological framework of analysis where residents 

participate in discursively constructing common meanings of reality based on moral discursive 

spaces. The amalgamation of time-space with moral discourses brings originality to this present 

work as it tries to explore the connections between the agentic continuum of residents and the 

personal meanings of nature and site which can be reflected in social discourse (Harré & van 

Lagenhove, 1999). Positioning Theory is also aligned with the selected ethnographic methods in 

ways that are also compatible with the ontological implications proposed by Schatzki (2003).  

But, what is Positioning Theory? According to Davies and Harré (1990, p. 62) 

Positioning Theory is “a possibility in known forms of talk; position is what is created in and 

through talk and the speakers and hearers take themselves up as persons”. Harré and van 

Langenhove (1998, p. 2) add that the concept of “position is general enough to capture diversity, 

but precise enough to help to articulate the ‘ephemeral conditions’ that matter so much in social 

life”. The authors note: 

Since ‘positioning’ is largely a conversational phenomenon, 

we must make clear at what level of analysis speaking together is to 

be taken as conversation. We take conversation to be a form of 

social interaction the products of which are also social, such as 

interpersonal relations. We must, therefore, select analytical 

concepts that serve to reveal conversation as a structured set of 

speech-acts; that is as saying and doing of types defined by 

reference to their social (illocutionary) force. (Davies and Harré 

1990 p.45) 



57 
 

Positioning Theory is a conceptual and methodological tool located within the social 

constructionism paradigm that explores and analyses how the psychological phenomena are 

produced in social relations and interactions (Harré & van Lagenhove, 1999). The first premise 

of Positioning Theory is the idea that the constant torrent of everyday life can be fragmented into 

distinct episodes which have basically three features: (i) the participants’ rights, duties and 

obligations or moral positions, (ii) their conversational sequence or history of interactions, and 

(iii) the specific dynamics of every social episode (Harré & van Lagenhove, 1999).  

Rights and duties of residents are jointly constructed and organized in discursive 

practices, while at the same time, practices act as a source that allows residents to get involved 

into the negotiation of a specific position (Harré & van Lagenhove, 1999). Obligations, on the 

other hand, “are into other people, and are entered into” (Harré & van Lagenhove, 1999, p. 198). 

In other words, if a position engenders an obligation, it is because a person (or group of persons 

or institutions) has explicitly or implicitly given an undertaking to someone who might or will 

execute an action for them. For example, by taking the position of high-rise public housing 

residents, councils and districts might, or will, expect compliance with the rules about caring for 

the high-rise sites’ communal facilities such as surrounding parks, gardens and playgrounds. In 

this regard, it is worth mentioning that positions hold relevant attributes of social groups and 

there are yet more variants of character/ethos and dispositional attributes that can be assigned 

(Harré & van Lagenhove, 1999). Therefore, the local moral order is supported by the notion of 

positioning as a dynamic everyday process where pro-environmental practices are conceived in 

multiple ways.  
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2.8.1 Modes of moral positioning. 

This work focuses on the dynamism of social episodes that involve modes of moral 

positions. In this regard, numerous analytical distinctions can be introduced concerning moral 

positioning. Some of the more common forms in which positioning can occur with residents’ 

discursive practices are in first, second and third order positioning. First order positioning occurs 

when residents locate themselves and others within a moral time-space by using multiple 

categories, storylines and speech-acts (Harré & van Lagenhove, 1999). For example, I can 

position myself as a resident of a high-rise public housing site and elaborate an opinion about it 

because the fact of living there vested me with the moral right to do so. Second order positioning 

“refers to the questioning and negotiation of the first order moral positioning” (Harré & van 

Lagenhove, 1999, p. 294). For example, someone could challenge my position as resident living 

on the ground floor when there is a problem related to the apartments in the top floor. Therefore, 

I might not be morally entitled to give an opinion on issues related to living on upper floors, as I 

have not gone through those experiences. Third order moral positioning is “an act of 

repositioning made in a new context from that in which first order positioning took place” (Harré 

& Moghaddam, 2003, p. 294). For example, I express my opinion about the problem in the upper 

floors of the buildings by saying that I know other residents in other buildings have the similar 

problem. In this case, my storyline has repositioned me again as ‘a resident’ who is morally 

entitled to say something despite not living on the top floor.  

In this work, I will be looking at first order positioning where residents locate themselves 

and others within a moral space by using several storylines. Second, as a consequence of first 

order positioning, I will link it with performative and descriptive positioning, where people 

position themselves and others within a descriptive storyline (Harré & van Lagenhove, 1999). 
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The residents’ speech acts, contained within storylines, can have psychosocial influences on 

persuading or convincing others to perform certain practices. In the words of Harré and van 

Lagenhove (1999, p. 397) positions “have immediate perlocutionary effect”. The residents, then, 

will account for their previous positions at the time of performing a practice. Third, I will discuss 

how residents’ moral and personal positioning are tied to their given local moral orders at the 

time of performing pro-environmental practices (Harré & van Lagenhove, 1999). Finally, 

deliberate self-positioning will allow me to explain residents’ agencies, points of view, or 

biographical details as strategies to influence others pro-environmental behaviours (Harré & van 

Lagenhove, 1999). 

2.8.2 From roles to dynamic/fluid positions. 

As positioning refers to the moral dynamism of the elements that compose roles in a 

conversation, people are not always constrained in fixed roles, but rather are engaged in an active 

process of negotiation of internal and external mores (Harré & van Lagenhove, 1999). The 

person who is morally positioned as ‘dominant’ in one social episode can be positioned as 

‘submissive’ in another and vice versa. Although it is possible to have traces or patterned history 

of positions that suit the concept of role, Positioning Theory permits people to assign positions or 

to be positioned in multiple ways within discursive social interactions. Consequently, people can 

accept or reject particular positions that are made accessible through their own, or through 

others’ discursive social practices (Davies & Harré, 1990). 

As an analytical tool for discursive practices, the main strength of Positioning Theory is 

that it can capture the dynamism and fluidity of diverse speech acts of social interactions of a 

particular social episodes (Henriksen, 2008). Also, it offers an alternative path to analyse and 
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explain pro-environmental practices by highlighting at what particular point of the social 

episodes practices emerge, evolve and finish; going beyond the structural approach of roles that 

underlines the situational causes of social interrelations by looking the social interaction 

themselves (Henriksen, 2008; Moghaddam, Harré, & Lee, 2008). However, the dynamism and 

fluidity are themselves the weakness of Positioning Theory. Positioning Theory has been 

criticized for its inattention to non-variation patterned positions, such as the endurance of a 

particular position across interactions, forming with time normative positions (Wilkinson & 

Kitzinger, 2003). Additionally it tends to focus on micro detailed social relations without making 

connections to larger macro social episodes and processes, particularly physical or institutional 

power relations (Burkitt, 1999). Furthermore, Cromby and Standen (1999) have stressed the need 

to elaborate on how specifically the relationship between agency and subjectivity contributes to 

constructing positions in general.  

Despite these weaknesses, the fluidity and dynamism of Positioning Theory is vital in 

analysing the phenomenon of pro-environmental practices in high-rise public housing sites. Its 

potential to capture the relatedness of those elements that compose diverse realities based on 

residents’ discourses is very important to access the elements embedded into the agential 

continuum of pro-environmental practices. Ultimately, Positioning Theory is a relational 

approach that brings into light a wide range of interpretative possibilities for human phenomena 

through discourse (Gergen, 2001). As Positioning Theory evolves, a blending or meshing with 

other theoretical approaches can occur at any stage, and in this case, Site Ontology offers a 

unique amalgamation to encapsulate and organize discursive practices in homogeneous physical 

spaces. 
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2.9 A Merged Theoretical Framework to Analyse Discursive Pro-Environmental Practices 

in High-Rise Public Housing Sites 

I introduced Site Ontology as an appropriate theoretical framework for this study as it 

addresses the nature of the social contexts in high-rise sites and identifies the specific places 

(buildings, playgrounds, apartments, walkways, etc.) where I believe that social life exists and 

develops. Therefore, the high-rise public housing sites can account for social constructions of 

meanings derived from the interrelatedness of material world and residents’ actions (Schatzki, 

2003). The physical space and the materials that compose the high-rise sites can be seen as 

fundamental objects where social life emerges and thrives (Schatzki, 2003). High-rise sites 

encompass bundles of practices and dictate their general arrangements of people, things, artefacts 

and organisms on the open moral time-space in public domain, and therefore, they contribute to 

the social construction of meanings (Schatzki, 2003). Thus, for this thesis I use Schatzki’s 

constructionist approach about social practices through Site Ontology because it can deconstruct 

and locate practices in high-rise public housing within a socially moral time-space.  

Site Ontology offers the possibility of organizing pro-environmental practices through 

site-based ontologies, and points to several implications for the analytical process. First, it 

encourages an account of the ontological elements that compose the site, not simply as a 

background statement but essential to understanding how pro-environmental practices and their 

associated activities. Second, it encourages me to explore, recognize and understand the bundles 

of arrangements that enable pro-environmental practices. Third, it enables me to explore richer 

and broader descriptions of the set of practice arrangements that promote or constrain pro-

environmental practices. 
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Starting from the notion that Site Ontology distances from the individualistic milieu and 

turning its attention towards the collective; Practice Theory enables me to frame new 

possibilities of approaching pro-environmental practices through the multiple connections 

between people, natural environment and the high-rise sites. Hence, I see the enactments of pro-

environmental practices as the reflection of the moral, historical, political and economic features 

that shape residents’ agency. This combination shapes and gives sociocultural character to 

residents’ pro-environmental practices, but these are mainly driven by the ontological elements 

that compose reality within the high-rise site. Pro-environmental practices, therefore, can 

embody the ontological elements of reality to produce meaning and multiple representations of 

knowledge that is rooted to the fundamental notions of truth, morality and personhood. Hence, 

Site Ontology will be useful to locate the moral time-space allowing discursive practices to 

emerge allowing the opportunity to defragment them with Positioning Theory as a 

complementary theoretical framework of analysis.  

In order to defragment and analyse the social discursive episodes that occur within a 

moral-time space, Positioning Theory looks at a tripartite structure where positions, storylines 

and speech acts are the main foundations of analysis. The positions that residents take in a 

discursive social episode are linked to an unfolding dynamic of storylines that could be directly 

or indirectly linked to pro-environmental practices. Storylines tend to trail already established 

patterns of sequential events which are usually circumscribed to moral and/or cultural discursive 

accounts. Positions and storylines are not freely constructed as they are dependent on other 

people positions and storylines where right, duties and obligations are negotiated. Speech acts 

are the socially significant actions involving corporeal movement and gestures and/or speeches 

that are interpreted as socially meaningful. They are also seen as bundles of conversations 
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unfolding within the site, residents make jointly efforts to understand each other’s speech acts, 

and thus, every speech and action can be interpreted as meaningful. Hence, this thesis proposes 

to look at pro-environmental practices from a more holistic and meaningful site-based approach 

through a discursive interpretative analysis.  

As I stated in the previous sections, pro-environmental practices cannot be reduced to 

dualistic forms of study with one or more disperse elements that influence agency, intention and 

behaviour. From the practice perspective, the notion of performing a practice, and its competent 

actions, is constructed and understood through the site as social setting (Lloyd, 2010). The 

competencies or skills are influenced by the sayings and doings of the social site that enable the 

practices to be enacted or dissolved. Interwoven with the notion of performative enactment is the 

idea that knowledge is locally constructed and shared in multiple ways (Lloyd, 2010). Harré and 

van Lagenhove (1999) add that social phenomena need to be looked at beyond the location of 

practices in time and space as individualisation and character of social entities can discursively 

create cohesion and make sense of all the diverse elements that compose people’s reality based 

on diverse sets of moral rules.  
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Chaper 3Methodology: A Cross-Case Study Approach 

3.1 Introduction 

In this chapter I describe the methodology employed to explore and analyse the 

ontological elements in the meaning making processes for residents’ pro-environmental 

practices. I posit high-rise public housing sites as both discursive and non-discursive 

collaborative socio-physical spaces where personal sense-making processes take place, and in 

which residents dialogically construct their sense of themselves and others in describing and 

constructing pro-environmental practices. This chapter shows how two theoretical lenses, 

Schatzki’s Site Ontology (2003) and Harré’s Positioning Theory (1999) can be integrated to 

achieve a fine grained analysis of the pro-environmental practices and agency of residents in 

localised moral time-spaces in two high-rise sites. Schatzki offers five domains of practical 

intelligence that can be used to investigate residents’ agential identity in relation to in each 

context, while Harré provides an analytical tool by which the actor’s agency or personal identity 

can be psychologically located in their accounts. The combination of site ontology and 

positioning theory offered unique theoretical lenses that helped to explored the kind of realities 

that exists in both sites and how these were socially constructed by the participants as well as the 

local moral order which dictated the assignment of right duties and obligation in relation to every 

contexts and pro-environmental practices. The residents’ accounts of their and others’ everyday 

doings and sayings carry their agency within the site and vary from predominantly references to 

material objects in their social world, to their agential identity in the enactment of constitutive 

social practices. An ethnographic cross-case study between Mexico and Australia was 
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undertaken, not essentially to compare the socio-physical differences between the sites, but to 

better describe how institutional or site-based pro-environmental practices and meanings are co-

constructed in the highly contrasting socio-physical contexts of two high-rise public housing 

sites. Meaning-making in the two contexts was explored predominantly in the personal 

positioning of individual residents in their day to day conversations within and about their doings 

and sayings with others, including the researcher. This discursive production of meaning, is 

dissociable from non-discursive meaning making, is emergent and causal in shaping both their 

agency and the social structures in each site. 

In this chapter I outline how the concept of Site Ontology requires the employment of 

case-studies because personal agential meanings are collaboratively constituted in conversations 

bounded by these sites. Moreover, many personal narrative elements that constitute the agential 

accounts can only be fully understood within each resident’s appreciation of ‘sites’ as their social 

organization and particular objects that compose them contribute fundamentally to the meaning-

making process of residents. Moreover, a commitment was made to maintain simultaneous 

attention to both the context and person rather than to each separately. The personal accounts of 

residents are presented and interpreted as located in each of the two sites in the following 

chapters. 

During the exploration of the literature on high-rise sites, some similarities concerning 

the social characteristics, such as the living conditions, and physical structure of the high-rise 

buildings, were found between the two selected sites in Mexico City and Melbourne (e.g. 

Costello, 2005; De Garay, 2004). These similarities offered a rich set of human experiences to 

which the cross-case ethnographic methodology approach can be applied, however, it was 

expected that many other differences would emerge as the research unfolded in its data analysis 
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stage. For practical purposes, the following criteria was used for the selection of the high-rise 

public housing sites in Melbourne and Mexico City: a) Geographical locations and availability of 

funds as well as the researcher’s language skills and past experiences in high-rise public housing, 

b) The presence of community centres within the two sites made them suitable spaces for 

research contact with the participants. Also, the staff working at these venues agreed to assist 

with the understanding of the somewhat difficult context in which residents are immersed, and c) 

The residents have some overlapping socio-demographic characteristics, social capacities and 

constrains. 

3.2 Why a Cross-Case Study Approach? 

The selection of both high-rise sites was driven by personal interest, familiarity and 

access to the participants. Both sites were treated as ‘objects of study’ similar enough but 

socially distinct to treat them as comparable cases dealing with the same general phenomenon of 

pro-environmental practices (Ragin & Becker, 1992). In other words, these sites were selected as 

individual examples to represent what are thought to be comparable and contrasting examples of 

the same socio-cultural phenomena, which emerge from populations with similar characteristics 

in different geographical locations. Stake (2005) differentiates between three types of case study: 

the single-intrinsic, the instrumental (personal purposes) and the multiple or collective. This 

research project can be described as an instrumental and collective case study because my 

intentions are not only focused on instrumental insights of residents, but also on their collective 

accounts of people in each site. To access these individual and collective accounts as well as the 

physical elements that characterized both cases, I chose to use case study and diverse 

ethnographic methods such as interviews, field notes and photographs.  



67 
 

The Tlatelolco and Collingwood sites are physical spaces where what exists within them 

are partly inherent elements of the practices that culturally compose them. On this view, both 

sites can be referred to in terms of social and physical interrelatedness of spaces, institutions and 

other human settings that compose them (Schatzki, 2003). Site Ontology, in this regard, 

highlights that social phenomena can only be explored by localizing the sites where human 

coexistence emerges and develops (Schatzki, 2003). From the beginning, it was vital to 

acknowledge the spatial implications of the expression “where” and high-rises are only one 

genre of site where pro-environmental practices may appear as regular routines enforced by the 

physical arrangements of spaces such as apartments, aisles, buildings, and communal green 

spaces such as gardens and local parks. These physical spaces allow residents the opportunity to 

develop pro-environmental practices, comprising both discursive and non-discursive acts. 

Central to understanding the social processes by which these practices were negotiated is an 

appreciation of the local moral order operating in each spatial site. In short, this research uses the 

term ‘site’ to capture all the socio-physical interrelatedness that contributed to construct meaning 

of pro-environmental practices across the two sites.  

The expression of case study denoted that this research project was “bounded in space 

and time in particular physical and socio-cultural contexts” (Gobo, 2008, p. 12). This cross-case 

study describes patterns of localized socio-physical relationships to understand discursive and 

non-discursive expressions of meanings of such relationships that made sense of the enactment 

of pro-environmental practices in each site. Specifically, this approach was adopted because the 

research question had to be explored broadly and needed to cover several contextual elements 

that rely on multiple sources of evidence (Baer, Singer, & Susser, 2003). Scrutiny of the 

literature revealed that the Tlatelolco and Collingwood sites encompassed multiple elements that 
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gave specific character to these places. For example, indoor and outdoor communal places, 

community support services and facilities were some of many elements that made this cross-case 

approach study worth developing. Moreover, similar socio-demographic conditions such as low 

income and difficult social environments increased the likelihood of having similar insights from 

residents referring to pro-environmental practices. 

White, Drew, and Hay (2009) highlight that a case study approach should be used when 

the study encompasses several factors that need to be investigated through multiple sources of 

evidence. By following this approach, I developed an understanding of each site and looked for 

the best ways of gathering several forms of data accessible to analysis using theoretical tools 

available, as proposed in this chapter. Other important features of this cross-case study were its 

limitations and specificities which were defined by every site (Stake, 2005). For example, this 

cross-case study sought some common ground about pro-environmental practices in two 

different sites but it can never be claimed these two cases are representative of the truth. The 

research is necessarily interpretive, my perspectival reporting draws on a shared or dialogical 

interpretation from residents’ perspectives and conceptions.  

3.3 How the Theoretical Frameworks Support Answering the Research Question? The 

Moral Space: The Analytical Bridge Between Site Ontology and Positioning Theory  

The literature explored in chapter two suggest that entities such as nature, site and the 

social fabric that already exist, but little exploration has been done so far about what these 

elements mean to residents and how this work together to produce meaning that contribute to the 

enactment of pro-environmental practices in sites (in the Schatzkian sense). To answer these 

questions, I have developed an integrated theoretical model (Figure 1) between Site Ontology 

and Positioning Theory because I am taking practices to mean intentional-interactive discursive 
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and non-discursive actions that occur in sites and involve moral positioning. This model depicts 

the overall framework employed to analyse residents’ narratives, their sayings, and their 

practices, which emerge from speech-acts. This generalization is consistent with Vygotsky (in 

1962 Harré & van Lagenhove, 1999) and Wittgenstein (1958 in Schatzki, 1996) who claim that 

words and actions are inseparable. Hence, I am fusing residents’ doings and sayings to 

investigate their agency in relation to those socio-physical elements that exist in both high-rise 

sites. However, it is assumed that the practices are already preconceived (Schatzki, 1996; 

Schatzki et al., 2001), and the actions that people observe are understood as aligned with pre-

existing practices because there is also a pre-conceived moral space where residents do and say 

things in their own way. I assume that residents exhibit agency in relation to the pre-existing 

domains of practices (e.g. site based rules) that Schatzki (2003, 2001) and Caldwell (2012) have 

pointed out previously. For example, people may come to the conversations with prior 

knowledge, such as some skills and/or certain understandings about social rules in the site and 

their own relation to them.  

Schatzki (1996) claims that practices are ‘indeterminate events’ in space and time that 

open an immeasurable range of possibilities of influencing agency. Therefore, this indeterminism 

of practices allows the different practical domains (e.g. practical understandings, rules, 

teleoaffective structures, orders and collective understandings) not be dictated by the high-rise 

site but conditioned to it. In other words, all these theoretical constructions prosed by Schatzki 

are conditional to the social moral space that might be preconditioned by the socio-physical 

features of both sites but co-constructed and developed within residents’ practices. Moreover, 

these theoretical constructions are useful in knowing what practical challenges residents faced 

and the skills developed as practical and theoretical intelligibility are brought together. 
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Schatzki’s Practice Theory, represented here by Site Ontology, reads Heidegger (as cited in 

Schatzki, 2007) pragmatically when it claims that the practical presumes the theoretical. All 

forms of agency that residents displayed, including intelligible activity, were interdependent of 

the temporality of everyday practices. The understanding of ‘the ontological being-in-the-world’ 

comes not from a full consciousness of the socio-material world, but from skilful coping within a 

localized moral space. 
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Figure 1: Integrated model of Site Ontology and Positioning Theory. 
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The interactional skilful coping is discursively co-constructed into time and space. 

Residents’ identities can be disclosed in discursive space and time, which are simultaneously 

built by that same interactional discourse with others. That is how their social selves are co-

constructed and re-constructed as the narratives or social episodes unfold. The spatial and 

temporal moral positions are defined by the set of rights, duties and obligations within which 

multiple social selves are discursively negotiated, accepted, or refused by the others (Dedaić & 

Dale, 2012). Harré and van Langenhove (1991, p. 394) claim, “within conversations [that] the 

social world is created”. That is, “within conversations, social acts and societal icons are 

generated and reproduced” (Harré & van Langenhove, 1991, p. 394). In other words, social 

constructions, such as those proposed in Site Ontology (e.g. rules and orders), can be 

transformed, institutionalized or rejected through conversations which are regulated by the social 

moral space. Furthermore, with the integrated model between Site Ontology and Positioning 

Theory, the skilful coping is mediated by the moral space where positions emerge as discursive 

constructions of personal narratives that “make a person’s actions intelligible and relatively 

determinate as social acts and within which the members of the conversation have specific 

locations” (p. 395). These conversations have a tri-polar structure consisting of “positions, 

storylines and relatively determinate speech acts” (p. 396). I will be using discursive analysis of 

pronouns as a means of accessing these three elements from the data collected. For example, 

discourses are often latched onto the spatial and temporal first-order positioning with the 

pronoun/deictic ‘I’ meaning ‘here’ and ‘now’ (Dedaić & Dale, 2012). First-order positioning 

often uses this distinctive pronoun as it displays personal identity. Other pronouns (e.g. he, she, 

we, they, it) display multiple identities and positions that people aggregate into the properties of 

the ‘self’ or ‘being’ (Dedaić & Dale, 2012). Such constructed “identities expressed pronominally 
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in the discourse do the work of locating the self in spatial and/or temporal locations and moral 

positions” (Harré & Moghaddam, 2013, p. 150).  

3.4 Practical and Theoretical Intelligibility: The Explanation of The Continuum from 

Intentions to Pro-Environmental Practices 

Practice Theory illuminates how actions as temporal events are executed within the 

performative doings and sayings of pro-environmental practice within both sites. According to 

Schatzki (2010a, p. 170) “the action is what is done, whereas the performance is the doing of it”. 

In this sense, deterministic causality of actions is in the practice performative “effects of it” 

(Schatzki, 2010b, p. 491). While Schatzki’s analytical shift from action to practice appears to 

promote a clearer notion of how actions presuppose practices, Caldwell argues that Schatzki does 

not explain how exactly practices carry actions, or how the practices carry the agency. In this 

respect, Schatzki states the agency is carried in the practices and this is explicated in Harré’s 

argument for agency being emergent in everyday conversation. As a response to Caldwell’s 

challenge of an agential vacuum in Schatzki’s theory, in the current study the residents’ reality is 

explored in their day-to-day conversations. In this regard, the semi-structured interviews may be 

used to develop accounts of residents’ moral positions in their pro-environmental practices.  

Schatzki’s and Harré’s theories, taken together, integrate the reflective subject-object 

relationship (theoretical intelligibility) and the skilful coping that creates meaning of practices 

within themselves (practical intelligibility). This framework allows for the repositioning 

discussion in research of residents’ agency within a discourse of environmental change. In this 

respect, Heidegger (as cited in Schatzki, 2007) argues that it is the skilful coping of everyday 

interactions that bring ontological meaning to our lives, and not prefigured mental 

representations seeking a purposeful goal. Further, Schatzki’s notion seems to resist the 
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possibility that the intentional and normative dimensions of individual action can be 

ontologically repositioned and holistically redefined within practices (Caldwell, 2012). 

Positioning Theory can explore the proposed agential continuum where private and public 

ontologies can be discursively negotiated and redefined through discursive practices. Hence, the 

enactments of discursive and non-discursive practices enter the ontological formation of meaning 

that residents can have for themselves and display to others. For example, residents’ cultural 

backgrounds, personal and social rights, duties and obligations can be displayed within speech 

acts, where ontological meanings are co-constructed as product of the interchange of discourse 

and non-discursive actions in communal spaces in both sites.  

By preserving the dynamism of agency within Practice Theory, this work seeks to de-

fragment the general ontological meaning that feeds pro-environmental practices within both 

sites. That is to say that the meaning making processes of discursive and non-discursive practices 

were studied in their most basic components with the purpose of knowing how residents 

assembled their practices and dynamically used them to create ontological meaning. In this 

regard Schatzki (2002, p. 240) states that “human agency must be understood as ‘something’ 

contained in practices (i.e., as the performance of doings and sayings) that constitute the actions 

that compose practices”. What that ‘something’ is, however, remains theoretically questionable 

(Caldwell, 2012). 

Schatzki (2001, p. 20), as well as Harré, argues “the status of human beings as “subjects” 

(and “agents”) are bound to practices”. This paradox requires us to understand that properties of 

mind and cognition can be agentially embedded within the enactment of pro-environmental 

practices (or any practice) that can be morally negotiated in the social life of the site. In 

investigating this, the selected ethnographic methods took me into the actual world of the sites to 
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reveal the kind of cultural knowledge was produced as it was lived through an active interchange 

with the residents and the sites. In this regard, I dealt with Caldwell’s claim that Schatzki 

inadequately distinguished reflecting on a subject-object relationship (theoretical intelligibility) 

and immanent-inherent disclosure, or skilful coping, of actions (practical intelligibility) that can 

bring the meaning of the ‘out-there’. Both theoretical and practical intelligibility are accessible 

through the application of Harré’s Positioning Theory as a tool to analyse residents’ social 

episodes and storylines. In residents’ narrative accounts, Schatzki’s domains of practical 

intelligibility refer to how residents skilfully cope with things, objects within their own world 

within the sites, while “theoretical”, perceptual and conceptual, intelligibility is expressed in 

residents’ reflection upon their own discursive and non-discursive acts. Immersed in each high-

rise site, I could study the dynamic socio-physical interrelatedness that conditioned the 

generation of residents’ diverse practices and the fine-grained narrative construction of their 

agential identities and social structures such as community centres, parks and gardens. Hence, I 

had the opportunity to look more systematically at the specific conceptual and practical 

intelligibility of their day-to-day practices as these were bound to both sites of this cross-case 

study. In this way, a main precept of a case study approach was fulfilled (White et al., 2009). 

Moreover, there were other principles that aligned this cross-case study with Schatzki’s Site 

Ontology and Harré’s Positioning Theory that will be illustrated in the residents’ accounts in the 

following chapters. Positioning Theory, for example, localized practical intelligibility through 

residents’ personal and collective discursive mores, which were immanently tied to their 

personal past and present ontological meanings and could dictate the degree of enactment of pro-

environmental practices. The residents show in their accounts how they attached ontological 
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meanings to storylines related to socio-material elements that compose the sites such as 

buildings, people, and nature.  

Based on Schatzki’s (2000, 2002, 2006, 2007, 2010a) exploration of ontological notion of 

being, which is basically echoing Heidegger’s ‘being-in-the-world’(as cited in Schatzki, 2007), I 

concluded that semi-structured interviews were the best way to capture residents’ meaningful 

ontological accounts because they foreground residents’ storylines, reveal acts of moral 

positioning and include speech acts. For example, interviews may capture and explore the 

theoretical and practical intelligibility of common practices and how it felt like to be a resident in 

such situations as well as capturing residents’ utterances related to their ontological personal 

beings. From a constructionist perspective, interviews are useful in encapsulating the social 

interrelatedness in which residents’ diverse ontologies could be conveyed and assembled within 

the enactment of communal pro-environmental practices. The understanding of the ontological 

‘being’ comes from coping and/or handling all the elements that compose resident’s realities and 

not precisely by reflecting upon their own practices (Caldwell, 2012; Schatzki, 2002, 2006). 

Interviews, in this regard, are helpful in discursively snapping the residents’ self-understanding 

of being to diverse realities within the sites and their effect on the agential continuum that 

triggered the enactment of pro-environmental practices. However, field notes and photographs 

were also used to further document, explore and interpret other contextual elements existing 

within each site. 

3.5 Sense Making Within the Site: The Ontological Construction of Pro-Environmental 

Practices 

For Schatzki, the sense-making process (practical intelligibility) operates at the level of 

everyday activity that should be understandable for residents, even though it may have no 
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explicit reference to what is rational, normatively prescribed or logically correct (Schatzki, 

2002). The cross-case study approach taken for this thesis allowed me to concentrate in the 

specificities of ways of talking within each site and all the ethnographic methods employed 

helped me to make sense of other things contained within residents’ narrative accounts. 

Schatzki’s different domains of practical intelligibility afford the time and space for what 

precisely makes sense to residents when performing an action or set of actions (Schatzki, 1996). 

Practical intelligibility in these senses dictated actions by signalling what residents did next in 

the continuous stream of activities without necessarily showing a clear cause or target (Schatzki, 

2000b). Despite Caldwell (2012), criticism that Schatzki’s notion of practical intelligibility 

prioritizes the temporality of doings rather than sayings and other non-discursive elements (e.g. 

symbols, objects, etc.) that compose practices, here Positioning Theory, with its specific 

analytical focus on locating the moral agency of the speaker in their narrative, is used as a 

corrective that permits exploration of the resident’s perceptual intelligibility: decomposing the 

continuous stream of activities of sayings and doings through different ways of moral positions.  

Schatzki distinguishes practice from doings: a doing of a practice can be performed as a 

saying or may be non-discursive (e.g. a gestures or physical poses). It is not surprising then that 

Schatzki’s work eventually shifts towards an ‘agential doing’ that some have considered to 

underestimate the roles of language and interpersonal discourse (Caldwell, 2012). Schatzki’s 

notion of practices, Caldwell argues, has little explanatory value because agency can be 

dissolved within practices when something is done just happens to lack of specificity and 

representational forms. He goes on to say that Schatzki (2010) proposes to integrate the 

Wittgensteinian notion of ‘rule-following’ which states that not even well-established rules can 

justify a specific course of action. He concludes that Schatzki loosely tried to introduce an 
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ontological understanding of the “intrinsic uncertainties of action” to make them more 

transparent and universal, however, more work needs to be done in this regard. It is at this 

precise point where the two theoretical lenses used in this thesis came together to further analyse 

those intrinsic uncertainties within the agential continuum existing between simple attitudinal 

utterances and the full enactment of pro-environmental practices. Following Schatzki’s rationale 

of theoretical and practical intelligibility, I set the following methodological analysis to explore 

the ontologies that emerged within the interplay of practical intelligibility with perceptual and 

conceptual intelligibility. I applied Schatzki’s (2002) five dimensions: of practical intelligibility 

to a) practical understanding of the sites, b) site-based rules, c) teleoaffective structures, d) 

practices ordered in time, and e) collective or hybrid understandings to the perspectival 

narratives of the residents. Likewise, I used Positioning Theory as a discursive analytical tool to 

explore resident's narratives or perspectives, agential stories and how they make their actions 

intelligible and relatively determinate as social acts (or social constructions) and within which 

residents in conversation with the researcher and others have specific moral positions. 

3.6 Practical Understanding of The Sites: The Boundary and Specificity of a Cross-Case 

Study 

Based on previous experiences and personal biographies, residents could approach 

diverse situations in multiple ways and learn how to respond or behave to new situations within 

each site. By using a cross-case (or cross-site) study, I am not seeking universal understandings 

of pro-environmental practices in high-rise public housing sites but rather rich and localized 

understanding of both places (Willis, 2007). This approach allowed me to know how residents 

reacted to ongoing actions and what they did in a particular situation that required practical 

understanding of each site: the ability to identify, respond and perform an action or set of actions 
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(Schatzki, 2002). This specific form of understanding seems to be a variant of the Heideggerian 

notion of practical intelligibility (Schatzki, 2002). In some way, practical understanding “carries 

out the acts that practical intelligibility singles out” (Schatzki, 2002, p. 203). In this way, 

residents could display part of personal practical understandings in each site, but not completely, 

as practices are not constructed individually (Schatzki, 2003; 2005). In this regard Schatzki 

(1997), states that language and discourse are important in guiding practical understanding as 

norms and rules are formulated through them but they cannot entirely guide practical 

understandings. Further, Schatzki et al. (2001) add that the experiences and self-understandings 

of individuals within a practice carry all sorts of personal rules, backgrounds, dispositions and 

habits. These are cautiously negotiated and embedded into public practices because other 

individuals may be unable to understand them immediately. Since practical understanding cannot 

be sufficiently elaborated with words (Schatzki et al., 2001) , ethnographic field notes, 

photographs and observations may contribute to making sense of residents’ practical 

understandings.  

In some ways, Schatzki wishes to uphold the logic that practical understanding goes 

beyond words. However, he does not clarify what exactly can be linguistically formulated. 

Hence, this study takes up this concern by attending first, to the pragmatic logic of the topic 

derived from the contexture of the site; and second, the emerging moral positions that were 

deeply rooted within resident’s backgrounds and biographies (Harré & van Lagenhove, 1999). 

This approach helps to situate residents’ practical understandings and the social construction of 

meaning-making within each high-rise urban culture and their socially organized circumstances 

in time and space. Positioning Theory, on the other hand, helps capture the conversational 

constructions of residents’ local realities in each site as they were narrating social episodes 
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related to pro-environmental practices. Hence, residents can construct their own positions by 

reflecting on the ontological aspects of their personal biography and identify themselves and 

others in a conversation. This allows other residents to take their own positions by seeing what 

storyline is unfolding (Harré & van Lagenhove, 1999). According to Harré and van Lagenhove 

(1999), personal ontologies of the speaker can emerge in the following ways: a) The words of the 

participants can contain elements that compose the contexts (sites), such as images, objects and 

other metaphors evoking ways of being that they take themselves to be immersed in; b) 

participants are not aware of their own ontological assumptions nor the power of the contextual 

elements of the site that evoke particular ways of being and may simply refer to their word as 

‘their way of talking’ on a particular situation within the site; c) The way in which each site and 

occasion is seen by the participants may vary from one another due to the participants moral 

commitments and attitudes to other speakers. These contribute to what is the subject of analysis: 

the sort of moral position that each participant took within the conversation.  

3.7 Site-Base Rules: The Defragmentation of General Rules into Ways of Saying and Doing 

Schatzki’s uses of the term “rules”, restating Wittgenstein’s interpretation that to follow 

rules is not to “interpret” it or think one is obeying them, but to put them into practice, and hence 

displaying the correct and true application of the rule (as cited in Schatzki, 1996, 1997). For 

Schatzki (2010a, p. 181) “rules do not determine what people do; rather, what people do 

determines what following rules amounts to”. Schatzki’s notion of rules is not to think that 

participants are obeying them, but to put them into practice, thereby displaying the ‘correct’ 

application of the needed rules in time and space. Schatzki’s (2000b, 2010) position is based on 

Wittgenstein’s (1953) prevalent paradox of rule-following: “no course of action could be 

determined by a rule, because every course of action can be made out to accord with rules” (p. 
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201). In some way this paradox suits the purposes of this cross-case study approach because it 

allows further localized questioning through the semi-structured interviews letting residents 

recalling details, turning points, actions and other shifts in cognition related to site-based rules 

(White et al., 2009). The rule-following, however, suggests that practices cannot rely only on 

words, symbols and precise behavioural frameworks to apply a specific rule in a predictable way, 

because it is never completely obvious how explicit rules should or will be applied in practice. 

Additionally, Giddens (1984) makes the assumption that there are implicit or non-discursive 

rules that appear to guide actions and practices differing from explicit interpretations of rules that 

are usually formalized in language. However, Schatzki criticizes this notion later on by saying 

that only socially explicit rules are the ones which are to be enacted with practices (Schatzki, 

1996). Semi-structured interviews, photographs and observations are useful to uncover assumed 

and/or prefigured ways of communicating that contains the ‘working rules’ that provided a sense 

for ‘what is going on and what goes with what’ which constitutes residents’ everyday realities 

(Holstein & Gubrium, 2013). For example, once immersed within the field in both sites, 

preliminary interviews with the coordinators of the venues where the interviews are to take place 

may provide access to the rules that people had to follow inside and outside public spaces, and 

on specific occasions. Additionally, specific attention should be paid to rules contained in signs 

and advertisements as well as those physical elements that strongly remarked ways of behaving 

in spaces such as waste recycling facilities and signs on fences to protect community gardens.  

For Harré and van Lagenhove (1999) rules can be socially transmitted, but it is in the 

practices where they are normatively controlled or transformed within a specific social-

geographical environment leading to their eventual success or failure. These authors claim that 

there are several forms in which rules can be followed, but I will only explain two ways that 
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could be relevant to pro-environmental practices. First, there might be a discursive tension 

between the way that residents perceive their situational position in the several practical and 

discursive orders in which they might find themselves located. For example, if social and 

economic progress is not matched to conservations of natural environments in high-rise public 

housing sites, “the people [residents] may try to set in place new rules for expressive order” 

(Harré & van Lagenhove, 1999, p. 136). Second, stereotypes can be located in the rules and 

conventions of discursive pro-environmental practices of distinct cultural sites and need to be 

treated as rhetorical devices that people use to position themselves and others in (Harré & van 

Lagenhove, 1999). Therefore, stereotypes can be used as a tacit or non-discursive platform to 

position someone or something when useful in certain conversations. For example, for quite 

some time, it has been widely held and tacitly assumed that residents living in high-rise public 

housing sites do not consume large amounts of natural resources due to multiple physical and 

economic constraints. The semi-structured interviews, in this case, captured how residents 

discursively confirmed or challenged old stereotypes, and Positioning Theory could be used to 

defragment their moral stands about them. Moreover, field-notes and photographs of each site 

could confirm partially or fully assumed stereotypes displayed in residents’ storylines.  

3.8 Teleoaffective Structures 

Schatzki (1996) reading of Wittgenstein’s views on human activity and the social, 

provides him with the intellectual rationale for combining the purposeful use of the material 

world (teleology) with human emotions: teleoaffective structures. This complex and awkward 

term integrates teleological and effective components of action joined with intentional goals that 

are dictated or influenced by normative belief and emotional behaviour (Caldwell 2012). For 

Schatzki, all human activity is conceived as teleological, including rituals and religion, and 
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therefore, I assume likewise that pro-environmental practices contain an emotional and practical 

purpose too. However, the focus on the relationship between teleoaffective structures and pro-

environmental practices can or cannot involve a direct relationship between intentionality and 

targeted ends that contribute to the enactment of such practices (Caldwell, 2012). In this sense, 

residents can participate in communal practices that contain teleoaffective structures aligned with 

their own teleoaffectivity without being fully aware of the ends or intentions. Schatzki (2010b p. 

297) clarifies this point by saying that “activity is one thing, self-knowledge is another”. This 

could also mean that agency without consciousness of intentionality can be randomly distributed 

and dispersed within the agential continuum of practices. In short, diverse emotions and 

teleologies can be articulated in rules through communal and/or individual teleoaffective 

structures as properties of pro-environmental practices. In this regard, among all the 

ethnographic methods employed for this work, I concluded that semi-structured interviews were 

the ‘only way’ of capturing residents’ teleoaffective structures because residents’ accounts 

contained a wide range of teleoaffective constituents: emotions, purposes, attitudes, moods and 

ends (Schatzki 1996). Positioning Theory, then, as a means of accessing a moral space assisted 

me in defragmenting and analysing residents’ teleoaffective structures. 

3.9 Practices Ordered in Time-Space Within the Site 

Schatzki created a classification for the ‘organization of practice’ as an alternative to 

action theory through repositioning agency and rethinking change (Caldwell, 2012). Schatzki 

describes his social ontology as a “Site Ontology” that identifies practice ‘timespaces’ as the 

“site of the social” (Schatzki, 2002, p. 152; 2010a, p. 6). His notion of site is referring to the 

Heideggerian notion of ‘clearing’ where some thing or idea can show for itself or be unconcealed 

(Schatzki, 2007). Therefore, pro-environmental practices are assumed to be enacted within 
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spatial and temporal order-arrangements that triggered diverse causalities and uncertainties that 

constitute social life for residents. In this regard, all the ethnographic methods employed sampled 

the actual socio-physical arrangements and the dynamism of resident’s realities in specific times 

and spaces. For example, photographs and field notes can capture and describe the sense of being 

in different part of the high-rise sites or inside the public venues. However, Schatzki (2007) 

suggests that site should not be just looked as ‘there’, as only a spatial place. If the site is 

recognized as a ‘place’, we would take up a misconception that the agency of residents and their 

social lives within the sites are already constituted, rather than accepting that pro-environmental 

practices displaying spatial and temporal intelligibility relate also to objects, and other things 

(Schatzki, 2007). High-rise sites can be shaped by the social dynamism through their 

components (bundles of practice and materials), but grouping them does not necessarily 

constitute a ‘whole’ in the form of a particular system or structure (Schatzki, 2002).  

Orders are conceived as arrangement of entities (e.g. residents, buildings, things, nature) 

that can take part of the enactment of individual actions and amalgamation with other practices 

(Caldwell, 2012). According to Schatzki (2005) practices and orders are not ontologically 

distinct and the objective of Site Ontology is to mediate between the organization of pro-

environmental practices and ordering practices without invoking any duality such as subject-

object relationship. Schatzki also argues that pro-environmental practices and orders are neither 

located within individuals nor the manifestations of external social facts that can cause a logical 

(cognitive) effect. Instead, pro-environmental practices should be co-contextual, forming a space 

in which orders exist (Schatzki, 2002). Against notions of pro-environmental ‘behaviour’, 

Schatzki (2002) dismisses concepts of ‘orders’ based on regular and stable behavioural patterns 

and interdependences because these ideas carry the notions of homogeneity and linear causality, 
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and therefore, the possibility of predictive intervention. Thus, I assumed that pro-environmental 

practices have a ‘spontaneous-looked-in’ order which are enacted in time and space related to 

contexture of the social spaces within site. 

3.10General or Hybrid Understandings: The Emerging of Collective Meanings in High-

Rise Public Housing 

Schatzki’s ‘general understandings’ is linked to shared values and beliefs within a 

particular social community, such as those living in high-rise sites, and are seemingly not 

‘universally shared’ but instead accessible to and encountered by residents within a practice 

(Schatzki, 2005, 2010a). By using a case study approach, I locate practices as conventions, 

allowing me to execute an analysis on the collective ways of perception of practices within the 

site. More specifically, this cross-case study approach takes as the base for an interpretative 

framework those collective understandings captured by ethnographic methods guided by Site 

Ontology and Positioning Theory. This approach allows me to explore the collective social 

processes of meaning-making and how they are collectively transmitted. 

I elaborated on Schatzki’s notion that “general understandings combine with teleology in 

the determination of human activity, they specify ends and purposes, stipulate forms of activity 

and inform how objects and events can be used in the pursuit of particular ends and purposes” 

(Schatzki 2010a p. 152). For example, residents can think that the natural environment might 

have a teleological (purposeful) use or end, which might be mere justification for its exploitation. 

In this regard, Schatzki (2010b) states that participants can somehow share and transmit general 

understandings when enacting a practice, therefore practices can be assumed to have ‘social 

predetermination’ locked in before they occur. Site Ontology, hence, allows me to localize and 

explore those social episodes and storylines prefigured time-spaces in both sites. This approach 
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also allows me to reveal how individual understandings fuse into communal collective 

understandings of pro-environmental practices.  

The use of field notes, and photographs helps me to explore how the social and physical 

features that shaped the collective understandings existing in the two selected high-rise sites. For 

example, the way people talked about environmental dangers, such as earthquakes, wind gales 

and heatwaves, could be influenced by the natural environments which are inherently tied to the 

geographical and landscape features of the sites’ location. Of course, this could form a unique 

perspective about nature differing from people living in other type of households. Perspectives 

were expected to be more or less generalised because they belonged to specific situations, 

specific people and groups (Gillespie, 2012). Finally I draw on Harré and van Lagenhove (1999) 

positioning analysis from a constructionists perspective on how the social site is constituted by 

three basic processes: particular discursive symbolic exchanges, site-based/institutional practices, 

and all forms of discursive practices or societal rhetoric. 

3.11Summary 

The combination of theoretical lenses used in this work provides a unique analytical 

perspective in defining the characteristics of the ontology of each site and the way to approach 

the field as well as the data. Approaching the data through Site Ontology and Positioning Theory 

allows a full exploration of the ontological expressions and meanings pertinent to the research 

question posed in this study. In Chapters Four and Five, I will describe and analyse residents’ 

social episodes and storylines about pro-environmental practices. These accounts were 

reinforced and enriched by other existing elements in both sites that were captured by using 

ethnographic field notes and photographs. Based on the interpretation of the data obtained, I 

justified the claims for exploring the theoretical gaps pointed out in the agential continuum of 
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pro-environmental practices. To do so, I follow the logic of the critical analysis that Caldwell 

presents to unpack the social theory of practice contained in Schatzki’s Site Ontology. Schatzki’s 

opens the door to explore residents’ personal ontologies as they are: not treating them as mere 

residents but as people who have their own agency. In this regard, Positioning Theory allowed an 

individualistic analysis of the agentic continuum between residents’ intentionality and actions.  

Position Theory is used to analyse conversations as stages wherein positions occur in 

time and space. The purpose of this analysis is to understand how these accounts are constructed 

and how their motivations and the moral positions emerge (hence, Rom Harré calling his work 

‘ethogenic’ because it is an investigation of people’s morals). Moreover, this analytical tool 

allows me to take modes of interpretation such as pro-noun grammar analysis to reveal what 

kinds of positions took place in every storyline. 
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Chaper 4Case 1: The Collingwood High-Rise Public Housing Site in 

Melbourne, Australia 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter applied the theoretical and methodological frameworks described in earlier 

chapters to conversations with residents and other accounts of the site at the Collingwood high-

rise housing complex. Individual and focus group interviews were the main source of discursive 

episodes for data analysis complemented by field notes and photographs and direct observations. 

I have selected conversations to present here where intimate and meaningful dialogues revealed 

residents’ connection with pro-environmental practices at the site, and in which the length of 

discursive episodes permitted an analysis of the positioning and re-positioning of residents with 

respect to these practices, as well as my position as a researcher. Therefore, I chose those 

individuals and groups conversations that afforded a view of their changing moral positions with 

respect to rules, teleoaffective structures, orders, and collective understandings dictated by the 

realities of each site. These constructs are important in defining the site to have a rich account of 

the socio-material world in relation to pro-environmental practices and constitute what is asked 

after my research question. For example, the conversation dealing with the teleoaffective 

structures in the community-environmental programs gave an understanding how pro-

environmental practices were interrelated with personal emotions, such as compassion and the 

desire to help others and having the opportunity to talk about environmental improvement. In 

this way, teleoaffective structures reveal how pro-environmental practices have an affective 

component within the varied activities in the community. Moreover, these conversations were 
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fruitful in showing intersections among the socio-physical elements in each site.  

The analysis of this chapter is driven by my research question: what ontological meanings inform 

residents’ pro-environmental practices. The analysis therefore seeks to uncover what personal, 

social and material elements influenced residents’ agential skilful coping in moving from 

intentions to practice in the context of a local moral order made up of a complex or rights, duties 

and obligations. The storylines and social episodes that emerged from the conversations were 

analysed in two ways. Firstly, as an utterance-by-utterance analysis of positioning, using 

pronoun grammar as a way of identifying first-, second- and third-order positioning. This is used 

to track the emergence in conversations of residents’ moral positions with respect to pro-

environmental practices as they arise in residents’ accounts of personal storylines, speech-acts or 

references to the site. Secondly, analysis of the conversations and supporting data is applied to 

identify and locate within the residents’ accounts the elements of the site outlined in earlier 

chapters. These analyses together provide the means of disclosing the ontologies that constitute 

and condition pro-environmental practices at this site. 

4.2 A Brief Historical Account About the Collingwood High-Rise Site 

Pressured by church groups to regulate and control the growing ghettos and slums of 

many inner Melbourne suburbs, premier Henry Bolte declared in 1955 that “bad houses made 

bad people” (Tippet & Niall, 1995, p. 21) and set about on a large scale confiscation and 

demolition of over 7,000 homes across Melbourne’s inner suburbs, with residents distributed to 

commission flats half a city away (Vaarwerk, 2016, May 4). The Collingwood public housing 

estates were built in 1958. Originally containing three storey housing blocks, between 1967 and 

1971, these made way to 20-storey tower blocks (Costello, 2005). This site was developed from 

an imperative to house a growing number of people who were living in poor conditions, as well 
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as immigrants who had moved into the area from the 1960s to the 1970s (Costello, 2005). 

Collingwood experienced a relatively stable population between 1996 and 2001, but over the last 

decade, the population increased by 7.7% (City of Yarra, 2015). The current residents are 

culturally diverse, including newly arrived immigrants from Africa and the Middle East, as well 

as some Europeans and Indigenous Australians. Nowadays, the Collingwood site encompasses 

three 20-storey buildings containing 600 households with just over 1,500 residents (City of 

Yarra, 2010). Two buildings are situated in Hoddle Street between Davidson and Vere Streets 

and one is situated in Wellington Street: each high-rise building comprising of 200 flats, 10 flats 

on each floor (City of Yarra, 2010).  

For this study, the Collingwood high-rise complex was chosen for several reasons. 

Foremost was access to the ‘Collingwood Neighbourhood House’ (CNH) which “offers a range 

of social, recreational and educational activities and programs that meet the need of a diverse 

multicultural community” (City of Yarra, 2012). The CNH provides a friendly environment for 

the high-rise public housing community to meet and create connections among the culturally 

diverse residents (City of Yarra, 2010). This venue offered a space through which to contact 

residents living in different buildings within the site and a strategic location for the fieldwork as 

it was situated right in the middle of the site. I spent three and half months (from June to mid-

August 2013) immersing myself within the social dynamism of this venue and became familiar 

with the multitude of activities delivered through this venue: painting classes, English as a first 

language classes, community meetings amongst others. I also did volunteer work in the 

community kitchen and assisted residents with other tasks as a way of immersing myself in 

social environment of the site. This enabled me to gain support from some residents, volunteers, 

and staff members within the venue who helped me introduce my research project to the diverse 
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multicultural groups using the venue. With community support, I could carry out individual 

semi-structured interviews and focus groups interviews as well as taking photographs and field 

notes as part of the ethnographic component of this research. 

My experiences during my fieldwork period in the CNH were extremely polarised and 

diverse. I had to confess that after two weeks I was completely disappointed, stressed and scared 

after having to face rough experiences with some residents and considered aborting my project in 

this venue at one point. This was due in part by not being prepared to deal with drug addicts and 

people with severe mental illness at this venue. Fortunately, during my stay, I met 

supportive/helpful people in the community who made me feel welcomed, and in some way, 

helped me to integrate and heal the emotional traumas caused by those negative encounters. I 

concluded that all these negative and positive events with people at the Neighbourhood House 

helped me locate myself at the site and in the research.  

4.3 Procedure: Settling into Collingwood High-Rise Public Housing Site 

At the beginning of the research, I explicitly and deliberately positioned myself in 

relation to the participants and staff as the ‘student’ looking for volunteers to participate in his 

research. But over the three months of my field work in Collingwood, I came to experience the 

residents re-position me in multiple ways, such as ‘the friendly Angel’, ‘the student’, ‘the guy 

with the vouchers’, ‘the interviewing guy’, ‘the placement guy’, or, ‘the volunteer’. In analysing 

the interviews, I use first- and second-order positioning in conversations with others to reference 

the way we, myself and other interlocutors, located each other within a psychological space – 

moral and personal, tacit and intentional, self and other relational – defined by various rights and 

duties. Where these rights and duties are taken for granted in the conversational storylines, first- 

order positioning is said to be occurring (Harré & van Lagenhove, 1999). When the first-order 
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positioning is questioned by one of the interlocutors, second- or third-order positioning is taken 

to have occurred and the storyline has shifted from its original object to the story itself 

(Moghaddam et al., 2008). For example, I assumed certain personal rights and duties that 

delimited my first-order position as an interviewer (a social act in first-order positioning), which 

I then used to re-question and negotiate the first-order position of participants to give a clear 

storyline linked to the diverse forms of positioning in their own storyline.  

In this chapter, I will present interviews that showed site ontological theoretical 

constructions linked to different forms of positioning as a way of skilfully coping with the 

existing moral spaces in both sites. I will present analyses of participants’ storylines and speech 

acts using Positioning Theory and Site Ontology as the main theoretical lenses of analysis. Then, 

I will discuss how the theoretical constructions from Site Ontology are delimited by the moral 

space, which in turn is regulated by the diverse moral positions that people acquire in such space 

through right, duties and obligations. Finally, I will use these emergent ontologies to make sense 

of how practices are constructed through the existing moral space at the site.  

4.4 David’s Remarks on The Appreciation of Nature and Space 

An Anglo-Australian toothless man in his late forties, David 2was the first interviewee in 

my research. David lived in the urban Collingwood high-rise public housing estate for three 

years, but moved to another public housing site because of personal issues and the violence that 

he faced with other residents at that time. Although he left some years ago, he developed an 

attachment with and retained a feeling of membership/belongingness to Collingwood high-rise 

public housing site, which allowed him to work within the community and share his knowledge 

                                                 

2 David is a pseudonym. Hereafter all participants will be referred to by pseudonyms.  
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with other residents who currently live there. David helped me to settle into in the CNH and 

eventually introduced me to other residents. During my first weeks at the site, I noticed that 

David was a respected member of the community as people approached him in an amicable way 

to seek advice or simply having a nice chat with a cigarette outside of the venue. Moreover, he 

dedicated time to undertake many tasks inside the venue such as cooking, sharing his skills at the 

men’s shed, or simply having a cup of coffee with other residents. Although he was no longer 

subject to the social rules of the site as a resident, he kept a strong bond with Collingwood and its 

community. 

David was a person who I could trust. He responded openly to questions and helped me 

to establish communication about my study with other members of the community. However, 

David confessed to me that he was a regular drug user and asked me if it was oaky for me to 

interview him, and whether his condition would affect my study. It appeared to me that David 

had previous experience in the position of research subject in other studies, which might explain 

his willingness to participate in my study.  

The semi-structured interview that I conducted with David, and all the residents, was 

useful in generating dialogue and encouraging people to tell stories related to their lives in, and 

care for the environment in the Collingwood high-rise public housing estate. I sought unique 

responses and insights related to their own micro world, and how the social-physical context 

influenced them. David declared that the time he lived in Collingwood was enormously tough as 

he was dealing with a mental illness associated with his drug addictions. At that time, he was 

also dealing with what he saw as the frequent hostile behaviour directed at him from other 

residents. After moving out to another type of public housing in the suburbs, and despite his past 

turmoils and experiences in other public housing estates, he developed strong ties with the 
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Collingwood high-rise community. The conversation that follows took place in the living room 

of the CNH, it was around 9 a.m. in the morning and we were both having a cup of coffee. It was 

a bit noisy as people started to get in and out of the CNH because they were getting ready to take 

some classes or just hanging out with other residents. We were interrupted once in a while 

because people were greeting David as they passed by. 

David participated in replanting and the improvement of local gardens around the 

Collingwood site (a program ran by the Yarra City Council) because he needed some more 

money to survive at that time. That experience left him with very good memories as well as with 

some gardening skills, which he now uses to restore the local gardens. From these experiences, 

he has developed a connection with the local natural environment; especially when he practices 

his gardening skills at his new place. He has also developed an appreciation of open space at his 

current place after experiencing confinement and lack of space when he was living in 

Collingwood. The following episode from David’s interview shows how he acquired his 

gardening skills, and eventually, his appreciation for his surrounding natural environment. 

The data and analysis are presented in four columns, each identifying respectively, the 

participant in the conversation, the discursive element, the site ontological features and the kind 

of moral positioning.  
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4.4.1 Table 2: David’s conversational episode about the value of the gardens in 

Collingwood. 

Participant Conversation Site Ontology: 

Practical domains 

of  

skilful coping 

Positioning Theory: 

negotiation of skilful 

coping in the moral 

space 

Angel: Do you think the presence of 

gardens and parks helps you to 

care about the environment or 

makes you to feel better? Or 

does it make it difficult? 

 I tried to reposition 

David to a different 

conversational context 

(topic) by using third 

order positioning but 

trying to keep his past 

role as a resident of 

Collingwood.  

David: I will tell you something, a 

couple of years ago they [Yarra 

City Council] had a job program 

and they offered about 16 

positions to work as garden 

attendants and we worked in 

Atherton gardens and we 

landscaped the whole Napier 

street of the high-rise complex. 

We built all new gardens in 

Napier street Fitzroy at the high-

rise buildings there. We were 

employed by the job network 

program, so there were like 16 

Practices ordered 

in time and space. 

Materials and 

persons were 

arranged in a 

specific time (two 

years ago) and 

space (Atherton 

gardens) to learn 

gardening skills 

through the job 

network program. 

The Yarra city 

council was 

David used third 

order positioning to 

positioning me as 

listener who had to 

listen his story in 

relation to the 

questions I asked. By 

using the pronouns ‘I’ 

and ‘you’ he changed 

the roles as he feels he 

had the moral 

experiential authority 

to tell me his story.  

He first positioned 
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of us who got the jobs and they 

paid us every week so our 

payments stopped [of his 

pension] because we were 

earning our money and it went 

for three months and we learnt 

horticulture and we learnt how 

to propagate plants, we all had 

theory in gardening and then we 

went out and did the practical 

work, so we did all the wooden 

edging around the high-rise 

building and we planted new 

plants and we got delivered new 

funding to buy new plants, and 

we learnt what trees to plant 

[the] which ones are good, 

which ones are suited… 

established as an 

existing public 

entity which 

coordinated people 

and materials to 

carry out the 

program.  

Practical 

understanding. All 

participants who 

took part in the 

program learnt how 

identify and 

perform gardening 

skills. For example, 

David thoroughly 

described how to 

identify plants to 

perform suitable 

gardening tasks 

such as 

propagation. 

the Yarra City 

council’s program as 

the main ontological 

entity responsible for 

providing training and 

a salary. Moreover, he 

positioned himself and 

others as apprentices 

or learners by using 

the pronoun ‘we’ and 

assigning this role in 

first order 

positioning. The 

constant use of the 

pronoun ‘we’ showing 

a rhetorical 

description the diverse 

duties and obligations 

involved to be 

enrolled in the 

program and to 

undertake the diverse 

practices involved.  

Angel: Did you enjoy it?  I wanted to explore 

David’s affective 

connections to 

practice using third 

order positioning.  

David: I really enjoyed! I never missed 

a day, I loved it! Now, when I 

Teleoaffective 

structure. With 

He personally first 

positioned himself as 
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go there, they ruined it all. this account, David 

gave a positive 

experiential 

assessment of the 

program by 

expressing 

enjoyment and 

dedication to all 

learning activities 

and tasks involved. 

This short account 

expressed the 

commitment he had 

to the program and 

how the telos 

(purpose) of the 

program was 

achieved. There 

were also feelings 

of disappointment 

as the ultimate 

teleological 

purpose of the 

garden was not 

entirely fulfilled as 

residents did not 

respect the garden 

in the long term.  

one of the successful 

trainees who finished 

the course when 

positively expressing 

his joy when 

undertaking the 

program and stressing 

the force of his remark 

with the use of the 

pronoun ‘I’. The ‘I’ 

depicted personal 

commitment and 

obligation through the 

way he felt about the 

program. However, by 

witnessing the 

destruction of his 

work, and the garden 

itself, gave him the 

perlocutionary force 

to presumptively 

position others as 

responsible for their 

destruction.  

 

Angel:  Why did it happen?  I tried to reposition 

David as a resident to 
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give a deeper account 

as an informed person 

who cannot only 

describe but explain 

practices related to the 

destruction of the 

garden.  

David: Because of total disrespect for 

the community! Because that’s 

the Council’s garden and the 

peoples who live in the flats, it’s 

their garden too, because we 

have our community gardens as 

well. We were getting all brand-

new plants from the nursery 

thousands of dollars’ worth of 

plants; and people went down 

and stole them [or] took them 

somewhere away. Now I go to 

the same place where I worked 

[and] everything is broken up, it 

is fallen by bits, there are a 

couple of plants that are still 

there. There is nothing there 

anymore! 

 

Teleoaffective 

structure. The 

emotions of anger 

and disappointment 

are apparent in this 

account as he 

believed that people 

ought to respect the 

community garden. 

The purposeful 

telos of the restored 

garden was cut 

short as people 

stole the plants 

seemingly during 

and after the 

program was taking 

place. This practice 

contributed to the 

eventual 

destruction of the 

garden.  

David reviewed other 

residents’ 

performative acts on 

the garden. He used a 

neutral noun (people) 

as a way of assigning 

moral responsibility to 

unknown agents. 

However, he felt the 

need and right to label 

these ‘people’ as 

disrespectful using 

first order 

positioning as he 

described that they did 

not respect the 

investment of money 

made by the council 

and other residents’ 

efforts to rebuilt the 

garden. By using this 

form of position, he 

assigns a moral duty 
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to people of taking 

care of public gardens 

in the site.  

Picture: 

 

This picture supports David’s 

storyline showing the deplorable 

conditions of the community 

gardens in Collingwood. This is 

indicative of other practices of 

vandalism that exist in the 

Collingwood site. Picture taken 

on 23 of June 2013. 

  

 

4.4.2 Interim discussion: David’s skilful coping and positioning within the public moral 

space in Collingwood. 

David positioned himself as part of a collective, who took part in set practices that 

involved specific ways of sayings and doings. More specifically, by using the pronoun "we", he 

depicted the shared actions and experiences derived from the telos of the program, restoring a 

community garden. The program contained preconceived practices ordered in time and space of 

which David, skilfully coped through the development of practical understandings of task that 

aimed to improve the surrounding gardens in Collingwood and probably in other high-rise sites 

nearby. Once the program unfolded, he developed teleoaffective ties to specific activities of the 
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program, such as the care taken in plant selection and propagation, allowing him successfully 

achieve the personal telos of the program. 

During the gardening program he describes, David went through a cognitive process 

(theoretical understanding) of the practices involved and performed his own practical 

understandings of tasks that were required to fulfil the telos of the program: learning through 

preconceived set of practices. For example, David confirmed in his storyline that learning 

activities took place in a particular area (the Atherton gardens) asserting that specific times for 

practices were arranged in accordance with the program. These arrangements shaped the way 

that David acquired knowledge as he skilfully coped with the new set of practices by developing 

specific relationships with the moral spaces in and out of the program. That is, his practices 

included a connection with the moral duty he saw residents as having to protect the work he and 

his colleagues had undertaken. He positioned himself as member of the program who had to deal 

with two existing social collectives, his planting colleagues and the people living inside and 

outside of the site. This meant that social practices inherent to the site, such as vandalism and 

theft, intersected and affected the development and ultimate telos of the program, as evidenced 

by his personal and emotional response to re-counting the acts of vandalism. In other words, 

some residents did not enjoy a restored garden in the long term as a consequence of the common 

practices of vandalism in communal areas within the site, but according to David shared in the 

moral responsibility for this being the case. Hence, the garden and people emerged as other 

significant ontological players in David’s storyline in which the garden became morally self-

contained because he and others added moral value to it. This particular symbiosis (garden-

people) shaped David’s own ontology towards green areas as he developed emotional 

connections through gardening practices delivered/sponsored by the program. Moreover, his 
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ontological belief about green areas around Collingwood, and his personal teleoaffective 

investment in the program, gave him the right to morally judge other people’s vandalic practices 

as ‘disrespectful’ because he believes they had a moral-collective duty and obligation to care for 

their own gardens. This suggests that David’s intentions culminated in pro-environmental 

practices that had to co-exist in a site in which residents’ moral obligations could not be relied 

upon. Yet, despite this, the teleoaffective force of David’s self-development and sense of 

contributing to the community were sufficient to ensure his commitment and enactment of pro-

environmental practices could continue. The planting program David was a part of was 

enmeshed with the site, and while the vandalism endemic to the site could interrupt such pro-

environmental practices at a functional/instrumental level, the moral position taken up by David 

suggests that such pro-environmental practices are nonetheless supported by a local moral order 

exemplified by David’s position at the site. 

4.5 Focus Group Interview: Diverse Approaches Towards Pro-Environmental Practices 

Thanks to the support of teachers and staff from the Collingwood Neighbourhood House, 

I managed to organize the following focus group interview with residents or ex-residents of 

Collingwood high-rise public housing, comprising men and women from different cultural 

backgrounds. For some participants, English was not their first language, which created 

difficulties to understanding their storyline. Some participants were keen to tell their own stories, 

and while these were not always pertinent to the questions asked, they indicated the degree to 

which participants wanted to position their storylines within the moral space opened by the 

conversation. I had a set of questions to be asked but new questions emerged as the interview 

unfolded. This interview was quite long but illustrative of the contextual sense of diverse 
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environmental problems, needs and perceptions that people in Collingwood have. This sets the 

stage for the individual semi-structured interviews that follow. 

There were eight participants in the group, five who most actively participated in the 

interview. Veronica: a mid-forties Anglo-Australian single mother who lived in Collingwood for 

some years, and now lives in the suburbs with her teenage daughter. Erick: an early fifties 

Anglo-Australian man who is unemployed and has participated in some pro-environmental 

programs in the past in Collingwood. Lu Li: a mid-fifties Chinese descent lady from Hong Kong 

who lived for many years in Collingwood but now lives in a walk-up building (low-rise three 

level building) that is located next to the site. Alexandra: the facilitator, and community teacher 

who works at the CNH although she does not live in Collingwood. Laila: an early-thirties 

Muslim African woman who migrated to Australia and moved into Collingwood few years ago. 

Dong: a mid-forties Chinese man from Hong Kong who moved into Collingwood ten years ago 

and who remained silent during this interview session, but offered himself to participate in an 

individual interview. 

4.5.1 Table 3: Focus group episode about the diverse pro-environmental practices in the 

Collingwood site 

Speakers Conversation Site Ontology 

Practical domains 

Skilful coping 

Positioning Theory 

Negotiation of skilful 

coping in the moral 

space 

Angel: Let's start with the first question. 

Is it difficult for you to care about 

the environment living in a high-

rise building? 

 I started the interview 

with an open question 

where they had the 

opportunity to position 
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themselves with respect 

to pro-environmental 

practices.  

Shelly: It depends, it depends. People do 

not have a back-garden sort of 

thing to look after and there is 

difficulty with recycling. 

Recycling is a lot more difficult in 

the high-rise. When I was living 

there, there were people in our 

group that were doing it. It [the 

program] was once a week, wasn’t 

it Patrick? 

 

Practices ordered 

in time and space. 

She described that 

recycling practices 

are different from 

other types of 

households 

depending on the 

availability of 

space. However, 

based on her 

experiences, she 

asserted that 

recycling practices 

were more 

difficult to 

undertake because 

of the lack of 

space and the 

layout of the 

buildings. She also 

referred to 

residents who 

were doing 

recycling practices 

in spite of the 

physical 

difficulties 

She retrospectively first 

positioned herself as a 

resident of Collingwood. 

This position vested her 

with the right to assign a 

specific moral attribute 

to the building as 

difficult or problematic 

to undertake recycling 

practices due to the lack 

of space.  
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imposed by the 

site. A recycling 

program was in 

place at that 

particular time.  

Patrick:  Yeah, they had recycling bins at 

one stage within the laundries or 

dryer rooms at different levels of 

the towers. That made it easier to 

recycle, prior to that if you wanted 

to recycle you had to pack and 

bringing it downstairs. 

Practices ordered 

in time and space. 

The reorganization 

of the bins in 

different levels of 

the building made 

recycling practices 

easier for all 

residents. This 

new rearrangement 

of the bins saved 

time and efforts 

made by residents 

as it facilitated the 

sorting of waste. 

Practical 

understanding. 

Within this 

storyline, he was 

able to identify 

recycling practices 

before and after 

the rearrangements 

of the bins.  

He first positioned the 

workers of the program 

as facilitators of 

recycling practices as 

they contributed to the 

rearrangement of the 

location of the bins. He 

also retrospectively first 

positioned himself 

acquiring the right to 

explain how difficult 

recycling practices were 

before the program. 

The use of the pronoun 

‘you’ suggests that 

responsibility for action 

is collective but not 

individually binding. 

 (talking all at once- agitated) 
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Lu Li: But then they [the personnel of the 

program] locked the door all the 

time. 

Practices ordered 

in time in space. 

She could identify 

that there was a 

functional 

organization on 

site that had the 

power to lock the 

door asserting the 

recycling practices 

were not as easy as 

many people 

thought.  

She first positioned the 

personnel of the program 

with the right locking 

the doors by using the 

pronoun ‘they’. Her 

inflection asserted that 

they had the authority to 

perform this action.  

Patrick: It was hard to bring a lot of stuff 

down. 

 

Practices ordered 

in time and space. 

He described that, 

before the 

program, the 

actions of taking 

recyclables down 

to ground floor 

(space) of the 

building were not 

so easy to carry 

out.  

He indirectly first 

positioned the building 

as difficult or 

problematic due the 

amount of effort needed 

to undertake recycling 

practices.  

Lu Li: Some people threw the recycling 

stuff down the rubbish chute. 

Site base rules. It 

was not clear if 

she was referring 

to the execution of 

these practices 

despite the 

She implicitly first 

positioned other 

residents as careless or 

unaware of recycling 

practices because they 

were not separating their 
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implementation of 

the program. If so, 

it can be inferred 

that there was a 

breach of the rules.  

waste.  

Angel: Are we talking about the 

Brotherhood of St Laurence 

program? 

 

 I used first order 

positioning to ask for 

clarification about who 

was responsible for the 

execution of such 

program. 

Patrick: That was the Brotherhood of St 

Laurence program that they stole 

from us!!!  

 He deliberately first 

positioned the 

Brotherhood of St 

Laurence as 

appropriating the 

scheme that was the 

resident’s. It can be 

asserted from his 

storyline that originally a 

group of people had the 

idea of the 

implementation of new 

recycling practices on 

the site.  

 [all talking at the same time 

somewhat agitated] 

 

  

Shelly: Now it is not happening at all. 

They knocked it on the head. Back 

to square one. 

 Although the reason why 

the program stopped was 

not mentioned, she 
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indirectly first 

positioned someone as 

responsible of this by 

making reference to the 

pronoun ‘they’.  

Shelly: 

 

There is going to be a lot of 

people [like] that, you know, 

unless they are on their way out 

they are not going to be carrying 

separate bags of recyclable stuff, 

keep it in the bags and taking it 

downs stairs, you know, it is hard, 

it takes dedication yes! 

Practices ordered 

in time and space. 

She gave a 

description of the 

current correlation 

of people, 

recycling practices 

and the 

infrastructure of 

the building 

implying that 

recycling actions 

take time and 

physical effort 

from residents. 

Therefore, 

recycling practices 

can be 

inconvenient for 

residents who live 

in the top floors.  

She presumptively first 

positioned many 

residents as not being 

‘proactive’ in 

undertaking recycling 

practices unless it is 

convenient for them to 

do so.  

Angel:  I heard from other groups that 

sometimes the cleaners do that 

job. 

 I implicitly first 

positioned the cleaners’ 

role by taking into 

consideration other 

residents comments’ in 
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the CNH. 

Patrick:  They don't, actually, all the 

cleaners do is to take whatever 

rubbish is there by the chutes and 

bring the bins down as part of 

their contract. If you leave a bag 

of recyclables at your front door, 

it just goes to general rubbish. If 

you actually take the effort to 

bring it down to the bins that they 

got in the foyers now that 

[rubbish] gets recycled. 

Practical 

understanding. 

He knew how to 

identify others’ 

practices as well as 

part of the rules 

that regulate them. 

He also knew how 

to follow the 

appropriate actions 

and processes for 

his rubbish to be 

recycled.  

Practices ordered 

in time and space. 

He knew the actual 

order and spaces in 

which disposing 

and recycling 

practices take 

place and what 

was required for 

adequate waste 

separation 

disposal.  

He first positioned the 

cleaners as not 

responsible for recycling 

duties within the 

buildings by using the 

direct pronoun ‘they’. 

He explicitly first 

positioned himself and 

other with the duty of 

performing specific 

actions to achieve proper 

recycling practices 

within the buildings.  

Sophie:  They do a good job. But if you 

leave a bag of recyclables at your 

front door, near the chute it just 

goes to general rubbish. 

Practical 

understanding. 

She could identify 

what the problem 

was when people 

By using the pronoun 

‘they’ she first 

positioned the job of the 

cleaners as ‘good’ but 

later assigning moral 
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intended to recycle 

their rubbish and 

how this 

intersected with 

the already set up 

practices of the 

cleaners. 

Therefore, rubbish 

did not get placed 

into the 

appropriate spaces 

or bins.  

 

responsibility on them 

about the execution of 

appropriate recycling 

practices. 

Shelly:  If I catch the bloody cleaner who 

sweeps all the leaves and put them 

into the recycling bin, I will 

strangle the bugger. I discussed 

the importance of recycling with 

my kids and we were doing it but 

when I looked in the recycling bin 

and saw leaves in there, I was 

frustrated. He is responsible. It is 

pretty stupid; the cleaner knows 

that it is a recycling bin. 

 

Teleoaffective 

structure. She 

displayed her 

anger and 

frustration when 

realizing that the 

common 

normativity/rule of 

the recycling 

practices on site 

was broken.  

She explicitly and 

directly first positioned 

the cleaner as 

responsible for being 

part of the problem 

when using the pronoun 

‘he’. She believed that 

this situation assigned 

her with the right to take 

action against the person 

who put the leaves in the 

wrong bin. This can be 

clearly shown as she 

constantly uses the 

pronoun ‘I’.  

 

Lu Li: Do they do it because there are not 

enough rubbish bins around the 

 By using second order 

positioning, she asked 
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entrances to put the rubbish in? 

 

for clarification about 

the role assigned by 

Shelly to the cleaners.  

 

Shelly: No, he has been lazy because it is 

near the road and they just like 

"uuh there is a bin, no-one is 

watching" that what that is, you 

know what I mean, if you put five 

more rubbish bins near it they 

would put it into the recycling bin, 

they do not care 

 She responded to the 

previous participant’s 

comment by using first 

order positioning to 

assign a specific moral 

attribute to the cleaner 

due to his or her actions.  

 

 

Lu Li:  I want to bring in a very important 

issue: a lot of people didn't know 

from the start that if you put your 

recyclables in a plastic bag they 

do not get recycled. We did not 

know that you have to put your 

recyclables in the bin without a 

plastic bag. We don’t have our 

own recycling bin. I said to the 

Council, why you didn’t tell us 

this. A lot of people did not empty 

their recyclables in to the 

recycling bin, they just put the 

plastic bag in the bin and the 

whole thing could not get 

recycled. You thought you were 

doing the right thing. 

 

Practical 

understanding. 

She explained that 

she and others did 

not know about the 

appropriate actions 

to undertake 

effective recycling 

practices. She had 

her own practical 

understanding of 

how to deal with 

her recyclables but 

she argued that the 

Council should 

have informed 

residents better 

about the recycling 

By mutually using the 

pronouns ‘I’ and ‘you’ 

she first positioned the 

Council as responsible 

for not informing 

residents about 

appropriate recycling 

practices within the site. 

Therefore, she 

positioned herself and 

other residents as having 

a right to position the 

council as an entity with 

a duty to ensure proper 

recycling waste disposal.  
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practices within 

the site.  

 

 

Angel: In conclusion, is it difficult to care 

about the environment [living in a 

high-rise]? Yes, why? No, why? 

[Note: They kept on going talking 

among themselves and I could not 

understand what they were talking 

about it as many people were 

talking at the same time in little 

groups]  

 I used third order 

positioning to relocate 

everybody in the current 

context in order to reach 

consensus or a general 

answer.  

Lu Li:  Some people in the high-rise were 

doing things. Some people had a 

community garden for herbs and 

vegetables and were committed to 

it. Growing radishes and other 

things. They were shattered when 

they lost it when the soil was 

removed. 

Practices ordered 

in time and space. 

She knew how to 

identify practices 

that belonged to 

specific contexture 

of the site.  

She first positioned 

some residents as 

‘committed’ to some 

pro-environmental 

practices by using the 

noun ‘people’. However, 

she also first positioned 

these residents as the 

sufferers with the 

pronoun ‘they’ when the 

soil was removed from 

the garden.  

Patrick: The soil was on the car-park roof 

and fertilizers were added and the 

soil was not turned over and it 

became toxic. They were going to 

change the soil, that was 6 years 

ago, but the Flemington high-rise 

Practices ordered 

in time and space. 

He knew how and 

when programs to 

improve the 

garden were going 

He first positioned the 

local authority as 

responsible of the 

maintenance of the 

gardens, but at the same 

time, he also first 
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and other places were given 

higher priority and have had the 

improvement work done and we 

missed out. Within your own 

personal environment and within 

your own personal space within 

the towers the ability to be green 

or conscious of the environment is 

very limited. You can’t make 

compost in an apartment. No way. 

to be executed as 

he described the 

order of such 

practices were 

going to take 

place. However, 

Collingwood was 

affected because 

of it as they 

missed out being 

part of such 

program. 

Moreover, he 

asserted that the 

limited spaces 

within the 

apartments made it 

difficult to 

undertake pro-

environmental 

practices.  

General 

understanding. 

He is generalizing 

that the personal 

and social 

conditions of 

residents as well as 

the infrastructure 

of the buildings 

can be serious 

positioned them as 

responsible for not 

fulfilling this task in 

Collingwood. Likewise, 

he first positioned the 

infrastructural space of 

the building as a barrier 

to undertake pro-

environmental practices 

such as composting. In 

some way, he is 

assigning the attribute of 

‘difficult’, or almost 

‘impossible’ of 

developing agential 

consciousness about the 

environmental care.  
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barriers and 

limitations to 

undertaking pro-

environmental 

practices. 

Therefore, he 

firmly confirmed 

that composting 

practices may be 

almost impossible 

to achieve.  

 

 

Lu Li: Some people would try, but it 

would be too smelly. 

 

 She first positioned 

composting practices as 

inconvenient to be 

carried out inside the 

apartment. Nevertheless, 

she generally described 

that people will have the 

agency to undertake this 

practice.  

Angel: But it doesn’t have to be smelly. 

 

 I used second order 

positioning to reassign 

the attribute that the 

previous participant 

made towards 

composting practices.  

Malala: I put some plants in the kitchen 

and a few in the bathroom and the 

kids, as they do, "chucked” them 

Practices ordered 

in time and space. 

She described her 

She indirectly first 

positioned her children 

as responsible for the 
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everywhere and the sand [soil] 

around and I said 'that is enough' 

and put the plants outside the front 

door of the apartment and they 

were stolen. 

committed agency 

when putting 

plants into her 

apartment. 

However, she had 

to modify these 

practices by 

relocating the 

plants outside of 

the apartment. 

 

 

 

relocation of her plants 

outside of the apartment. 

She does attribute moral 

culpability to the persons 

who stole her plants.  

Angel:  This happened to one member in 

another group too. 

 

 I accountably 

positioned another 

resident who had a 

similar experience.  

Sophie:  [This participant had to intervene 

to clarify about having plants into 

the apartment] What you are 

saying is that it is hard to keep 

plants around because they can get 

stolen. 

Practices ordered 

in time and space. 

This participant 

described that the 

social environment 

in high-rise in 

combination with 

the communal 

spaces contributed 

to thieving 

practices inside the 

building.  

She presumptively first 

positioned the social-

physical environment as 

‘normal’ for these 

practices to occur.  

Patrick: Sometimes the cleaners will even 

take away anything even if there 

Practical 

understanding. 

He explicitly first 

positioned the cleaners 
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are plants. He had certain 

understanding of 

how the cleaners 

perform their job 

and the particular 

situations when 

they can perform 

their actions 

differently.  

as responsible for the 

disappearance of the 

plants. Not clear if this 

action is intended as part 

of the cleaners’ work 

duties. 

Sophie: You can be green. You can take 

environmental action. Some 

people took environmental action 

in changing their light globes. 

 

Practical 

understanding. 

She described that 

some residents 

were able to 

perform, identify, 

and prompt pro-

environmental 

practices within 

the site.  

She first positioned 

some residents of 

Collingwood as agents 

of change. With this 

short storyline, she 

described that some 

residents have the 

capacity to deal with the 

difficult moral space in 

Collingwood and 

produce change.  

Angel: For those people who changed 

your light bulbs, did you do it 

because of money or because you 

wanted to help the environment? 

  

Group:  Both! General 

understanding. 

All the participants 

were able to 

identify the 

economic and 

environmental 

They personally first 

positioned themselves 

as environmentally 

responsible in this regard 

by expressing a single 

utterance. Moreover, 

they showed an 
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benefits of using 

energy saving light 

bulbs. 

economical interest in 

performing this 

particular practice. 

Angel: OK, let's going to talks about 

social norms, do your friends, 

neighbours, or community groups 

have helped you to care the 

environment? 

 I used third order 

positioning to change the 

topic and reposition the 

participants in another 

context.  

Malala: Harder! My neighbour gets upset 

if I want to do something on my 

balcony. They say it is noisy. I 

can't [do things]. They throw 

things on my balcony. 

Practices ordered 

in time and space. 

She described that 

she wanted to 

undertake a not 

specified activity 

in a designated 

space within her 

apartment. Despite 

being in her own 

space, she had to 

stop her actions 

due to the noise 

produced. This can 

be attributed to the 

proximity of 

resident private 

spaces.  

She mutually first 

positioned herself as the 

victim and other 

residents as upset or 

annoyed by her actions. 

She believed having the 

right to perform 

activities but the noise 

produced gave her 

neighbours close by the 

right to take action 

against her.  

Shelly: I got beautiful neighbours; they 

encourage me to do gardening! I 

think it is good for the children. 

Teleoaffective 

structure. Within 

part of the 

normativity of the 

site, she asserted 

She first positioned her 

neighbours as good 

people that encouraged 

her to engage in 

gardening practices. This 
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that it is good to be 

engaged with 

gardening 

practices as they 

are beneficial for 

people and mainly 

children. In this 

case, her 

neighbours 

encouraged her to 

undertake 

gardening 

practices and this 

promoted 

emotional ties with 

them.  

emotional link vested 

her with the right to 

express that the 

gardening practices are 

good for children and 

they should be 

encouraged to undertake 

them.  

Angel: Does the Collingwood 

Neighbourhood House or 

somebody else help you care for 

the environment? 

 I used third order 

positioning to change 

the topic with the 

purpose of obtaining 

descriptive and profound 

accounts about how the 

CNH or other people 

that would have 

contributed to the 

engagement of pro-

environmental practices.  

Patrick: The Neighbourhood House is 

probably a little bit slack in not 

advertising what's new happening 

out there and talk about things like 

Practical 

understandings. 

He provides a 

detailed account of 

He first positioned the 

CNH as ‘slack’ of not 

promoting events that 

can enhance pro-
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that in our Harvest Festival. In the 

Festival they'll talk about 

recycling, the Environmental 

Officer of the Council will talk in 

their stall about “going green”. 

Aside from that, unless there is 

actually a funded program like 

Green Towers or stuff like that 

which has come into the estate, 

and then the only way you can get 

that education for adults is 

through their kids coming back 

from their schools and doing that 

education of sharing with ideas 

and things like that. But the 

Council, will not help us over here 

unless we approached them saying 

that we got a need. That's the only 

reason that they are going to come 

over.  

 

how activities can 

be organized and 

executed in and 

around the CNH 

with the aim of 

encouraging adult 

people to engaging 

with pro-

environmental 

activities. He also 

provided a brief 

description of the 

process to apply 

for support with 

the local authority 

and what are the 

basic steps 

required for such 

purpose.  

environmental practices 

among the adult 

population in 

Collingwood. He also 

first positioned the local 

authority of not being 

aware of the needs of the 

Collingwood 

community, suggesting 

they had a moral duty to 

do so. 

Lu Li: Another thing that I want to say, 

like in my own experience of 

adopting my community yard, it 

took me years to clean up the 

bushes and get ready to do 

something. I needed soil and I 

asked the housing [commission] 

and they said [to me]: 'that is your 

problem, you adopted [it], and you 

need to buy [things] by yourself 

Practical 

understanding. 

She described her 

committed agency 

by identifying the 

possible pathways 

of actions needed 

to improve the 

garden. She could 

identify and 

In this storyline, she 

first positioned herself 

as an achiever who 

managed to improve the 

yard despite not 

receiving any help from 

the local government. 

Therefore, she 

indirectly first 

positioned the council 
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and then I asked the council [for 

money, and they said]: "that is 

your problem you have to do it". I 

spent hundreds of dollars for the 

soil [and] everything. 

perform many 

activities inside 

and outside the 

yard and prompt 

some subset of the 

practice such as 

asking for funding 

to the local 

government.  

as not contributing to 

supporting her moral 

agency and 

corresponding practices. 

In other words, she 

mutually first 

positioning herself and 

the local council as 

having the moral duty to 

take care of the yard that 

would bring both public 

and private benefits.  

 

Angel: Let's going to talk about personal 

constraints. What kind of 

constrains make it difficult for you 

to care about the environment? 

[For example] time or money. 

 In third order 

positioning, I asked the 

participants to provide 

storylines related to 

personal constraints as 

residents of public 

housing.  

Lu Li: Money mainly.   

 

Shelly: Well, if you going to grow plants, 

vegies and stuff, it is lack of 

money that makes it difficult 

unless you buy the seedlings 

yourself. 

Practical 

understanding. 

She could identify 

the elements 

needed to carry out 

specific gardening 

practices. She 

pointed out that 

money was one of 

She first positioned the 

lack of money as an 

impediment or barrier to 

grow vegetables. 

Moreover, used third 

order positioning to 

positioning me in a 

different 

context/scenario by 
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the essential 

elements required 

to start growing 

plants.  

using the pronoun ‘you’ 

when she asserted that it 

would be easier for me 

to grow vegetables if I 

buy the seedlings.  

Lu Li: If you want to do it yourself.  She used third order 

positioning in order to 

reposition Shelly’s in 

another context if she 

had decided to it by 

herself.  

 

 

Sophie:  I think time; it does not take so 

much money if you want to do it. 

Practical 

understanding. 

She surely 

understood how 

much effort and 

money gardening 

practices should 

take to carry them 

out. She asserted 

that gardening 

practices do take 

more time than 

money.  

She first positioned 

gardening practices as 

time consuming and 

laborious rather than 

expensive; pointing to a 

duty to a practice that 

overrides material 

resources. 

Sheida:  Place! Practices ordered 

in time and space. 

She asserted that 

the limited spaces 

within the site can 

She first positioned the 

physical space of the site 

as not big enough to 

perform gardening 

practices.  
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be an impediment 

to carry out pro-

environmental 

practices.  

Angel:  You mean space?   

 

Sheida:  Yes!   

 

Angel: Do you know or have you [ever] 

downloaded the environmental 

policies of your council from the 

internet? 

 I used third order 

positioning to reposition 

all the participants into a 

different context.  

Group: No.  They answered this 

question in first order 

positioning.  

Angel: 

 

What about the information which 

is on the table here at CNH? Why 

do the majority of people ignore 

it? 

 I used third order 

positioning to reposition 

all the participants into a 

different context. 

Sophie:  I don't think that generally people 

read information anyway, unless 

you are looking for something 

specific, you actually don't go and 

get information like that, I think 

that the way of getting 

information to people here is 

through community awareness 

like the harvest festival and 

community action groups, getting 

things happening and getting 

people involved in doing stuff 

Practical 

understanding. 

She asserted to 

have a general 

understanding of 

the delivering 

information 

processes in 

Collingwood. She 

described that 

specific actions are 

needed to make 

She first positioned 

residents as self-driven 

by their own needs by 

using the pronoun 

‘they’. As a member of 

the community she 

positioned herself with 

the right to assign that 

moral duty to some 

residents. However, she 

first positioned some 

events as the only way to 
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around the estate such as the 

gardens and that sort of stuff but 

generally people will not come 

into the Neighbourhood House 

just looking for information to 

read they only come when they 

want something. 

residents aware of 

pro-environmental 

practices. She 

claims that 

residents are 

disinterested when 

going into the 

CNH.  

grasp people’s attention 

and enhance awareness 

of pro-environmental 

practices within the site.  

Angel:  Do you agree with her?  I asked this question in 

second order 

positioning to challenge 

Sophie’s opinion?  

Group:  Yes!  They validated the 

Sophie’s storyline and 

position in first order 

positioning.  

Patrick: I agree with that. We also found 

that a lot of our residents suffer of 

information overload in regards of 

pamphlets [because] there is a lot 

of stuff which comes from the 

Council in your [their] letter boxes 

and there are things happening 

around the estate that does not 

come through your mail box. It 

becomes a case of information 

overload. So, when you walk into 

a space like this and you see flyers 

lying down on the table, you are 

not going to let them worry you a 

great deal. Another thing is that 

General 

understanding 

and site base 

rules. He 

described it is 

common that 

residents are 

provided with too 

much information, 

and residents feel 

overwhelmed and 

saturated up to the 

point that it may 

be inconvenient 

for them to read all 

He mutually first 

positioned the residents 

as ‘victims’ and the 

council as the ‘cause’ of 

the overload of 

information. He could 

identify a problem where 

he could assign moral 

attributes to the parties 

(residents and council) 

that contributed to the 

lack of awareness of 

community activities. 

For example, he first 

positioned the residents 
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because all those flyers are lying 

flat you are not going to pay too 

much attention, but upright, a bit 

of marketing, then people will 

stop and look. 

 

of it. He also 

stated that 

valuable 

information never 

reaches residents’ 

letter boxes or 

might get lost due 

to the constant 

overload of 

information 

provoked by the 

mechanistic 

actions of the 

Council.  

Practical 

understanding. 

He understood the 

difficulty of 

reading printed 

information. He 

suggested better 

ways to grasp 

residents’ 

attention, 

especially those 

who attend the 

CNH. 

 

as having no interest in 

reading printed 

information. 

Shelly: Collingwood is at its worst at the 

moment; we do not have a 

community garden at the moment, 

Practices ordered 

and time and 

space. She 

She morally first 

positioned the 

Collingwood site as 
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and there has been shut. I was in 

the original group. A lot of people 

relied on it. People used to get the 

pamphlets and when the place was 

up and going. All that effort, all 

that time, all the sweat and tears 

of all us of going into that place! 

Why should a place actively used 

to be closed? Bang, finish, over! 

You know, it is disgusting! 

described a past 

context where 

institutionalized 

practices used to 

take place. 

Information was 

successfully 

delivered to 

residents as she 

and others were 

putting ‘time and 

effort’ to 

undertake specific 

practices at 

designated spaces.  

Teleoaffective 

structure. She 

attached emotional 

ties to many tasks 

and practices 

related to the 

projects that she 

got involved in the 

past. She displayed 

anger because a lot 

of efforts from her 

and others were 

put into projects 

that were 

eventually shut 

down.  

being in a ‘bad’ stage at 

the moment by 

describing how 

important community 

programs were for 

residents because many 

residents were relying on 

them. She also first 

positioned the programs 

as ‘good’ because 

information was 

interactively delivered to 

residents. She also first 

positioned the situation 

as ‘unfair’ for the people 

in Collingwood as well 

as to all the people who 

tirelessly contributed to 

running the programs.  
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Angel: Do people have a community 

sense? 

 I used third order 

positioning to locate the 

residents in another 

topic.  

Patrick: Most people don't have a sense of 

community here. 

General 

understanding. 

He based this 

utterance on his 

own experiences 

and people of the 

group did not 

challenge this 

affirmation.  

 

Angel:  Why?  I challenged his 

affirmation in second 

order positioning to 

explain such assignment 

and specific moral 

attribute.  

Shelly:  Apathy.  She first positioned the 

residents of 

Collingwood as 

‘apathetic’ or 

uninterested in engaging 

with other residents or 

community groups.  
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4.5.2 Interim discussion: Skilful coping and positioning within the diverse moral spaces 

It was widely acknowledged by most the participants that socio-physical space 

(buildings’ infrastructure and other residents) made it difficult to promote and engage with 

diverse pro-environmental practices. These realities made it difficult to cope with the moral 

space in which residents had to navigate from personal intention to successfully achieve actions. 

For example, some residents, such as Patrick and Shelly, had a practical understanding of how 

gardening and/or recycling practices are executed within the high-rise environment. However, 

they did not achieve committed pro-environmental practices despite showing some emotional 

attachment to teleological structures related to past practices. Nevertheless, there were other 

residents who skilfully coped with the difficult moral spaces achieving the execution of pro-

environmental practices within and outside the buildings. For example, Malala and Lu Li showed 

committed intentions that translated into actions, which had lasting effects, when trying to grow 

plants inside the building and/or improving a communal garden. In many cases residents had to 

look for the right pathways that were driven by the site ontological features, such as 

teleoaffective structures (e.g. relationships with neighbours) and practices ordered in time and 

space (such as community gardens, good recycling practices, and greening shared spaces). In 

turn, these ontological features were shaped by the rights, duties and obligations of residents: as 

much by those who took up the moral order in practice as those who did not.  

Most the participants had a collective understanding that pro-environmental practices can 

be hindered not only by personal constraints, such as money or time, but also by self-interest and 

apathy from other residents or even the local government. These external elements did have a 

deep effect on the moral space when executing pro-environmental practices. For example, Lu Li 

expressed lack of concern from the local council about her petition for some funding to improve 
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the community garden. Despite that, she showed committed agency that allowed her to 

successfully navigate into the moral space that surrounded the garden achieving its eventual 

improvement. The frequent use of the pronoun ‘it’ refers to the ontological status of diverse pro-

environmental practices at the site and their relation to the site ontological features that emerge 

through the navigation of moral spaces. For example, Patrick referred to ‘it’ to point out past 

recycling practices by saying: “It was hard to bring a lot of stuff down”. Participants’ use of 'it' 

includes the social or physical setting/circumstances in which it is occurring or inhibited but 

always with different emphases depending on the speaker's storyline, their positioning, or the 

illocutionary or agential force of their utterances. The speakers are clearly presenting themselves 

not only to me but also to one another in the conversation. As a group, we were all acting and 

interacting towards a more determinate state of affairs and understanding of what constitutes pro-

environmental practices at the site. The "it" does not exist as externally as a thing. Within their 

relations the "it", "you", "they" and "I" play their part and have an agential identity. More 

importantly, it was identified that the word ‘it’ captures a shared agential recognition about pro-

environmental practices in the high-rise estate. 

4.6 Dong’s Conversational Episode About Fear Affecting His Life and The Execution of 

Pro-Environmental Practices 

Dong is a mid-forties Chinese descent man from Hong Kong, who moved into the 

Collingwood site 10 years ago. He moved there to look after his mother-in-law and save money 

as his wife had just given birth to their first son. Also, the site is located close to his work place. 

Dong said he enjoyed the gardens and the wildlife around the building. He was also happy to see 

his little son loving the green areas. He also said if they had decided to stay in Hong Kong, they 

would not have the opportunity to enjoy the green areas, as Hong Kong high-rises are just like 
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‘concrete jungles’. However, he has been through tough times since he moved into Collingwood 

as he and his wife have faced a somewhat hostile social environment related to drugs, alcohol 

and violence. In some way, this theme dominated a great deal of the conversation, as Dong 

seemed quite keen to tell his story of a traumatic event that his wife suffered in one of the 

communal areas. 

4.6.1 Table 4: Dong’s episode about the production of fear in Collingwood and the 

execution of pro-environmental practices in the private domain. 

Speakers Conversation Site Ontology 

Practical domains 

Skilful coping 

Positioning Theory 

Negotiation of 

skilful coping in the 

moral space 

Angel: I have been told that 

the council knocked 

down some trees 

because it wanted to 

make some 

improvements, do 

you recall that 

moment? 

  

Dong: Yes, yes, I guess that 

could be related to 

security because at 

night it is very dark if 

you have tall trees; it 

is very dark and 

people do not feel 

safe. 

 He first positioned 

the trees as ‘a factor’ 

that contributes to 

making the 

Collingwood site 

unsafe. That is, he is 

attributing some 

responsibility to the 
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council for what he 

took as an increased 

risk. 

Angel: I sort of understand 

that trees were 

important for many 

residents, but now 

safety issues have 

been aroused. 

  

Dong: I guess, they needed 

to get the right 

balance. 

 He indirectly 

positioned himself as 

an individual thinker 

by using the pronoun 

‘I’ in first order 

positioning. He 

repositions the 

council has having to 

weight its duties 

against other 

responsibilities.  

Angel: So, do you think that 

it was a good decision 

[from the council]? 

  

Dong: I think they did not 

chop all the trees 

around here, I would 

say that it was the 

right decision. 

 He repositioned the 

council as meeting its 

obligations via first 

order positioning by 

developing the 

storyline about the 

trees.  

Angel: Let's going to talk   
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about safety, do you 

feel safe living in this 

place? 

Dong: When I first moved 

[in]to Collingwood, I 

didn't feel safe. 

 He first positioned 

himself in danger 

and the site as 

insecure. He 

positioned as a 

resident in danger by 

using the pronoun ‘I’ 

with respect to fact 

living in the 

Collingwood site.  

Angel:  Why? So, what 

situation scared you? 

 I used first order 

positioning to 

enquire further about 

the same topic.  

Dong: I wasn't too scared 

but I found it 

annoying because 

nobody wants 

strangers shooting up 

drugs where they live. 

Actually, one of my 

neighbours wrote this 

on the [laundry] door 

'We have many kids 

on this floor, please 

don't use drugs here. 

Thank you'. But they 

don't care; sometimes 

Practices ordered in 

time and space. He 

could identify the 

functional correlation 

between people and 

spaces. For example, 

he asserted that 

laundries are public 

spaces and should be 

used appropriately 

and not negatively 

affected for other 

residents’ deviant 

practices.  

He re-positions his 

fear as annoyance in 

response to my first-

order positioning 

with respect to his 

fear. He does so by 

elaborating the 

storyline in which 

deviant practices are 

located in the actions 

of ‘they’.  
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when you go to the 

laundry you can see 

syringes on the floor. 

Angel: Do you think that 

people are scared 

because this kind of 

behaviours? And, do 

you think that this a 

kind of an 

impediment, stopping 

them from engaging 

in outdoor activities? 

 I was trying to link 

the feeling of fear to 

the execution of pro-

environmental 

practices, and 

therefore, I asked 

Dong about this 

relationship in first 

order positioning.  

Dong: For me, safety is my 

greatest concern. The 

people living here, 

maybe now I am OK 

because I have been 

here since 2003, so 

it’s been 10 years and 

I got used to it. [But] 

to be honest, the 

building that I used to 

live in very often I 

used to see strangers. 

I came across some 

drug addicts in the 

laundry because I 

opened the door and I 

saw a woman and a 

man shooting up. So, 

I pretend that they 

 He retrospectively 

first positioned 

himself as a 

vulnerable person 

who had adapted to 

the difficult/hostile 

moral space that 

pervades in the 

communal areas of 

the site. This 

storyline depicts how 

drug use practices 

can have a 

perlocutionary force 

that made him take a 

specific position 

towards such 

practices and other 

residents. He 
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were not there; I just 

went inside the 

laundry. I didn't know 

how they were able to 

get in because every 

time I went out (the 

laundry) I shut the 

door and locked it, 

but I know that there 

are some residents 

that they don't do it 

for convenience 

reasons they leave the 

door open so next 

time they go to the 

laundry to get their 

clothes they do not 

have to bring the key. 

indirectly first 

positioned those 

people as ‘the bad 

guys’ doing 

something morally 

wrong within a 

communal space (his 

space too). This event 

positioned him to 

undertake action as 

he felt with the right 

to lock the laundry 

door in order to stop 

drug users to access 

it.  

Dong:  Something bad 

happened [also] to my 

wife a couple of years 

ago. 

 .  

Angel: Here in Collingwood?   

 

Dong: Yes (sobbing), she 

was assaulted and 

robbed resulting in 

multiple injuries, 

punched her on the 

face and dragged into 

old building. We went 

 Dong directly first 

positioned his wife 

as a ‘victim’ of the 

hostile moral space in 

the communal areas. 

He developed a long 

and detailed storyline 
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shopping together (on 

that day) and there 

was a notice from the 

post office saying that 

there was a parcel 

waiting for me to pick 

up, and my wife said 

to me 'we have 10 

minutes, so, I went to 

the post office to get 

it, and she went on 

[by] herself. It was 

about 4:15 pm in the 

afternoon. There were 

quite many people 

coming home from 

work and then I 

thought 'it should be  

OK [leaving her 

alone]'. The guardians 

said that my wife was 

just physically 

assaulted, punch on 

the face two or three 

times and drag her 

(asking her) 'where is 

the money, where is 

the money'. I had the 

money with me and 

she didn't have any 

money with her. 

where he described 

the sequences of 

daily practices (e.g. 

shopping and coming 

back home) which 

intersected with the 

moral space that 

surrounds their 

building. He also 

described his wife in 

first orders 

positioning as 

‘vulnerable’ by being 

left alone as both of 

them agreed that it 

should be OK for this 

to happen just for few 

minutes, in plain 

daylight and people 

coming home from 

work. In other words, 

they assessed and 

considered all the 

external elements for 

that moment to be 

safe but the 

unpredictable social 

environment had a 

negative effect.  
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Angel: Do you think that 

kind of behaviour 

scares people to 

engage in outdoor 

activities such as the 

community garden or 

the activities 

(delivered) here at the 

Collingwood 

neighbourhood 

house? 

  

Dong: After renovations of 

this buildings we feel 

a bit safer because 

there is more light in 

the corridor [and] in 

the foyer you can see 

people clearly. Now, I 

feel a lot safer. 

 Dong mutually first 

positioned the site 

and residents 

collectively as safer. 

The use of the ‘I’ 

later indexes a 

personal sense of 

safety. 

Angel: Have you been 

involved in the 

community garden 

before? 

 

  

Dong: We are not involved; 

I don't know nothing 

about gardening and 

because I do not have 

time because I need to 

work. 

 He first positioned 

using the pronoun ‘I’ 

to show the sense of 

duty to work to 

sustain his family.  



135 
 

 

Angel: Why you are here? 

Why you are 

attending the 

activities at the 

Collingwood 

neighbourhood 

house? 

  

Dong: At the moment, I am 

doing a course with 

Victoria University, 

that's why I have to 

come here once a 

fortnight, and 

occasionally I come 

to 'mama kitchen' 

once a month, the 

first Saturday of each 

month. 

Practices ordered in 

time and space. 

Orders here are 

conceived as 

arrangement of 

entities (e.g. 

Residents, CNH, 

University, and 

Kitchen) that can take 

part of the enactment 

of individual actions 

and amalgamation of 

diverse practices. 

He first positioned 

himself as mature-

age student who 

attends the CNH 

regularly in relation 

to his professional 

life and its 

responsibilities.  

Angel: So, you like to be 

involved in those 

activities? 

 

  

Dong: It depends whether I 

have time. 

 He repositioned 

himself as a busy 

person in first order.  

Angel: Do you think that 

people here are 

friendly? 
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Dong: It depends on the 

person, some are 

friendly, others not. 

You can tell easily. 

 He assigned the 

moral attribute of 

friendly and/or 

unfriendly in first 

order positioning to 

the attendees of the 

CNH. He asserted 

that identifying this 

attribute in the local 

moral space of the 

CNH was straight-

forward.  

Angel: Do you know about 

the environmental 

policies of the 

council? And have 

you read the 

information available 

on the table (at the 

Collingwood 

neighbourhood 

house)? 

  

Dong: No, I haven't.   

.  

Angel: Are you aware of 

environmental 

information? 

  

 

Dong: No much, but we try 

to do as much as we 

can according to our 

Practical 

understanding. 

Dong explicitly 

He first positioned 

himself as some ‘not 

well informed’ about 
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knowledge, like the 

recycling bins on the 

ground floor of our 

building so when we 

go out we bring the 

recyclable stuff and 

put them in. 

described that he and 

his family had certain 

knowledge and 

understanding to 

identify and perform 

proper recycling 

practices. Even 

though he asserted 

that these practices 

can take some effort 

as the bins are located 

in the ground floor.  

environmental 

information. 

Nevertheless, he 

mutually first 

positioned himself 

and his family as 

morally responsibly 

with the environment 

by undertaking 

proper recycling 

practices. By using 

the pronoun ‘we’ he 

signals that such a 

moral position is 

grounded in the 

family.  

Angel: Are you teaching this 

kind of knowledge to 

your son? 

  

Dong: Yes. He knows the 

difference between a 

green bin and a 

yellow bin. At home 

we have a bag to put 

the recyclables in, so 

when the bag is full 

we bring the bag with 

us. We have some pot 

plants on the table 

near the window and 

every day my son is 

Practical 

understanding. 

Dong’s son knows 

how to undertake 

recycling practices by 

identifying the 

differences between 

bins in order to 

perform proper waste 

sorting.  

Teleoaffective 

structures. He 

Dong’s mutually 

first positioned 

himself as a teacher 

and his son as the 

learner. His special 

emphasis in this 

relationship by using 

the pronoun ‘we’. 

Through this learning 

process, his son 

learnt the duty of 

caring for the 
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responsible for 

watering the plants 

there are close to the 

window they can get 

the sunshine. 

teaches his soon 

about waste sorting 

and nursing the plants 

in the family home. 

Dong enjoys 

observing that his son 

performs these pro-

environmental 

practices diligently. 

environment through 

recycling waste and 

nursing plants 

practices.  

Angel: Do you grow your 

own food? 

 

  

Dong:  No. 

 

  

Angel:  Do you compost?   

 

Dong:  No.   

 

Angel: If you had the 

opportunity and the 

space to compost, 

would you do it? 

  

 

Dong: Yes.   

 

Angel: What do you think is 

needed for people to 

learn and care about 

the environment? 

 

  

Dong: I guess that more 

information and 
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education. 

Angel: How do you think 

that should be 

delivered? 

 

  

Dong: I guess if the housing 

office can send some 

leaflets with 

information about 

how to save our 

environment at least 

they would get the 

information. If the 

housing office has the 

information in the 

office, and they want 

people to go to the 

office to get it, I do 

not think that many 

people will go, but if 

you put information 

in their mail boxes at 

least they can take 

[have] a look. 

Practical 

understanding. As a 

resident, Dong could 

identify possible 

better ways of 

delivering 

information to 

residents. He asserted 

that putting 

information in 

residents’ mailboxes 

will be a practical 

way of delivering 

information and 

enhancing the 

chances that such 

information reaches 

the residents’ eyes.  

He presumptively 

first positioned the 

housing office with 

the duty of 

disseminating 

information about 

environmental issues 

to residents. 

His frequent use of 

the pronouns such as 

‘they’, ‘it’ and ‘you’ 

suggests a diffusion 

of personal 

responsibility for 

what he proposes. 

Angel: Well, this is it. Thank 

you Dong for this 

interview! I really 

appreciated. 

  

Dong:   You're welcome.   
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4.6.2 Interim discussion: Dong’s skilful coming and positioning within the private and 

public moral spaces. 

Safety was one of Dong’s main concerns as a resident of Collingwood. Although he 

introduced his discussion of the site with reference to the fact that the trees around the buildings 

were contributing to the insecurity in Collingwood, because it was harder to see in the communal 

areas at night time, his re-positioning within the conversation suggested that, to some extent, 

many ontological features of the site were not subject to being shaped to conform with his moral 

stance. So, while many of those trees were eventually knocked down, Dong nevertheless 

positioned the local council as having responded to a balance of necessities outside his field of 

influence. He said that the council renovated the communal areas in Collingwood, which made 

him feel safer, but this sense of safety was as much the result of his capacity to adapt to external 

circumstances than to the council meetings its duty to provide him and his fellow residents with a 

safe space. Despite the physical changes and improvements in the communal areas, there is 

something that Dong or the council could not modify: the communal moral space opened up his 

moral duty to his family. To skilfully cope with it, he used common sense to be safe all the time, 

as he knew about the bad reputation of Collingwood at the time he moved into his apartment, but 

this was not enough as the moral space was saturated with many social problems, such as 

alcohol, drugs and violence, which made life dangerous and tough in the communal areas of the 

site. For example, he found out that drug addicts were using the laundry rooms to inject 

themselves, leaving a lot of mess and pollution inside the rooms. Because of this situation, he felt 

he had the right to lock the doors to minimize the impact of this practice. Unfortunately, his 

actions had little effect on mitigating the misuse of the laundry’s room as drug addicts always 

managed to get inside.  
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Perhaps the major event that had a negative impact on Dong’s life was the assault that his 

wife suffered in one of the communal areas of the building. This event confirmed the 

unpredictability of the communal moral spaces in Collingwood. He said that everything seemed 

to be safe and normal until deviant practices interfered with them. Likewise, he confirmed that 

these kinds of events produce ‘fear’, which in turn, had a significant impact on other residents’ 

willingness and intentions (agency) to engage in pro-environmental practices outdoors, such as 

the community garden or taking recyclables to the communal areas on the ground floor where 

the proper bins are located. However, there are other communal moral spaces existing within the 

site, such as the CNH, where he engages with community practices not precisely to build up 

social ties with other residents, but to fulfil a requirement to complete his degree with Victoria 

University. He added that socializing within the CNH is also hard as not all people there have the 

disposition to socialize as he assigned to some of them the moral attributive of ‘unfriendly’. 

Regarding his life inside his apartment, he said neither having knowledge of outdoor community 

practices, nor knowing about the environmental policies of his local council. Nevertheless, he 

and his family had the knowledge to perform routinely pro-environmental practices inside their 

home such as pre-sorting waste and caring for plants. Dong has also encouraged his son to adopt 

these practices; his son enjoys the green areas around the building and embraces the duty of 

nursing all the plants inside their apartment. He portrayed himself as a busy person who has little 

time to specifically look for information about community practices or environmental education, 

but this did not negate his personal and familial moral commitment to enacting pro-

environmental practices.
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4.7 Nancy’s Conversational Episode about the Use of Natural Resources and Communal 

Spaces 

Nancy’s participation in this research opened a new dimension to my field work in 

Collingwood. Seeking the advice from the CNH’s coordinators, we agreed that food vouchers 

would be one viable option to recruit participants. The vouchers proved to be very effective, as 

the word spread out very quickly and within few days lots of residents were looking for me in a 

somewhat ‘desperate’ mood by saying: are you the guys of the vouchers?!!...do you still have 

some? One of the residents drawn to participate by the vouchers was Nancy, and I include her 

interview below as her profile and social situation is typical of many other residents I observed 

living in Collingwood high-rise public housing.  

Nancy was a mid-fifties lady completely toothless; long hair with a very slim body. I saw 

her many times coming in and out of the CNH, always looking for something, such as a cup of 

tea, coffee or free food from the community kitchen. She did not talk to people and barely 

acknowledged my greetings. Sometimes, her erratic behavior left me mesmerized as she would 

just pop into the CNH to do some unexpected things such as playing the community piano 

located in the lunch room but with no sense or rhythm. I recorded her music and it can be 

accessed at: <https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B5iaco6x NPA-

b1FqbGV5OUNTY2s/view?usp=sharing>. I heard from other residents that she was a regular 

drug user and developed a mental illness from it. It was obvious that Nancy came to the 

interview just to get a food voucher from me, and not initially with a view to contributing to my 

research project. The interview went rather smoothly, but many her storylines made no sense to 

me and were often contradictory. 
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4.7.1 Table 5: Nancy’s episode about the convenient use of natural resources and 

communal moral spaces. 

Speakers Conversation Site Ontology 

Practical domains 

Skilful coping 

Positioning Theory 

Negotiation of skilful 

coping in the moral 

space 

Angel: Hi Nancy, thank you 

for agreeing on having 

this interview.  

  

Nancy: That’s all right.  

 

  

Angel: So, [do] you agree to 

being interviewed? Are 

you OK with it? 

 

  

Nancy: Yeah!   

 

Angel: How long have you 

been there [living in 

your building in 

Collingwood]? 

  

 

Nancy: Ten years.  

 

  

 

Angel: Do you think that living 

in high-rise public 

housing makes it 

difficult for people to 

take care of the 

environment? 

 I used third order 

positioning to change 

the topic in order to 

obtain a descriptive 

account from her role of 

resident. 
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Nancy: Sometimes, yeah.    

Angel: Why?  I used second order 

positioning to 

challenge Nancy’s 

affirmation in order to 

obtain a more specific 

account about the 

attributes she gave to 

the site.  

Nancy:  Just they do not want to 

get involved! A lot of 

people do not want to 

get involved.  

 She suddenly and 

explicitly first 

positioned other 

residents as not 

interested in becoming 

involved in pro-

environmental 

activities.  

Angel: Why do you think is 

that?  

 By using second order 

positioning, I 

questioned Nancy with 

respect to her own 

sense of rights and 

duties.  

Nancy: Because every time you 

are called out, they 

need to do some things, 

it takes ages for them to 

get approval before 

they can do, you know, 

pull those trees in case 

they get too big. 

Practical 

understandings and 

site-based rules. She 

could identify the 

actions needed to 

perform certain 

practices which are 

regulated in time and 

She first positioned 

other residents as 

‘supervisors’ of pro-

environmental practices 

within the site. She 

assigns this moral 

position using the 

pronouns ‘they’ and 
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space by other members 

of the high-rise 

community. 

‘them’ which diffuses 

personal responsibility 

for how and when 

practices should be 

performed. 

Angel: Have you ever 

participated in an 

environmental 

program?  

 I used third order 

positioning to relocate 

Nancy in another topic.  

Nancy: Yes, when I was 

younger we used to go 

and plant the trees, I 

was at school and we 

used to go to the river 

side and plant the little 

gum trees.  

 She third positioned 

herself in the past as a 

‘doer’ of pro-

environmental practices 

as a young student. She 

located herself in a past 

moral space where pro-

environmental practices 

were institutionalized 

and promoted by her 

school.  

Angel: That was when you 

were in primary school? 

  

 

 

Nancy: No, it was when I was 

in high school.  

  

 

 

Angel: What about here when 

you started to live in 

public housing? 
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Nancy: Well, you get the 

chance to have your 

veggie garden. 

 She second positioned 

residents as entitled to a 

veggie garden on the 

site; but the use of 

‘you’ suggests it is not 

a personal moral 

imperative.  

Angel: Have you ever 

participated in that 

program? 

 

  

Nancy:  Nah.   

 

Angel: Have you done some 

work in the garden [by 

yourself? 

  

 

 

 

Nancy: [Silence]   

Angel: What about the 

apartment where you 

live? Do you think that 

it is too small to have 

plants? 

  

 

 

 

 

Nancy: 

 

I used to have 

cockroaches, and they 

[the Commission of 

Housing] sprayed and 

kill the cockroaches 

because they were 

everywhere. There 

might be one or two at 

Practices ordered in 

time and space. She 

described orders that 

exited in the context of 

high-rise public 

housing. She could 

recognize the 

relationships of people, 

She first positioned the 

Commission of 

Housing as the 

administrator of placing 

residents into the 

apartments as there is 

an increase demand for 

people to be allocated 
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most, but yeah, they 

have [re]done the whole 

flat. It is more 

comfortable than that it 

was before, because 

these days there a lot of 

people want to move 

in…they [the 

Commission of 

Housing] move them in 

and move them out. 

objects, and public 

institutes happened in a 

specific time and space 

as part of the common 

life within her building.  

in public housing for 

the first time.  

Angel: Do you have plants at 

home? 

  

Nancy: Nah, nah. I had a few 

plants, but they were 

different, they end up 

going dry, they didn’t 

live because of lack of 

sun. Strange windows. I 

gave the flower pot to 

my friend, because I 

just couldn’t grow 

anything inside. 

Practical 

understanding. She 

asserted that knew all 

the elements required to 

grow plants into her 

apartment but she did 

not have enough sun 

light to this action 

which could have 

converted in established 

practice in the future.  

Teleaffetive  

She felt the need to pass 

the flower pot on to 

someone who could 

better care for it. 

 

She first positioned 

herself as a ‘doer’ as 

she tried to grow plants 

in the past but failed in 

this undertaking due to 

the building layout that 

created a lack of 

sunlight. She also 

positioned herself as 

someone who ‘cares’ as 

she felt she had the duty 

to give the pot plan to 

someone who might use 

it better in the future. 

Angel: Do you think that the   
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apartment is big enough 

for you? 

Nancy Yeah, I am by my own. 

It is big enough for me.  

  

Angel: Do you save water at 

home? 

  

Nancy: Yeah, I only use the tap 

to make a cup of tea. 

 Her response pointed to 

the moral position of 

having very little 

impact on water usage.  

Angel: So, are you conscious 

of using water at your 

apartment? 

  

Nancy: I use it to have a 

shower.  

  

Angel: Do you shower every 

day? 

  

Nancy: Yeah, almost every 

second day.  

  

Angel: Do you have saving 

shower heads? 

  

Nancy:  Nah, I have a saving 

power point which 

switches off but you 

have to push a button 

that turn a lamp and the 

news come on.  

Practical 

understanding. She 

knew how to identify 

and perform specific 

actions that were 

required for the new 

saving power point to 

work.  

She replied in second 

order positioning but 

switched to first order 

positioning by saying 

that she has a device 

that helps to save 

electricity. 

 

  

Angel: Was it delivered by the   
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council or did you do it 

yourself? 

Nancy: The council.    

Angel: Did you change the 

power points because 

they were going to be 

good for the 

environment or for your 

economy? 

  

Nancy: For the economy.    

Angel: 

 

 

What about waste? Do 

you separate you own 

waste? 

  

Nancy: Nah, just chuck all in 

the bin.  

  

Angel: Everything?   

Nancy: Yeah.   

Angel: Have you ever grown 

your own food? 

  

Nancy:  Nah, I haven’t.    

Angel: Do you enjoy the green 

areas? 

  

Nancy: Yeah, and the green 

grass. 

  

Angel: Does it make you feel 

happy? 

  

Nancy: Yes, sometimes.    

Angel: Has your friend 

encourage you to take 

part of environmental 

 I changed the topic with 

another question in 

third order 
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programs? positioning related to 

others that might have 

encouraged her to speak 

to a shared moral space.  

Nancy:  Sometimes, my friend, 

he is at home but he 

tried to teach me how 

grow plants in the flat.  

  

Angel: What do you think it is 

the main constraint for 

you to behave in a pro-

environmental way? 

  

Nancy I think power.   The use of the pronoun 

‘I’ underscores her 

moral conviction here. 

Angel: Power?   

 

Nancy: Power over other 

people cos they might 

have the key of the 

garden, they get upset 

when you go in and try 

it to make it grow! 

Teleoaffective 

structure. She was 

trying to make sense of 

the normativity and the 

social order that exists 

around the garden. 

Normativity, means 

oughtness and, beyond 

this, acceptability 

(Caldwell 2012). In this 

regard, Nancy 

expressed a tone of 

anger when describing 

her storyline asserting 

She first positioned 

other people as 

‘dominant’ or 

‘controllers’ by strongly 

using the pronoun 

‘they’. She asserted that 

people demonstrate 

their power by 

regulating the activities 

inside the garden which 

in turn gives them the 

right to tell other people 

what to do. Likewise, 

Nancy first positioned 
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that she did not entirely 

agree with the people 

who controlled the 

garden.  

them as ‘troublesome’ 

because her actions of 

improving the garden 

clash with their 

expectations about how 

certain actions should 

be performed.  

Angel: And that attitude makes 

you feel excluded? 

  

Nancy:  Yeah!   

Angel: Would you do more 

things if you would 

have more money or 

time? 

  

Nancy: Its money mainly.    

Angel: So, if you had more 

time, you would do 

more things for the 

environment?  

  

Nancy: Yeah!   

Angel:  What about the 

information which is on 

the table next to the 

kitchen? Have you ever 

read some leaflets or 

brochures? 

 practices.  

Nancy: Yeah! I usually read 

them when they come 

in the afternoon. It is 

mostly for the children.  

Practices ordered in 

time and space. There 

is a specific order that 

Nancy could identify 

with the socio-physical 
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context of the CNH. In 

other words, she could 

make sense of the 

connection between 

residents and objects 

such as the leaflets and 

brochures and to whom 

they were addressed. 

Angel: What about the 

information that is put 

into your mailbox, do 

you read it? 

 

  

Nancy: I read it but I usually 

put it back to the letter 

box. Sometimes I do 

not feel like getting 

involved.  

 She replied positively 

in first order 

positioning but she 

does not feel any duty 

to become involved 

with any of the 

activities advertised. 

Angel: Why?   

 

Nancy: It is always harder, it 

feels harder. 

 She first positioned 

those activities as 

‘hard’ or ‘difficult’ to 

get involved with. 

However, she did not 

clarify exactly why 

those activities were 

difficult to engage to.  

Angel: Have you ever read the   
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environmental policies 

of the council? 

Nancy: Nah.    

Angel: Why do you attend the 

Collingwood 

neighbourhood house? 

  

Nancy:  I used to live in 

Boarding Houses all the 

time. It took about 12 

or 13 years before I got 

the commission flat and 

I have had it now for 10 

years. 

  

Angel: Do you think that the 

Collingwood 

Neighbourhood House 

is a good place for you? 

Do you like it? 

  

Nancy:  Yeah, I like it.   

Angel: Why you like it?   

Nancy:  Because there are good 

people for you and they 

always speak to you. 

Teleoaffective 

Structure: 

There is a sense that the 

CNH provides a spatial-

temporal space of care 

that brings telos to her 

otherwise challenging 

circumstances.  

She positively first 

positioned the staff and 

members of the CNH as 

‘good people’ as she 

asserted that they 

always show 

disposition to talk to 

her.  

Angel: Do you get involved (in 

community activities)? 

  

Nancy: I get involved in a lot of  She first positioned 
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activities [within the 

CNH], I do the 

painting, I do the 

ukulele, I do computers 

during the week. I just 

try to keep involved, 

you know, if something 

has to be done, and they 

need help, I do not 

mind to jump in and try 

to help. 

herself as a ‘doer’ who 

gets involved in a wide 

range of activities 

within the CNH. The 

use of ‘I’ here points to 

these activities being 

very proximal to her 

every-day life practices.  

 

Picture: The 

Collingwood 

Neighbourhood 

house where 

Nancy feels 

comfortable with 

her moral space 

allowing her to 

join and perform 

community 

practices. 

 

  

Angel: Do you think that this 

place is important for 

the community? 

 \  

Nancy: It is, it should stay open 

cos a lot of people 

come here. 
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4.7.2 Discussion: Nancy’s skilful coping with the communal moral spaces. 

Nancy appears largely isolated from her socio-physical environment even though in many 

ways the CNH provides her with a place through which to find some teleoaffective connection 

with the site. Although many of her stories were confusing and contradictory, I could perceive 

that she was trying to tell me that she felt a certain entitlement to spaces like the veggie garden, 

but this was made unavailable to her by what she took as the power invested and enacted by 

undefined ‘others’. The environment outside her apartment was simply too hard and difficult for 

her to deal without the regulated practices that formed around the CNH. She described having 

being predisposed to undertake pro-environmental practices when she was at school which, 

perhaps, motivated her to actively explore the local moral space of her local community garden 

she longer had access to this particular way of being.  

Nancy’s stories show inside her apartment she was still engaged in caring for the 

environment, but this arose more out of certain habits that articulate more with the necessities of 

coping than the moral necessity to shape her practices by an immediate concern for the 

environment. This is evident in her frugality, which made her to feel comfortable in her own 

private space through a very basic relationship with physical objects such as saving-power 

boards and pot plants. Moreover, the physical layout of the apartment and other features, such as 

windows’ orientation, and rooms’ spaces, had a significant influence on her teleoaffective 

relationship to the environment. For example, she described that she could not grow any plants 

inside of her apartment due to the lack of sunlight; therefore, she felt the duty to give the last 

flower pot plant to another person who could better care for it. So, despite the abject nature of 

her day-to-day coping, her concern for the life of a simple plant was sufficient to mark out a 

moral duty to handing its care over to another. Furthermore, although she did develop positive 
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external relationship with the local gardens that, sometimes, made her happy, this ontological 

connection seemed to be situated most clearly in her past experiences when she was at school. 

This suggests that the affective dimension of environmental concern and its moral call on agents 

is not simply located in the here and now. 

4.8 Ali’s Conversational Episode about Use of Social Ties to Promote Pro-Environmental 

Practices 

I first heard of Ali during a focus group interview when I extended an invitation for 

participants to take part in an individual interview. Despite many of the participants of the group 

not showing interest in individual interviews they all came to nominate Ali as a good candidate 

for they knew that he had participated in some environmental programs in Collingwood. He 

accepted my invitation immediately when I next met with him. We started the interview with a 

discussion of his personal biography and his time living in Collingwood high-rise public 

housing.  

Ali has lived in Collingwood for more than a decade and developed a wide range of 

social connections which, in some way, gave him the confidence and moral position to speak to 

many other residents about environmental education programs happening in the site. However, 

this was not an easy process as he struggled to settle in and adapt to the lonely and rough social 

environment when he initially moved into Collingwood. English was not Ali’s first language, 

and this made connecting with residents from other cultural backgrounds difficult. Nowadays, he 

has developed a deep connection with the Collingwood community and has developed many 

ways by which to approach residents individually and talk about the benefits of the community 

programs. Ali’s interview was one of the more significant during my time in Collingwood as he 
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showed vast knowledge about some environmental programs delivered by the Yarra City 

Council in Collingwood high-rise public housing. 

4.8.1 Table 6: Ali’s episode about promoting pro-environmental practices through social 

ties. 

Speakers Conversation Site Ontology 

Practical domains 

Skilful coping 

Positioning 

Theory 

Negotiation of 

skilful coping in 

the moral space 

Angel: How would you describe your life in 

high-rise? 

  

Ali: It goes up and down I suppose and 

depending on your [own] 

circumstances. At the beginning [it] 

was very bad, it was terrible for me to 

live here single and on my own. 

  

Angel: I have heard many opinions [from 

other residents] that the high-rises can 

be very isolating places to live, is that 

true? 

 

  

Ali: In the past it was for me, depending on 

yourself too. If you want to stay in 

your room and not getting out or not 

doing much they can be isolating. At 

the same time, if you are from a 

different background and you do not 

know someone around the place; it can 

Practice ordered in 

time and space. 

The infrastructure 

of the high-rise 

building can 

influence the 

practices of 

The early use of 

‘you’ suggests a 

degree of 

abstraction with 

regards to the 

expectations of 

new-comers. His 
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be very isolating here. I was probably 

the only Lebanese here for a long time; 

there were not many Lebanese people 

or people who can speak my language 

at all. Until I went out and found out 

about the programs [in the CNH] and 

got involved and participated in 

them… 

socialization, 

especially for new 

residents. 

However, the site 

has already 

designated a public 

venue with a social 

system in place 

where social 

practices are 

organized and 

arranged for 

residents to get 

involved.  

  

shift to the use of 

‘I’ repositions the 

conversation to his 

own personal 

storyline and his 

strong sense of 

personal agency.  

Angel: Do you think that living in high-rise 

public housing makes it easier or more 

difficult to care about the 

environment? 

  

Ali: Well, put it in this way, I cannot 

recycle [reuse] water to put in my 

plants because I do not have any way 

to put it on because I live the ninth 

floor. 

Practical 

understanding. He 

had the knowledge 

about reusing water 

and probably the 

skills to perform 

other water saving 

practices. 

Here Ali 

acknowledges the 

role of the material 

space in affording 

or not affording 

the enactment of 

his rights and 

duties.  

Angel: Let's going to talk about that, 

recycling. What happened with that 

program? And what is happening 

now? 
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Ali They [The Brotherhood of St 

Laurence] were my boss and my 

employer as a recycling officer. What 

happened was that the people in the 

advisory team they called for a 

recycling program to be established on 

the estate. As a result, we got in 

contact with the council [of] the 

Labour minister of housing. He 

organized a pilot program on this 

tower here in Collingwood, and I was 

one of the guys who set up the pilot 

program. So we had some bins placed 

on the fifth floor on this tower to see 

the response [of residents], and the 

response was quite good. We 

presented the paper to the council and 

Sustainability Victoria who eventually 

gave us funding, a hundred and 

something thousand dollars to run the 

program and the Brotherhood of St 

Laurence was in charge to run the 

program on three estates: 

Collingwood, Fitzroy and Richmond. 

For some reason the pilot program 

started here, it did not take off in 

Richmond for a long time and started 

in Fitzroy a little bit later after 

Collingwood, but never carried on, 

except in Collingwood. And then, in 

Collingwood four and a half years 

Practical 

understanding. It 

can be assumed in 

this account that 

Ali was selected to 

take part in this 

project because he 

had a practical 

understanding and 

awareness of 

environmental 

issues in 

Collingwood.  

General 

understanding of 

practices. Another 

reason why Ali 

took part in the 

project is that he 

had a general 

understanding of 

the collective 

social organization 

within the site as 

well as the general 

practices related to 

waste disposal.  

Practices ordered 

in time and space. 

New sets orders of 

practices where 

Ali first positioned 

the Brotherhood of 

St Laurence as his 

boss and employer 

when using the 

pronoun ‘they’. He 

also positioned 

himself and others 

as workers for this 

program by using 

the pronoun ‘we’; 

but his use of ‘we’ 

here can be taken 

as speaking on 

behalf of others. 

An expressed 

authority that is 

also evident in his 

first order 

positioning as a 

‘recycling officer’ 

which gave him 

the right to speak 

on behalf the 

community to the 

Labour minister of 

housing. 

Moreover, this 

new role gave him 

the perlocutionary 

force to undertake 
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letter the program was cut, there was 

no more funding, the money ran out. 

implemented that 

could be localized 

in different times 

and spaces across 

these sites such as 

the re-arrangement 

of the bins to be 

placed on each 

floor.  

several specific 

tasks contained in 

the pilot program.  

He also first 

positioned with 

respect to the 

Brotherhood of St 

Laurence. 

Angel: It seems that [the program] is cyclical 

which goes up and down. Doesn’t it? 

 

 

 

 

Ali: Everything is [goes] by cycles here 

Angel:, the community information 

centre had the same cycle, up and 

down, where it was no money and we 

had to protest, get the money, and get 

the centre open again. Then the money 

ran out, and then [we] protested again, 

get more money. Then the protest went 

on deaf hears and the information 

centre [was] closed, the same with the 

recycling program. I couldn't make 

enough protests to keep it going and 

the council said that 'someone else will 

do it’ and the housing commission said 

'someone else should do it'. 

General 

understanding. 

Through his 

experiences he 

understood the 

general processes 

needed to start and 

keep running 

programs in the 

community.  

Practical 

understanding. He 

knew all the 

explicit 

formulations and 

instruction needed 

to perform specific 

doings and sayings 

as product of his 

He first positioned 

as the ‘activists’ 

who tried to keep 

the program 

running as he was 

quite 

knowledgeable of 

the exciting moral 

space within the 

site. In other 

words, he presents 

himself with the 

role of activist 

which reflects his 

own personal 

agency.  
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individual actions 

which became 

routinized 

practices.  

 

Angel: So, people in the high-rise changed 

their behaviours in recycling because 

of what? What did you do for this to 

happen? 

 

  

Ali: Originally [Initially], I knocked on 

every door in every tower and in every 

flat. 

Practical 

understanding. Ali 

had practical 

understanding of 

how to approach 

residents in the 

whole site. In other 

words, he knew 

how to skilfully 

cope with every 

micro moral space 

produced by the 

interaction with 

every resident in 

the building.  

Ali describes part 

of his role as 

recycling officer 

using performative 

positioning in first 

order. This short 

account described 

a duty of his job 

opened an option 

for him to get into 

other residents’ 

moral space and 

talk about the 

program.  

Angel: Ah! Please tell me about that, was it 

difficult? 

  

 

 

Ali: No! [Although] we had a lot of 'no' 

responses when the pilot program was 

running. We had a recycling bag or 

Practical 

understanding. Ali 

knew how 

He personally first 

positioned himself 

and others by 
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‘welcome’ bag or whatever you want 

to call it, some stickers with some 

advises [on them]...some things you 

can do to recycle, and we knocked on 

your door saying that 'we are going to 

put two bins on your floor, there is a 

bag and some information, would you 

please take part'. Slowly, everyone got 

knocked on the door. At that time, the 

presence of the Brotherhood of St 

Laurence was very strong on the flats 

and people knew about people like me; 

when we were knocking on people's 

doors they were aware what was 

coming on already, but some 

[residents] shut the door in your face, 

and did not care and [but] others did. 

So, we had nearly 75 percent of people 

living in the towers aware of what was 

happening. 

strategically to use 

his social bonds in 

the Collingwood 

site to perform 

doings and sayings 

that were linked to 

the purpose of the 

program. In other 

words, he could 

identify what 

specific actions 

were needed to 

perform and 

prompt other 

subsets of actions, 

(sayings and 

doings) in 

accordance with 

every situation or 

moral space. 

General 

understanding. Ali 

and most residents 

in Collingwood 

knew about the 

presence and 

programs of the 

Brotherhood of St 

Laurence and how 

employees and 

volunteers used to 

using the pronoun 

‘we’ as 

responsible of 

ruining the 

program and 

performing the 

actions of 

knocking on the 

apartments’ doors 

alongside speech 

acts related to 

specific moral 

spaces. Most 

residents knew 

that the people 

related to the 

Brotherhood of St 

Laurence had the 

right to talk about 

programs ran by 

them. Therefore, 

Ali morally first 

positioned himself 

and others with the 

right to talk about 

the recycling 

program.  
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carry some related 

practices. Practices 

ordered in time and 

space. The content 

of the program was 

delivered by Ali 

within a timeframe 

and specific floor 

areas. He 

developed a 

correlation 

between 

knowledge and 

material object in 

order to trigger 

interest and 

awareness among 

residents. 

Angel: So, [did] you create awareness among 

residents? 

  

Ali: It was part of the job, part of the 

original pilot program was to find out 

whether they would take part or not. 

General 

understanding. Ali 

understood that one 

of the main goals 

of the pilot 

program was not to 

find if other 

residents were 

executing recycling 

practices but to 

promote awareness 

He first positioned 

himself as the 

‘doer’ and 

‘communicator’ of 

the future 

recycling program. 

He also first 

positioned the 

residents in the 

buildings as the 

listeners who need 
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about the existing 

program.  

to be informed 

about programs.  

Angel: So, people engaged as you were 

speaking on behalf of the Brotherhood 

of St Laurence? 

  

Ali: Yeah! The other thing was because 

they have a [close relationship with 

them and I was able to say] “please to 

take your recyclables [to the 

designated areas]”, [and] people would 

do it. But now, even though there is a 

bin at the bottom of the flat/building I 

am not going to carry my full box [of 

recyclables] collected for two or three 

days all the way down stairs, put in 

into the bins, using the swap card to 

get in and get out [of the building]. 

Practices ordered 

in time and space. 

The strategic 

relocation of the 

bins on each floor 

facilitated 

recycling practices 

by minimizing time 

and effort for 

residents. 

However, when the 

program ended 

recycling practices 

need to be re-

arranged to their 

original 

arrangement.  

Site based rules. 

The reformulation 

of recycling 

practices made 

residents acquire 

new ways of 

doings the sorting 

of waste and 

obey/follow the 

He used first order 

positioning to 

confirm his role as 

a conduit for the 

recycling program.  

He also personally 

first positioned 

himself as 

‘demotivated’ of 

sorting his own 

waste as the bins 

were relocated on 

the ground after 

the program 

stopped due to the 

lack of funding. 
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new rule. However, 

this was 

reformulated again 

as the program 

stopped and went 

back to their 

original rules.  

Picture: 

Practices ordered in time and space. 

This picture depicts a recycling bin 

used at program coordinated by the 

Brotherhood of St Laurence. However, 

the program stopped for lack of 

funding, and residents had to change 

their recycling practices again because 

all the bins were relocated outside, on 

the ground floors of the buildings. 

Picture taken on 26th of June 2013. 

 

  

Angel: Let's take the same model, promoting 

in that way [other] environmental 

programs for saving energy and water; 

would they work? 
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Ali: Yes! I have done something again with 

water and lighting [energy]. One of my 

other jobs apart of green tower which 

came to Collingwood and which was 

to advise people and make people 

aware of changing their shower heads, 

your light globes and we gave you 

seals for your door and your windows; 

so in that job was go [I went] and 

knocked on people [‘s doors], mainly 

people who knew my face around the 

area and [I] happily knock on their 

doors and say "look, I have a voucher 

[to give you] if you gave me some 

details about your bam bam bam" and 

we used to give them a bag with an 

energy saving switch [and] there was a 

timer for your bath, shower and 

shower heads, all that in a full bag full 

of goodies, and people loved that. 

Practical 

understanding. Ali 

could identify 

diverse moral 

spaces and perform 

doings and sayings 

related to the 

program.  

Practices ordered 

in time and space. 

There was a 

functional 

organization of 

object and speech 

acts that triggered 

interest by 

residents, and 

therefore, 

awareness of the 

existence of these 

environmentally 

friendly products. 

He used first order 

positioning to 

confirm his role as 

an adviser in this 

and other 

programs. These 

past experiences 

vested him with 

the right to knock 

other residents’ 

doors and perform 

speech acts related 

to water and 

energy saving 

within the towers.  

He morally first 

positioned himself 

and other 

employees as 

responsible for 

delivering material 

objects in 

coordination with 

planned or scripted 

speech acts.  

Angel: Did it work?   

Ali: Yes! I went in and was able to install 

the actual switch myself, which is, I 

think, rare because [usually] people do 

not allow you to go into their flats as I 

did, you know what I mean? 

Site based rule. 

The rule suggested 

here is that 

residents do not 

usually allow other 

Ali positioned 

himself in first 

order positioning 

as someone that 

people could trust. 
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residents into their 

apartments. 

However, Ali was 

able to break this 

rule by delivering 

specific speech acts 

to residents about 

how to install the 

switch.  

The perlocutionary 

force of his speech 

acts, and his moral 

position in the 

community, 

allowed him to 

achieve the 

trustworthiness 

that people needed 

to allow him to 

enter their 

apartments.  

Angel: The shower heads were free?   

 

Ali: The shower heads, the light globes 

everything [were free]. There were 60-

dollar switch [boards] for free, you 

know, there were those smart switches. 

Practices ordered 

in time and space. 

These were objects 

that were 

distributed in a 

specific time and 

space in correlation 

with speech acts to 

be effectively 

delivered by the 

employees. 

 

Angel: So, what was the acceptance [of the 

program]? 

  

 

Ali: The people that I met, everybody took 

my offer. I got 300 hundred residents 

signing in this. 

Practices ordered 

in time and space 

Due to the 

perlocutionary 

He indirectly 

responded in first 

order positioning 

confirming his 
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force of his speech 

acts, Ali attached 

moral value to the 

objects delivered 

which were widely 

accepted by 

residents in 

Collingwood.  

moral attributes as 

an environmental 

adviser as well as 

how successful he 

was on getting 

residents attention 

and involvement 

with the program.  

Angel: Wow! Did they accept immediately 

that change? 

  

Ali: Yes.   

Angel: Well, they knew that they might save 

money as well? 

  

Ali: Well, they got something for free, and 

they realized that they will save 

money, not 'they might save money', 

they will if they use the switch [board] 

properly, and some of them had more 

than one because they had more TVs 

on the area. 

General 

understanding. 

Residents generally 

understood that 

they were getting 

new and free 

appliances that 

would help them to 

save money. 

Therefore, they did 

not hesitate 

accepting them. It 

is also understood 

that these 

appliances also 

helped the 

environment.  

 

Ali first positioned 

the residents as 

‘opportunistic’ 

where they 

conveniently 

accepted the 

devices because 

they knew they 

could save some 

money.  
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Angel: Do they really accept the things you 

were promoting because of what? 

Because did they really care about the 

environment? Or was it because of the 

money? 

  

Ali: Well, I can tell you, some new 

immigrants in Australia do not 

understand environmental issues yet in 

Australia. What I was doing was 

saving some money [for them] because 

they had something new in their hands, 

you know what I mean? 

Environmental issues are not the big 

things for them. Other people were 

aware of what was happening, yeah, 

you were able to talk to them about the 

environment in general, people in the 

walk ups, different to here they save 

water, they put it outside in the 

[community] garden bed, they are 

already aware of that. You do not have 

to do too hard to make them 

understand. People living in flats here, 

you can't see the rewards of recycling 

water, or recycling cans, you know, 

sharing the stuff around because it is 

difficult because the isolation. I have 

African neighbours and two Asian 

neighbours on my floor. The two 

Asian neighbours I never knew who 

they are, the only thing I know is that 

General 

understanding. It 

can be generally 

assumed or 

understood that 

new residents to 

Collingwood have 

some, little or no 

environmental 

awareness due to 

diverse personal or 

cultural reasons. 

Practical 

understanding. 

Some residents 

developed 

environmental 

awareness and put 

it into practice 

despite being 

difficult for them 

to carry them out, 

such as putting 

water in the 

community garden 

bed, which takes 

By using first 

order positioning 

Ali morally 

positioned other 

residents, 

especially new 

migrants, of 

having lack of 

awareness and/or 

concern of 

environmental 

issues due to their 

cultural 

background.  

He also first 

positioned other 

residents by using 

the pronoun 

‘they’, as 

environmentally 

responsible and 

aware of the 

conservation of 

natural resources 

such as water.  

He gave a detailed 
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there are Asians living next door, not 

far from me. And the African ladies, 

they are on my side [of the tower] I 

bump [into] them in the lift every now 

and then, but we never say hello, or 

“you just take care” because I am a 

single man and they probably married 

and stuff like that and you do not want 

to do the wrong thing, you know what 

I mean. 

considerable time 

and effort to do. 

description by 

using first order 

positioning about 

the diverse cultural 

backgrounds and 

the infrastructure 

of the building as a 

socio-physical 

barrier to educate 

and/or pass the 

word about 

environmental 

issues as these two 

elements enhance 

isolation among 

residents.  

Angel: So, let's put this in these words, you 

are the green man in the Collingwood 

high-rise public housing? Aren't you? 

  

Ali  Yeah! (Laughing), I like to believe 

that. 

 

  

4.8.2 Discussion: Ali’s skilful coping within the moral spaces in Collingwood 

Ali’s storyline demonstrates how residents’ resilience and capacity to adapt to a new 

socio-physical context, often regulated by the infrastructure of the building, can offer them 

tremendous agency in the moral life of sites like Collingwood. His storyline shows that the moral 

space was also heavily interconnected by the way people negotiated the built infrastructure of the 

high-rises and the degree to which this was seen as dictating how people built social relations. 
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Despite explicitly positioning the buildings as entities that can be a barrier for residents to 

execute pro-environmental practices, as they regulate practices in certain times and spaces, Ali 

was able to speak to the agency, and on behalf of the agency, of a community that could cope 

with isolating socio-physical contexts. Ali’s storyline demonstrates that with time, he got 

involved in recycling programs on the estates run by the Brotherhood of St Laurence, which 

connected his personal sense of moral duty with the existing local moral order set up by the 

Brotherhood at the Collingwood site. The existence of the program gave him the opportunity to 

work as a recycling officer that in turn offered him the opportunity to use and enhance his social 

network, thus positioning him with the right to confidently speak about the benefits of the 

recycling. Thanks to the social ties he eventually developed, he could overcome the socio-

physical barriers through actively speaking with other residents to produce agential change.  

He gave a profound description of his agential being through his active involvement in 

the program as he positioned himself as recycling officer and activist who knew the appropriate 

channels to keep the program running. Additionally, speaking on behalf of the Brotherhood of St 

Laurence and residents, vested him with the right to knock on all the residents’ doors and 

perform specific speech-acts that he strategically used to persuade residents to prompt awareness 

and their eventual involvement in the program. In other words, his knowledge and social ties in 

the community allowed him to easily cope with and navigate the diverse moral spaces that he 

encountered with every resident of the building. Further, he used physical objects, such as the 

welcoming bags and stickers, to reinforce the moral force of his speech-acts to grasp residents’ 

interest in future recycling programs. Once the program was in place, the perlocutionary force of 

Ali’s speech-acts proved to be effective. For example, he uttered: “please take your recyclables 

[to the designated areas]” [and] “people would do it”. The combination of his personal being 
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with a respected entity, such as the Brotherhood of St Laurence, seemed to be meaningful for 

residents. This constructed meaning allowed Ali to strategically position himself as key agent to 

produce change in recycling practices for a period of time. In other words, he had the right to 

produce speech-acts that other residents felt obliged to practice.  

I asked Ali about the implementation of other programs for conservation of natural 

resources such as water and electricity and he developed a similar storyline describing a similar 

approach taken with the recycling program. It seemed that he eventually became quite skilled in 

delivering several programs in the estates as we developed a practical understanding of their 

processes of implementation. In other words, it appeared that he incorporated many site 

ontological constructions based on his previous experiences into his own personal being that he 

skilfully coped with most of the socio-physical barriers within the site. For example, based on 

Ali’s accounts, residents did not easily open the door and/or allow other residents to get into their 

apartments due to the existing hostile social environment. However, Ali was able to break this 

assumed site-based rule using his moral position in the community. Moreover, he could attach 

moral, environmental and economic value to the objects delivered which were widely accepted 

by residents in Collingwood. The final purpose of this implemented program, and its inherent set 

of practices, was successfully achieved in a specific period of time. In short, Ali’s moral 

authority within the site, together with the existence of a respected public entity, such as the 

Brotherhood of St Laurence, afforded him a moral authority and respect in the eyes of residents.  
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4.9 Discussion 

Previous empirical research on sustainable practices (e.g. Hargreaves, 2011; Shove, 

Pantzar, & Watson, 2012; Shove & Spurling, 2013) have used Schatzki’s works (e.g. 1996, 

1997, 2000b) to analyse sustainable practices, claiming that practices are predetermined and that 

organized links or connections pre-exist among objects, images and people’s skills in order to 

bring practices to life. However, these studies do not go further in analysing the following points: 

a) how those interconnections are precisely constructed, sustained, or broken down in time and 

space, b) practices are assumed to be performed in individually or collectively controlled social 

environments, but not so much in public social environments where people, and even public 

institutions, are morally obliged to reinforce social norms and rules, and c) at some point, time 

and space are assumed to be stable enough to predict the interconnectivity of all the elements that 

compose practices. In this present study, the analysis of the data revealed that there are, on the 

one hand, existing entities such as objects (e.g. buildings, apartments and gardens), images (e.g. 

of nature), and peoples’ skills and backgrounds that converge and interrelate in a shared moral 

space that can influence residents’ performances of pro-environmental practices. On the other 

hand, the results of the data analysis revealed that moral spaces were not stable as they were 

regulated by the collaboratively negotiated cluster of rights and duties associated with particular 

moral positions that residents took up discursively; linking all the existing elements that they 

encountered in shared spaces which created a collective reality. More specifically, there was a 

clear distinction between public and private moral spaces, or local moral orders, which dictated 

residents’ moral positions, and in turn, dictated the dynamism of the interconnectivity of all the 

ontological elements that composed practices. Hence, the intention of performing pro-
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environmental practices were influenced by dominant local morals order in private or public 

spaces, and positions helped to interconnect all the necessary elements to carry them out.  

Based on the selected analytical approach, I could identify different ontological elements 

that composed collective realities that contributed to enhance or hinder the execution of pro-

environmental practices within non-socially regulated communal spaces in the Collingwood site. 

Moreover, I could identify features that composed the ontological being of residents, such as 

personal backgrounds and levels of education, which increased the intentional predispositions to 

undertake pro-environmental practices. In several storylines, residents identified that past 

interactions with nature created a teleoaffective link with gardening practices. For example, 

Nancy handed over care of the plant she had in her apartment because she had an affective tie 

directly connected to her past experiences when she used to plant trees in a high-school program. 

Despite her addiction to drugs and economic hardship, she cared about the wellbeing of the plant 

by giving it to someone else who could provide better conditions for the plant to grow. On the 

other hand, she could not cope with some rules that surrounded the communal moral spaces, 

such as those in the community garden, as she wanted to do things on her own terms. Other 

residents and staff did not allow her to do this, as she was not following the garden’s general 

rules. In other words, there was a localized moral order and a set of practices already established 

around the community garden that were normative for all residents, and therefore, they did not 

integrate Nancy’s disruptive or deviant behaviours, which probably interfered with the execution 

of such practices. 

The data also revealed that the physical infrastructure of the site (e.g. location of the 

waste disposal facilities, laundries and green areas) shaped the collective construction of 

realities, which made residents acquire different moral positions within communal moral spaces. 
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It is here where residents assessed the possibilities of navigating within a communal moral space 

(local moral order) that was fed by co-constructed meanings that people used to assign rights, 

duties and obligations onto others. Hence, residents used the local moral order in shared spaces 

to build their own positions with respect to others and negotiate the fostering and/or execution of 

pro-environmental practices. For example, David’s place attachment to the community differs 

from others because his storylines portrayed teleoaffective ties developed during his participation 

in the program’s council, giving a special significance to it. According to Williams and Vaske 

(2003), place attachment is a positive emotional connection between a person and a place; 

further discussion about this connection will be carried out at the final discussion section of this 

thesis. This special meaning was integrated into David’s own being which triggered an 

intentional duty to protect and care for the local gardens in Collingwood. David’s meaning about 

the greeneries around the site differed from other residents’ meanings because their intentionality 

seemed to be negatively influenced by the passivity, apathy or hostility perceived not only in the 

garden but also in other communal areas. Although these elements had a negative influence on 

the execution of pro-environmental practices outdoors, these were not necessarily a negative 

impact on other residents as David and others undertook some actions despite all the 

inconveniences and dangers that they could have faced within the communal areas. In other 

words, despite the risk and constraints that were embedded in the communal spaces, it was clear 

that some residents showed committed agency to undertake actions outdoors. For example, the 

Lu Li decided to clean up used syringes and cigarette filters that drug addicts throw in her front 

garden and use her own money to reinvigorate this communal space despite not having financial 

support from the local council.  
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The data also showed that residents’ intentionality and committed agency towards the 

execution of pro-environmental practices was not always clear or straight-forward due to the 

unpredictability that was always present in the communal spaces. To be more specific, it was 

found that most residents expressed the intention of executing some pro-environmental practices, 

such as recycling and gardening. However, such intentionality was expressed as a simple 

utterance without agentially committing themselves to cope with the moral spaces in the 

communal areas. For example, Nancy tried to navigate through the communal moral spaces as 

she intended to participate in the community garden to plant her own vegies. Nevertheless, 

despite her intention to participate in the garden, her aberrant and erratic behaviour did not allow 

her to comply with the normative set of practices that were already established in the community 

garden. Despite her intention to execute gardening practices, she decided not to cope with the 

local moral order that involved an established set of practices in the garden as she found them 

very difficult to comply and deal with. On the other hand, she found it easier and more suitable 

to execute pro-environmental practices within the privacy of her home such as using saving 

power points and regulating her own water consumption. This trend was also identified by 

Dong’s showing his intentional predispositions to undertake such practices that are convenient 

due to personal circumstances. In this regard, for example, Dong taught his son about caring for 

plants inside their apartment as a way of avoiding the hostile and unpredictable social 

environment that permeates in many communal areas within the site. Hence, it was inferred that 

residents found it difficult to replicate some of these practices in the public or communal spaces 

as they can be highly polarized from being extremely unpredictable and dangerous to being 

highly regulated. For example, residents can find it difficult to engage in outdoor practices 

because they can be physically assaulted and/or verbally abused at any time. On the other hand, 
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the CNH and some community gardens offered communal moral spaces where staff and 

volunteers made sure that residents comply with a set of social rules to provide a fair and 

adequate service to all residents. All the residents who took part in this research were connected 

to the CNH in some way or another as it offered a range of activities where many residents felt 

comfortable to participate in.  

Residents’ agential predispositions came from different origins, such as backgrounds, 

education, or personal circumstances which appeared to have a direct or indirect influence on 

their personal agency to engage in pro-environmental practices in the non-socially regulated 

shared spaces. In other words, it appeared that initial predispositions were trying to navigate 

from intention to committed action which was deeply embedded in the individuals’ personal 

being. In this regard, Reckwitz (2002) states that backgrounds of people is a way of 

interconnecting all the elements of reality as a way of understanding their own realities and know 

how to execute specific action that might lead to the establishment of routinized practices.   

Hence, it was inferred that residents’ intentionality had an ontological origin which was rooted in 

their past experiences with nature which became “essentially and ontologically discursive” 

(Korobov, 2010). In this regard, all residents expressed a discursive predisposition to care for the 

environment that motivated them to skilfully cope with the communal moral spaces within the 

site. This suggested that present or past experiences with nature were an integral part of 

residents’ own ontological being setting an agential predisposition to undertake specific actions. 

These agential predispositions helped residents to partially take up diverse moral positions which 

allowed them to manipulate and/or cope with diverse elements that composed their collective 

realities. The negotiation of moral positions dictated the interrelatedness of existing entities 

within the moral space which were not necessarily performed in the same way. Moreover, 
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neither ‘all’ the site ontological constructions proposed by Schatzki’s Site Ontology were 

identified in the storylines nor appeared in a sequential way to achieve the execution of pro-

environmental practices. Nevertheless, evidence drawn from residents’ storylines showed that 

practices might not have a fixed and a defined link as they were dictated by the communal moral 

spaces. Hence, it was inferred that there is a ‘random dynamism’ existing in non-socially 

regulated spaces that also shaped the interconnectedness of elements that compose residents’ 

realities, and therefore, pro-environmental practices. These findings might contribute to another 

perspective of analysing the dynamism of the interconnectivity of the elements that compose 

practices mainly in non-socially regulated social spaces.  

4.10Conclusion.  

Positioning Theory offered me a way of theorizing about how the interconnections 

among the ontological elements that exist in communal spaces which are regulated by diverse 

local moral orders and the consequent positions that residents took when discursively intending 

to execute actions. This analytical approach offered me a way of understanding how residents’ 

backgrounds and past experiences influenced their intentionality to execute practices and acquire 

specific position within their respective local moral order. These positions depended merely on 

the agential predisposition to enter, or not, the communal moral spaces which dictated what 

residents ‘could do’. However, when they decided to enter these moral spaces they encountered 

multiple elements that composed diverse collective realities which made them negotiate and 

acquire a specific moral position that could or could not allow them to cope with them. For 

example, Dong was aware that he could have done more with regards to outdoors activities, but 

the hostility he and his wife faced in the communal areas around his building made him to desist 

from this idea. Therefore, his intention to cope with the outdoor moral spaces was halted by one 
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element that composes the collective reality in the Collingwood site. Nevertheless, he undertook 

pro-environmental practices inside his apartment where it was safe for him and his family to do 

so. Contrarily to Dong’s and Nancy’s case, some other residents, such as Lu Li, Ali, and David, 

successfully navigated through the diverse moral spaces despite the negative elements that 

composed their respective collective reality. Specifically, their committed intentionally allowed 

them to reach an action, or set of actions, and were consolidated into specific pro-environmental 

practices.  

Based on the previous examples, I argue that the links and the elements that contribute to 

construct collective realities and practices in shared spaces are not always perfectly replicated or 

routinely enacted due the unpredictable dynamism of the moral space. Hence, it can be inferred 

that there were no suitable conditions that successfully interconnected the elements that compose 

pro-environmental practices as they were frequently morally negotiated or completely halted. 

Deviant practices, such as vandalism and violence, disrupted the moral social spaces, and 

therefore, no negotiation of right duties and obligations takes place. The likelihood of facing 

hostile or deviant practices from other people did not allow proper conditions to set a stable 

moral space where moral positions could be negotiated towards any kind of practices. This 

inference opened the door for a new way of exploring the interconnections of ontological 

elements that compose sustainable practices, as past studies (e.g. Shove et al., 2012; Shove & 

Spurling, 2013; Whitmarsh, O'Neill, & Lorenzoni, 2011) seem to generalize practices as 

replicable and routinized actions that usually follow a trajectory. If so, what exactly makes a 

practice comparable to another to call it ‘a routinized practice’? How can their repetitiveness be 

measured? How are these interconnections identified, constructed, and dissolved? In the 

following paragraphs I provide some examples and discuss how these findings might contribute 
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to the analysis of how practices are constructed as past work in social Practice Theory (e.g. 

Reckwitz, 2002; Schatzki, 2003) and sustainable Practice Theory (e.g. Hargreaves, 2011; Shove 

& Spurling, 2013) do not go further in clarifying the dynamism of the interconnectivity between 

the elements that compose practices.  

As residents interacted in the shared spaces of the Collingwood site, they constructed a 

collective moral space which was regulated by the different positions that residents acquired 

based primarily on what they ‘could have done’ individually, and then on what they ‘could 

actually do’ collectively. In this regard, few studies (e.g. Yau, 2010a; Yau, 2010b, 2011, 2012a, 

2012b) address the engagement of collective action for the physical environment in high-rise 

public housing through a wide range of external elements, such as incentives and government 

programs. In this research, for example, some residents in the focus group engaged with many 

programs and committed to keep working and teaching the community about recycling and other 

practices. However, their actions were halted because of the lack of funding for the programs by 

the local government, which comes and goes depending on the political environment of the state 

of Victoria in Australia. It appeared that an external entity determined what residents ‘actually 

could do’ as the environmental programs at the time relied solely on the availability of funding. 

Despite that, it was evident that some residents, such as David and Ali, had the intentionality 

(whether there was funding or not) to commit themselves to promote and teach others about pro-

environmental practices due to their social ties with other residents in the Collingwood site. 

Hence, this is something that evidently the council knows and takes advantage of by employing 

residents of Collingwood to secure a successful implementation of its programs. This is a win-

win situation where residents’ efforts and resources as well as technical support from the local 

council create a unique and powerful amalgamation which is acknowledged by majority of 
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residents in Collingwood. For example, David and Ali enhanced their practical understanding of 

gardening and recycling respectively thanks to the paid jobs offered by the council’s programs. 

In return, they offered their labour that was inherently tied to diverse social connections, making 

it easier for them to execute their jobs as they knew how to skilfully cope with the diverse 

communal moral spaces within the site.  

Based on the analysis of several storylines, it was inferred that the social network in 

Collingwood did not have the ideal conditions for practices to be socially transmitted. Diverse 

social problems and the presence of mentally ill residents, probably due to the abuse of alcohol 

and drugs, affected the local moral space as they were not interested in socializing with other 

residents. Narratives from David, Dong and Lu Li described that actions of residents under the 

influence of drugs and/or alcohol contributed to the pollution, vandalism and violence in shared 

spaces such as laundries and gardens. These examples can be the antithesis of sustainable 

practice theorists works (e.g. Hargreaves, 2011; Shove & Spurling, 2013) where it is stated that 

communities tend to share practices at the same level in socially controlled environments like 

those in churches, schools and businesses. More specifically, Wegner and Turner (as cited in 

Shove & Spurling, 2013) state that practices help to delimit the characteristics of a community 

who share the same social norms and rules. In Schatzki’s (1996) terms, however, practices in 

non-socially regulated moral spaces within Collingwood can be catalogued as ‘dispersed 

practices’ as there was no moral or social force that could have integrated them and/or create a 

visible and consistent pattern of repetitiveness. The presence of a single person under the effects 

of drugs in the shared spaces of Collingwood can be disruptive to other residents when 

undertaking daily life practices. Dong, for example, takes a cautious position of not talking or 

seeing the drug addicts when he faced them inside the laundry room injecting drugs themselves. 
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He skilfully coped with this particular moral space by taking a neutral position towards such 

deviant practices/behaviours by other residents.  

Emotional ties with nature that developed in past experiences in or out of the 

Collingwood site were the most consistent speech-acts that residents expressed in their 

storylines. In other words, teleoaffectivity was a decisive site ontological construction that was 

present in many narratives. These emotional ties contributed to develop agential predispositions 

to execute pro-environmental practices; however, these predispositions were halted or enhanced 

when residents coped with the morals spaces that shaped theirs and others moral positions. For 

example, the community programs delivered by the council and the CNH made some shared 

spaces morally self-contained as participants developed teleoaffective structures. To be more 

specific, David used the pronouns ‘us’ and ‘it’ when working at the community garden with 

several objects (it) and explaining how these were used in combination with his and others’ 

efforts (us) to reinvigorate a community garden (it). The expression of these pronouns creates a 

moral distinctiveness by asserting that the garden had different ontological meanings to those 

who participated in the program and to those who vandalized it. That is, although the product of 

their work was eventually destroyed, the experience produced by a teleoaffective structure 

remained in time.  

Finally, the data showed that there were multiple and unescapable shared moral spaces 

where residents had to be part of and be resilient by skilfully coping with them through the 

acquisition of diverse moral positions toward them when facing their own realities. The 

closeness of the apartments and the verticality of the buildings as well as the entire design of the 

high-rise complex create unavoidable collective realities that residents encountered when they 

stepped out of their homes. Some residents’ storylines (e.g. Dong and David) showed that shared 
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spaces within the Collingwood site, such as communal gardens and laundries, can have 

unpredictable moral spaces because the lack of social rules reinforcement and/or safer 

infrastructure that could help to avoid deviant practices.  

Contrary to the previous examples, other shared spaces were highly regulated within the 

Collingwood site, such as the CNH and some now fenced community gardens, where residents 

can join the activities without feeling unsafe. In this regard, it was noticed that the fear of deviant 

practices was a strong element that comprised residents’ collective realities, but there was not a 

decisive or determinant factor that undermined all residents’ intentions to perform practices 

outdoors. In other words, some residents undertook their practices in communal areas by being 

aware of the possible risks that such practices might bring. For example, Ali knocked on all the 

doors of the apartments in the site despite all the possible dangers he could have faced while 

working for the council program. His respectable moral position in the community allowed him 

to build up his confidence to take the job from the council and perform diverse tasks without fear 

of confronting hostile behaviours from other residents. He was aware of the diverse social 

problems that residents face such as drug and alcohol problems which in turn had a significant 

influence in the local moral orders of shared spaces. Therefore, his knowledge about the 

dynamism of the diverse local moral orders allowed him to skilfully cope with all the risks and 

dangers he could face when knocking on all the residents’ doors. His position as environmental 

adviser was morally loaded with the rights to knock on all the residents’ doors and deliver 

speech-acts that described the benefits of the physical objects (freebies) sponsored by the 

program. Finally, he successfully amalgamated his personal experiences in the site alongside 

with his moral obligation towards environmental conservation with the set of duties tied to his 



184 

 

role as an adviser with the purpose of enhancing the fostering diverse pro-environmental 

practices among residents.  

The data obtained from the interviews, field notes, and photographs revealed that there is 

a ‘collective reality’ that exists in shared spaces such as community gardens, laundries, ground 

floors, the CNH and rubbish chutes. The theoretical analysis revealed that social regulated and 

non-regulated communal spaces contributed to their sense of reality which in turn influenced 

execution of pro-environmental practices. In this regard, Schatzki’s Site Ontology helped to 

bring into light some elements that composed residents’ collective realities and Rom Harré’s 

Positioning Theory identified the dynamic interrelatedness of such elements in regulated and 

non-regulated communal spaces by negotiating moral positions through assignment of rights, 

duties and obligations of residents. Deep analysis of the storylines revealed that social rules, 

staff, residents, volunteers and council-funded programs delivered in socially regulated spaces 

such as the CNH, and some fenced community gardens, can make residents to fully commit to 

the execution of pro-environmental practices. The set of practices and rules established in the 

CNH allowed residents to take part in several activities such as the community kitchen. 

Residents positioned themselves as obedient to the rules imposed onto them by the CNH and 

having the obligation to follow the rules and norms to get access to its services. However, other 

residents were not compliant with the set of rules and norms that ensured the execution of 

diverse practices in in the CNH. The model I proposed (Figure 1) to analyse the moral space was 

useful to explore the diverse ontological meanings contained in residents’ storylines and to know 

how these enhanced and/or halted residents’ intentionality to commit to the execution of pro-

environmental practices. However, these regulated spaces also hindered the intentionality of 
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other residents, such as Nancy and Dong, to cope with all the elements that formed the moral 

space.  

The analysis of the data also showed that in the non-socially regulated communal spaces, 

such as aisles, laundries, waste disposal facilities and open green areas, another set of elements 

formed an integral part of the collective realities of residents. The storylines of the participants 

revealed that the fear of physical or verbal abuse, vandalism in communal areas, language and 

cultural differences, social ties with nature, environmental programs, and residents with drug 

problems, were the main elements that influenced positively and/or negatively residents’ 

intentionality. Personal backgrounds, past emotional ties with nature, and current ties with the 

community, increased the predisposition for residents to engage in pro-environmental practices. 

Some of these were ontologically rooted to the personal being of residents that nurtured their 

intention to cope with all the existing elements that composed their collective reality and 

negotiate diverse moral positions within the diverse moral spaces. Another major contribution 

from this chapter was to know that there were residents fully committed to teach and help others 

to undertake pro-environmental practices despite the hostility found in shared spaces. Their 

knowledge of the dynamism of the diverse moral spaces made them develop strong ties with the 

Collingwood community which enabled them to move throughout the whole social network of 

the site. They nurtured their own internal duty of caring for the local environment either with 

past experiences with nature and/or working for the local council which strengthened their 

intentionality to act. The strong social ties they developed with the community supported their 

right to speak about pro-environmental practices. In other words, their moral reputation allowed 

them to take strategic positions to deliver ‘creative’ speech acts that influenced other residents’ 

agency to foster or enhance pro-environmental practices inside or outside their apartments. 
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Residents like them are the evidence of successfully coping within a challenging context in 

Collingwood as they were morally equipped to navigate from intention to committed action. 
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Chaper 5Case 2: The Tlatelolco high-rise public housing in Mexico City, 

Mexico  

5.1 Introduction  

In this chapter I took the same analytical approach used in Chapter Four, using Site Ontology 

and Positioning Theory to link the theoretical constructions described in the methodology 

chapter to analyse the data obtained during the fieldwork period in Tlatelolco. Semi-structured 

individual and focus group interviews were the main source of data, giving meaning to the other 

sources of data obtained from field notes, photographs and direct observations. The analysis in 

this chapter was driven in part by efforts to make cross-site comparisons between Mexico and 

Australia in the context of the kinds of ontological features that support or hinder pro-

environmental practices. The purpose of the comparison was mainly to know if personal, social 

and the material elements influencing residents’ moral space and negotiations of agency were in 

some way similar in Mexico to those in Collingwood. This comparison might prove useful in 

expanding our knowledge about the ontologies in high-rise public housing sites that perhaps 

arise out of some metaphysically enduring aspect of human interactions with each other and 

nature (Bonnet, 2009). Similarly, just as Collingwood residents’ storylines and social episodes 

revealed the diversity of residents’ composed realities, here too I identify and, analyse such 

ontologies with Positioning Theory and Site Ontology. The data analysis showed that there were 

meaningful relationships between objects, images and peoples’ skills and backgrounds which 

formed collective realities within the shared spaces of the Tlatelolco site. As such, this Chapter is 

directed mainly at investigating the ontological and moral space of Tlatelolco in its own right. 
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Finally, I believe that my Mexican identity did not influence the interpretation of the data for the 

Tlatelolco site within the framework offered by (Canaparo, 2009). 

5.2 The Tlatelolco High-Rise Public Housing Complex in Mexico City  

The Tlatelolco high-rise public housing complex (officially referred to in the Mexican literature 

as ‘El Conjunto Urbano Presidente Adolfo López Mateos de Nonoalco Tlatelolco’) is popularly 

known simply as ‘Tlatelolco’ by residents of Mexico City. The word ‘Tlatelolco’ means “hill of 

sand” in the Nahuatl indigenous language, and Tlatelolco City, founded in 1338 CE as part of the 

Aztec empire, eventually developed to be one of the biggest markets of Mesoamerica (Gonzalez, 

1993). In Mexico, demand for affordable housing grew over the course of the 20th century in line 

with population growth and urbanisation, particularly in the middle of 20th century (Marez, 

2010). After the Second World War, many Mexican urban planners and architects were 

influenced by the European functionalist movement, in which the architectural structure was 

shaped by understandings of human behaviour within enclosed spaces (De Garay, 2004). The 

result of these influences changed Mexican urban architecture of that time towards a 

reproduction of its European post war counterparts which were looking to both increase the 

occupational density of the land and also concentrate services in order to minimize costs and 

maximise time-efficiency for residents (Villavicencio, Esquivel, & Duran, 2006). 

During the late 1950s the construction of the Tlatelolco site began, much like Collingwood, as a 

plan to relocate slum settlements that were located north of Mexico City (De Garay 2000). Retail 

and public services were built alongside the housing complex and existing infrastructure around 

the main Church of Santiago, Tlatelolco and the Three Cultures square (Plaza de tres culturas) 

(De Garay 2000). Tlatelolco high-rise public housing was inaugurated on the 21st of November 

of 1964 and promoted in the nation’s newspapers as “the monumental high-rise complex in 
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Mexico which symbolized a new and unique architectural age aiming to regenerate the 

impoverished and degraded inner zones in Mexico City” (El Nacional, 1964 in Marez, 2010, p. 

64). Tlatelolco high-rise public housing originally had 102 buildings, accommodating 11,908 

apartments, housing around 50,000 residents at that time. However, 32 buildings were destroyed 

or declared non-inhabitable due to a major earthquake in 1985 which claimed thousands of lives 

(Alfaro, Garcia, Lucas, & Villar, 1987). This tragic event left a profound mark on this site, 

forever changing the social fabric and the infrastructural arrangements in many parts of 

Tlatelolco (Marez, 2010). Also, with economic support from the government, thousands of 

residents decided to leave their apartments for new homes around Mexico City and the 

neighbouring Mexican states, with one quarter of the site’s population moving out due to fear of 

another deadly earthquake (Cisneros, 1986). According to the Census of Population and 

Households’ Report carried out by the National Institute of Statistic and Geography (INEGI: 

Instituto Nacional de Estadística, y Geografía) Tlatelolco’s population in 2010 was 27,843 

(INEGI, 2010 in Vivir en Tlatelolco, 2011, November 21).  

Whilst this study is not primarily an investigation of architectural characteristics, infrastructure 

facilities or statistics concerning residents at the chosen sites, these aspects inform the research. 

It is directed primarily towards coming to know the stories and experiences of residents about 

how the elements that compose collective realities influence practice. To this end, I spent a total 

of four months in Tlatelolco looking for these narratives and evidential traces. I developed my 

fieldwork in socially mediated spaces where I could integrate myself into the Tlatelolco’s 

community and know about residents’ daily lives and activities. After navigating many 

bureaucratic processes with the local district (Delegación Cuauhtémoc), I finally obtained 

permission to undertake my field work in two cultural-sport centres in Tlatelolco: ‘5 de Mayo’ 
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and ‘Ernesto Gomez Cruz’. These two venues offered excellent spaces to contact participants 

living in Tlatelolco. Thanks to the support of staff members, I made connections with community 

teachers who provided education programs to residents and introduced me to their own group of 

students. I recruited other participants at these sites independently through un-planned 

conversations with residents visiting the centres. 

5.3 Settling into The Tlatelolco High-Rise Public Housing Site 

During the fieldwork period in Tlatelolco, I explicitly positioned myself in relation to the 

participants and staff as the ‘student researcher’ looking for volunteers to participate in this 

research. As it happened, as in the Collingwood site in Australia, many teachers and staff 

encouraged their students to participate in the interviews, although, neither the teachers nor other 

staff volunteered to participate in individual interview. I also offered little pot plants to the 

participants who were waiting for their children or who were attending other cultural and sport 

activities such as swimming, guitar, karate, or theatre lessons, as an incentive to participate: these 

incentives proved to be quite effective. 

This Chapter first presents analysis of a focus group interview in order to help set the context for 

the analysis of interviews with individuals that follow. The interviews show how site ontological 

constructs can be used, and linked to different forms of positioning, to reveal ways residents 

construct and operate within the existing moral spaces of Tlatelolco. In short, participants’ 

storylines and speech acts were analysed as before using Positioning Theory.  

5.4 Focus Group interview: The challenge of the Tlatelolco’s public moral space.  

In this focus group interview, most the participants were residents or ex-residents of Tlatelolco 

high-rise public housing, comprising mature and elderly men and women from Latino-Mexican 
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backgrounds. Thanks to the support of teachers and staff from the cultural centre ‘Ernesto 

Gomez Cruz’, I managed to organize this and many other interviews during my fieldwork period. 

The responses from the interviewees were quite diverse but I could apply pronoun analysis in 

order to understand how rights, duties and obligations were used to construct moral positions to 

themselves and others. This interview that follows here involved eleven participants (eight 

women and three men) from which eight actively participated in the interview, and the other 

three remained mainly silent. Unfortunately, I did not have the chance to get to know them 

individually in some depth as I did in the Collingwood site in Australia. The focus group 

interview ran somewhat slowly but this was due to participants developing long storylines. The 

following table shows the analysis of the whole transcript of the focus group interview. The 

translations of interviews into English are my own. 

5.4.1 Table 7: Focus group episode about the diverse pro-environmental practices in the 

Tlatelolco site. 

Speakers Conversation Site Ontology 

practical 

domains 

Skilful coping 

Positioning Theory 

negotiation of skilful coping 

in the moral space 

Angel: What do you think 

is the biggest 

environmental 

problem here in 

Tlatelolco? 

  

Juana: The major problem 

we have is rubbish 

and the dog's 

 By using the pronoun ‘we’, 

she first positioned herself 

as speaking on behalf of 
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droppings. residents.  

Angel: Why do you think 

that happens? 

  

Juana: The lack of 

education of people, 

I mean, if you have 

education you will 

know where to 

dispose your waste 

and take your dog 

for a walk in a 

proper manner, 

taking a plastic bag 

to pick its 

droppings. I think it 

is a matter of 

education. 

Practical 

understanding. 

She inferred that 

if residents had 

more 

‘education’ they 

would be able 

identify the 

necessary steps 

to avoid 

pollution with 

rubbish or dog’s 

droppings in 

general.  

 

She first positioned others 

using the first person ‘I’ as a 

means of owning her view 

with respect to what ought to 

be done, and ‘education’ here 

carries moral as well as 

literal connotations. 

Mirna:  I live here in 

Tlatelolco, the 

environmental 

culture has just 

started with people 

because if you go to 

the district of 

Coyoacan and other 

neighbourhoods they 

are [simply] more 

educated. 

 

Practical 

understanding. 

She suggests in 

wealthier 

neighbourhoods, 

people have 

more education 

and that affords 

a different 

moral order.  

She continues with the use of 

‘I’ to convey that the 

problem is part of her 

personal storyline as a 

resident and positions me 

using ‘you’ to draw me into 

accepting the moral order she 

is describing. 
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Lucia: What actually 

happens in the high-

rise where I live is 

that the rubbish 

trucks pass three 

times a day, even at 

night times, and 

despite that, 

residents throw their 

rubbish on the 

streets. There is no 

motivation, and 

there is no a single 

excuse for these 

behaviours [to 

occur] because there 

are cleaning services 

which pick the 

rubbish up. People 

are just dirty and 

[they] do not behave 

accordingly, it is the 

same for them. 

 She localized herself in time 

and space in her own 

building [community] 

indirectly positioning 

herself as a member of a 

community by describing 

the situation by using the 

pronoun ‘it’. Once she 

positioned herself as a 

resident, she felt the right to 

express in general terms what 

she thought about the main 

environmental problem 

around her own building. She 

directly positioned ‘people’ 

as having lack of 

responsibility towards the 

natural environment.  

Juana: There are people 

from the top floors 

who throw their 

rubbish through the 

window. 

 Juana’s storylines described 

an extreme polluting 

behaviour in Tlatelolco. 

Her first positioning as 

resident gave her the right to 

position other residents as 

part of the cause of pollution 
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at the site.  

Angel: From the top of the 

buildings? 

  

Juana: Yes, dear.   

Jose:  I think the problems 

here are the 

following: the 

rubbish [pollution] 

and the dogs’ 

droppings! 

 Jose felt the right to bring the 

conversation back to the 

original question as Juana 

expressed a different 

storyline previously. He 

reiterated his first position as 

a participant and resident by 

using the pronoun and verb ‘I 

think’. His aligned with 

Juana’s moral position 

regarding dog droppings.  

Angel: Do you live here in 

Tlatelolco? 

  

Jose: No, I am from a 

close by 

neighbourhood. But, 

I think that culture 

and education for 

people are not 

enough; we need 

more presence of 

our local authorities. 

The idiosyncrasy of 

we Mexicans does 

not allow reaching 

that point, when we 

don’t have authority. 

 While he first positioned as 

a non-resident of Tlatelolco, 

he deliberately positioned 

himself (‘I’) with respect to 

actions and attitudes of the 

Mexican culture generally 

(the ‘we’) as a way of 

entering and locating himself 

within the local moral order 

of Tlatelolco disclosed by the 

residents’ speech acts.  
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Angel: What do you mean 

with authority? 

  

 

 

Jose: The [local] police 

whom don't care that 

people pee on the 

streets or gardens 

and throw cigarette 

filters everywhere. 

 He first positioned the local 

police as having a duty that is 

not enacted in Mexico. 

Angel: Do you think that 

living in an 

apartment makes it 

more difficult or 

easier to care about 

the environment? 

  

Mirna: The lack of 

education because 

you can have such 

education at home. 

There are people 

who do not have any 

education at all. 

 She first positioned some 

people in the site as 

uneducated, and therefore, 

contributed to the 

environmental problems in 

the site. 

Juana: I think it depends on 

the building where 

you live. For 

example, in the 

building where I live 

there is a complete 

silence and respect 

for the neighbour, 

and people do not 

Social rules. 

Juana described 

how common 

social rules are 

respected in her 

building. 

However, she 

pointed out that 

other residents’ 

She first positioned herself 

as resident within a largely 

effective local moral order, 

wherein most residents 

respect the social rules. She 

also pointed out that it is not 

always the case because 

some residents have pet dogs 

inside their apartments. 
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throw rubbish in the 

communal areas, but 

there is always the 

person who takes his 

or her dog for a walk 

but the dog 

sometimes does not 

reach ground floor 

to urinate, so they let 

the dog urinate in 

the communal areas 

of the building. 

dogs are the 

cause a serious 

environmental 

problem within 

the building.  

 

 

 

Dog in an apartment 

within Tlatelolco 

high-rise public 

housing. Source: 

Picture compiled for 

this study and taken 

on 29th of 

November 2013. 

Field note on the 

20th of December 

2013: Pets’ 

droppings and urine 

are a main 

environmental 

problem in 

Tlatelolco. Some 

dogs have become 

feral: their 

rummaging in waste 

and spreading 

rubbish increasing 

the proliferation of 

other invasive fauna 

such as cockroaches 

and rats.  

  

Juana: Another thing that I 

want to say is that 

Practical 

understanding. 

The use of the pronoun ‘I’ is 

used again to emphasise that 
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sometimes the 

cleaners do not pick 

the rubbish that they 

have swept, and 

when it rains, all the 

pile of rubbish gets 

stuck into the drains. 

Juana claimed 

that the cleaning 

practices within 

the site are not 

carried out 

appropriately as 

rubbish is 

carried by the 

rain flows into 

the communal 

drains causing 

flooding in 

communal 

areas. 

the issue is personally 

significant. 

Lucia: I used to live in a 

home and now I live 

in a building here 

and there is a lot of 

difference. Living in 

a high-rise is more 

difficult. 

  

Juana: It is more difficult 

for the shared spaces 

or to do something.  

  

Angel: Do you enjoy the 

green areas here in 

the complex? For 

example, taking a 

walk in the gardens? 

  

Juana: You cannot have a 

walk through the 

Practical 

understanding. 

Juana indirectly first 

positioned the gardens as not 
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gardens because it is 

highly probable that 

you'll step on a dog 

crap, mostly if you 

are elderly people. 

Juana had an 

experiential 

understanding 

of what walking 

on the lawns in 

Tlatelolco has 

come to signify.  

suitable to walk and enjoy 

due to the problems with 

droppings from other 

residents’ pets. As an elderly 

person herself, she felt the 

duty to explain how this 

environmental problem can 

affect residents like her.  

 

Lucia: With the heat, it 

(dogs’ faeces and 

urine) is a terrible 

smell, and then 

when it rains 

everything gets 

mixed. 

 

  

Juana: We, elderly people, 

sometimes cannot 

see very well, and 

the walk ways and 

aisles [next to the 

gardens] are full of 

holes and dog crap, 

therefore, having a 

walk in the green 

areas is not pleasant. 

Moreover, you can 

get robbed too. 

Teleoaffective 

structure. In 

this case, she is 

not motivated to 

undertake 

outdoor 

practices, 

although, she 

did not deny an 

emotional 

attachment to 

greeneries.  

She first positioned herself 

and other residents in the site, 

as vulnerable to being 

affected with the current 

environmental and other 

problems of Tlatelolco. Also, 

she felt she had a moral 

position to speak on behalf of 

other elderly people (‘we’).  

Angel: Well, that is a good 

point! Let's talk 
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about it. Do you 

think that fear 

influences people to 

get involved in 

outdoor activities? 

Group: Yes.  

 

 

Lucia: There is a lot of 

insecurity around 

the City, even in 

Polanco, and other 

rich 

neighbourhoods.  

  

Mirna: There are gardens 

that you need to 

have certain 

elements of 

knowledge to do 

some gardening. 

Practical 

understanding. 

Mirna could 

identify the 

process (but not 

the elements) 

required to 

perform 

gardening 

practices.  

  

Lucia: I planted a little tree 

and 30 minutes later 

somebody pulled it 

out. 

 Lucia first positioned herself 

directly into her storyline 

using the pronoun ‘I’, 

emphasising the personal 

moral cost to her when the 

tree was pulled out.  

Juana: If there were some 

kind of respect, [a 

 By using the pronoun ‘they’, 

Juana presumptively first 
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while ago] they [the 

local district 

workers] put some 

bins to dispose your 

waste and people 

just dismantle them 

and took them away. 

positioned people as 

responsible for the 

destruction of the rubbish 

bins that the council 

installed. She also indirectly 

first positioned as 

disrespectful referring to 

Lucia’s previous storyline.  

Mirna: There is a kind of 

terrible impunity 

because people just 

do whatever they 

want. 

 Mirna took Juana and Lucia’s 

previous storylines to justify 

the base of her own storyline 

which assigned a moral 

attribute of impunity in first 

order positioning to people 

who commit vandalism in 

shared spaces. To be more 

specific, Mirna’s storyline 

was referring to the previous 

storyline referring to the 

polling of tree in a public 

space.  

Angel: That is vandalism, 

isn't it? 

  

Group:  Yes!   

 

Angel: Is there a lot of 

vandalism here in 

Tlatelolco? 

  

Group: Yes! For sure!  

 

 

Picture:    
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Waste disposal 

facilities with 

graffiti: evidence of 

vandalism practices 

in Tlatelolco. Picture 

compiled for this 

study and taken on 

the 13th of December 

2013. 

 

Lucia: There is a lot of 

insecurity. 

 Lucia took the reassurance of 

the group about the existence 

of vandalism to develop her 

own storyline and first 

positioning the Tlatelolco 

site as unsecure.  

Juana: There are a lot 

people who come 

here from Tepito (a 

poor 

neighbourhood), that 

is the problem! 

Before the 

earthquake hit 

Tlatelolco [in 1985] 

there was more care 

 Juana developed an historical 

account where she tried to 

explain how vandalism, and 

probably other deviant 

practices emerged after a 

strong earthquake hit Mexico 

City in 1985. She directly 

first positioned people who 

moved from the surrounding 

poor neighbourhoods as 
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and [civic] culture, 

[but] after the 

earthquake hit 

many apartments 

were sold at very 

cheap prices and 

many people from 

very poor 

neighbourhoods 

came. 

proxy for a socio-cultural 

shift in the local moral order 

in Tlatelolco.  

Angel: 

 

Do your neighbours 

or environmental 

groups ever help you 

to be more aware of 

the environment? 

  

Mirna: In my case, there is a 

young man, 

alongside his wife, 

who is charge of 

cleaning the 

building; [they] 

promoted that every 

fortnight we should 

go out and work in 

the surrounding 

gardens. 

 She first positioned herself 

in time and space as she 

developed a storyline related 

to her life in her building. 

Within her storyline she 

presumptively first 

positioned a couple as 

promoters of outdoor 

practices in the garden.  

Angel: Was he a worker 

from the local 

administration or 

was he a normal 

resident who offered 
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to do this work 

voluntarily? 

Mirna: He did it 

voluntarily. We 

wanted to put in 

place [a private] 

administrator, but 

people complained 

about everything; if 

there was an 

economical 

contribution needed 

for repairs or 

maintenance people 

just walked away. 

We also organized 

meetings but we did 

not get agreement 

from them. Nothing! 

 By using the pronoun ‘he’, 

she first positioned the man 

as a volunteer, although, she 

did not clarify whether he 

was a resident or not. Then, 

she developed her storyline 

by using repetitively the 

pronoun ‘we’ where she 

speaks on behalf of other 

people who tried to hire a 

private building 

administrator. 

Lucia: When I used to live 

in a house, I used to 

greet the cleaners, 

the postman, the 

local business 

owners and my 

neighbours. 

 Lucia develops her storyline 

and first positioned herself 

as a resident within a matrix 

of positive social relations 

within her community.  

Angel: Are you saying 

social relations are 

better in the 

suburbs? 

  

Mirna: Yes, that’s true. I  Her first order positioning 
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think one can 

communicate better 

there to improve life 

style and security [of 

the community]. 

reinforces her stance with 

respect to the shortcomings 

of the local moral order.  

Lucia: I think it is much 

worse if we live very 

close to each other. 

 With this storyline, she was 

reiterating Mirnas’ previous 

affirmation about living 

better in the neighbourhoods.  

Angel: If there were 

incentives for 

people, do you think 

that they would do 

something for the 

environment? 

  

Group:  Yes!  

 

 

Lucia: I think if there was 

an employed person 

with a salary, for 

example, and I am 

talking about homes. 

Many people would 

say that they invest a 

lot of time [in such 

practices]. It is a 

kind of job, then, if 

that person gets that 

kind of job with a 

formal salary, that 

person will do that 

Practical 

understanding. 

Lucia suggests 

if a person is 

paid for 

carrying diverse 

tasks that would 

help protect the 

environment 

this would 

ensure a higher 

level of moral 

accountability. 

Lucia reflexively first 

positioned herself as a 

worker and resident at the 

same time by using the 

pronouns ‘I’ and ‘we’. Her 

storyline gave the 

opportunity to see the 

problem from two angles. 

She first positioned 

residents as busy with their 

lives not willing to spend too 

much time executing pro-

environmental practices. On 

the other hand, by using the 
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kind of job with 

much more 

responsibility, and 

then, we can demand 

that things need to 

be done accordingly. 

pronoun ‘it’, she 

presumptively positioned a 

person with the role of 

environmental carer as 

having higher moral 

responsibility. Finally, she 

directly positioned 

residents as supervisors who 

would have to judge such 

person’s job.  

Juana: I think that those 

people who leave 

their pet's droppings 

unattended should 

be fined and that 

money could be 

used as salary for a 

person. 

 Her proposal suggests that 

the financial incentive for 

exercising a moral duty to 

care for the environment 

could also be connected to 

holding those who do not 

conform to account.  

Mirna: But, there is the law 

in that respect! But 

it does not get 

reinforced.  

 Mirna built up on Juana’s 

storyline by indirectly first 

positioned the law/rules as 

useless because they are not 

reinforced by the local 

authorities.  

Maria: I was a building 

administrator; and 

my building's 

entrance was one of 

the best of 

Tlatelolco, but what 

happened? There is 

 Within her storyline, she first 

positioned herself with role 

of building administrator by 

using the pronoun ‘I’. Such 

roles vested her with the right 

to assign the moral attributes 

of apathetic and lazy to the 
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a lot of apathy from 

people and they do 

not want to work at 

all. I was 

representing (to all 

the residents) and I 

used to show with 

graphics who paid 

and who didn't pay 

the maintenance 

fees, and now, we 

have an 

administrator that 

don't show anything, 

and we do not know 

who pays or who 

does not pay. 

residents of her building in 

first order positioning. At 

the end of her storyline, she 

first positioned the current 

building administrator as not 

good at his/her job because 

issues related to the 

maintenance of the building 

are not communicated to 

residents.  

Angel: Do you save water at 

home? 

  

Group:  [All participants 

raised their hands] 

  

Teacher/Adrian: As it is advertised 

on TV. When I have 

a shower, I close the 

tap when I use the 

soap, then I save 

water. When I do 

the dishes, I do the 

same and put 

everything in soapy 

water and then I 

Practical 

understanding. 

He acquired 

water saving 

practices thanks 

to government’s 

saving water 

campaign which 

was advertised 

on TV. Now, he 

By repeatedly using the 

pronoun ‘I’ he first 

positioned himself within a 

storyline of being a 

resourceful and 

environmentally friendly 

person who undertook saving 

water practices at home. He 

first positioned the TV as an 

effective resource people can 
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rinse everything. All 

this is because all 

the publicity is on 

TV. 

knows how to 

identify and 

perform specific 

set of water 

saving practices.  

use to learn about pro-

environmental practices.  

Jose: I use a glass of 

water when I brush 

my teeth. 

 He also first positioned 

himself with respect to the 

moral position taken up by 

Adrian by using the pronoun 

‘I’ and his own storyline.  

Angel: Who separate 

rubbish at home? 

  

 

Group: Yes! I do separate! 

[Many people 

talking at the same 

time]. 

Practical 

understanding. 

All participants 

confirmed 

knowing how to 

identify and 

perform the 

separation of 

wastes in their 

apartments.  

 

Angel: Did you learn by 

yourselves or 

somebody 

influenced you to do 

this? 

  

Juana: I heard that kind of 

publicity on the TV 

or in the radio, or 

the talks that the 

 Juana first positioned herself 

as a learner by using the 

pronoun ‘I’ whom acquired 

her knowledge about 
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social/community 

workers delivered 

some time ago. 

separating wastes from 

different information sources. 

Mirna: I saw a program 

from Raul Velazco 

(entertainer) about a 

man that lived in 

Michoacan State that 

separated rubbish 

and the washed the 

cans by hand. I 

learnt from there to 

be more conscious 

about the 

environment. 

 Following up Juana’s 

storyline, Mirna developed 

her storyline where she also 

first positioned herself as a 

learner from the media; 

reinforcing the shared moral 

space.  

Angel: Who learnt by 

written publicity? 

  

 [one person raised 

her hand] 

  

Ruben: I learnt through my 

wife, she was the 

one who taught me 

(about separating 

waste). 

 Ruben first positioned his 

wife as a teacher who taught 

him how to separate wastes 

in their apartment.  

Mirna: In fact, I separate 

the [used] cooking 

oil. 

 Once again participant 

positioning themselves with 

respect to an local moral 

order emerging out of the 

conversation, and doing so 

through storylines (‘I’).  

Angel: OK, why do you   
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think many people 

do not separate 

rubbish? 

Juana: Because the lack of 

[environmental] 

culture. 

 Juana presumptively first 

positioned other residents of 

not having environmental 

culture (education in Mexico) 

or not being literate about the 

care of the environment.  

Lucia: Time and culture.   

 

Mirna: We always wait 

until other people do 

it! (For example) 'I 

do not separate 

rubbish because the 

cleaners do not do 

it'. I do what it is 

fear for me, if they 

do not do their job it 

is up to them. 

 Mirna first positioned 

herself as a resident who 

does not separate her rubbish 

unless people do it correctly. 

Additionally, she directly 

first positioned the cleaners 

of the site as not separating 

waste on site. She believed 

that these actions gave her 

the right also not to separate 

rubbish at home.  

Angel: Does somebody 

know the 

environmental 

polices of 

Cuauhtémoc district 

or your respective 

district? 

  

Group: No…no.   

Juana: It is so sad to talk   
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about law here in 

Mexico! 

Angel: I know!  I responded with a brief 

utterance confirming her 

position in first order 

positioning.  

Angel: Has somebody from 

your family 

influenced your care 

for the environment? 

  

Juana: My grandson would 

correct my son when 

he was little. He 

used to smoke and 

threw the cigarette 

filter on the gardens 

but my grandson 

picked up. He used 

to say: do not do that 

Dad! 

 Juana storyline allows her to 

raise the issue of education in 

a personal context. So while 

she was not the educator or 

learner in this case, she 

positions herself within the 

moral order implicit in this 

episode. 

Angel: Do you compost?   

Group: No.   

Leticia:  We, as elderly 

people can go (to the 

community centre) 

and learn how to 

make compost. If 

there are people who 

do not go, it is up to 

them. I have 

attended 

 In some way, Leticia’s 

storyline contradicted the 

previous utterance of the 

group. She first positioned 

herself as someone who 

knew how to make compost; 

however, she did not clarify 

whether or not she executes 

this kind of pro-



211 

 

[courses/workshops] 

about how to make 

compost. 

environmental practice in her 

apartment.  

Angel:  How many of you 

save energy? 

  

 [Three participants 

raised their hands] 

  

Angel: How many of you 

have energy saving 

bulbs? 

  

 [All people raised 

their hands] 

  

Angel: What do you think 

that would be the 

key-solution to 

improve the local 

environment in 

Tlatelolco? 

  

Teacher/Adrian:  I think more 

surveillance; I think 

the government 

should employ more 

people on this regard 

and pay them well to 

do this job. 

 Adrian indirectly first 

positioned the government 

as having the duty and 

responsibility to be vigilant 

in order to reinforce the care 

of the environment.  

Angel:  So, are you saying 

that the government 

should reinforce the 

law? 

 second order positioning.  

Teacher/Adrian: Yes.   

Lucia:  I think that another  Lucia indirectly first 
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thing that could 

work is that making 

those who have dogs 

to pay taxes. So, 

people should pay 

according to the 

number of dogs they 

have. 

positioned the dogs’ owners 

as responsible for the 

ownership of the dog. This 

echoes the articulation of the 

moral order that emerged 

earlier in the conversation.  

Leticia: I insist that it is 

education. You 

cannot expect 

anything from 

people who do not 

have education.  

 Leticia reaffirmed her 

positon in first order 

positioning by reiterating to 

the group that education is 

the solution to environmental 

problems in Tlatelolco. Once 

again, the combination of ‘I’ 

and ‘you’ suggests that 

‘education’ here has a moral 

force. 

Juana: Surveillance to the 

police! 

  

Leticia: That is because of 

corruption! We are 

invaded of corrupted 

people.  

 This is first order positioning 

with respect to ‘others’ that 

infringe upon the local moral 

order through corrupt 

practices. 

Angel: OK, do you think 

that the natural 

environment is 

important for us? 

  

Group: Yes!   

Angel: This is the end of the   
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interview, thank you 

very much for your 

time! 

Group Thank you!   

5.4.2 Interim discussion: Facing diverse social problems that contribute to polluting 

practices. 

The analysis above foregrounds the discursive interactions amongst participants and the 

particular way they used and developed storylines that describing events that occurred as part of 

their everyday interactions, to establish a shared understanding of the local moral order at the 

Tlatelolco site. These diverse storylines described how multiple elements converged in shared 

physical spaces, such as gardens, aisles, and stairs, contributed to the meaning-making of pro-

environmental practices indoors and outdoors. Social life within the Tlatelolco site seems to be 

constituted by various types of socio-physical arrangements, which produced shared meanings 

that strengthened or stopped residents’ intentionality from undertaking pro-environmental 

practices. The analysis from this focus group revealed that participants had intentional 

predisposition to undertake diverse pro-environmental practices outdoors but the elements 

composing their collective realities stopped them from doing so.  

Participants tried to make sense of why waste management and dogs’ droppings were the main 

environmental problem in the site. Storylines that included issues of waste at the site, became a 

means of assigning moral positions and attributing rights and duties to themselves and others at 

the site, including people, things, and institutions. This produced in the conversation a consensus 

about the main ontological features that established and supported polluting practices and 

inhibited the fostering pro-environmental and other outdoor practices in shared spaces. Several 
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residents, such as Juana, Mirna and Lucia, directly positioned people living in and out the site as 

‘uneducated’ and hence responsible for causing waste pollution. ‘Education’ in the conversation, 

and particularly as it emerged in relation to the local moral order emerging from personal 

storylines, conveyed a moral imperative and duty more so than describing an educational 

transaction of information. The latter, functional role of education seemed to be served by the 

medium of television. Thus, when participants positioned themselves as environmentally 

educated within the private and public spaces in Tlatelolco and elsewhere, this was a means of 

locating themselves within a particular moral order that articulated with pro-environmental 

practices evident in their own personal storylines. Lack of ‘education’ indexed a failure to take 

the rights, duties and obligations that they saw as proper to ‘civil’ communal life at Tlatelolco 

and elsewhere. Attributions of apathy, laziness, and uneducated or careless behaviour helped 

delineate their moral space from others. This was reflected in the participants’ commitment to 

pro-environmental practices, although Mirna’s case shows how investing ‘others’ (cleaners) with 

certain duties can be used to exonerate residents’ from their own responsibilities.  

The issue of dogs’ droppings allowed participants to directly position other residents as 

‘irresponsible’ by allowing their pet dogs to urinate and defecate in the shared spaces inside and 

outside of the buildings. This problem was accentuated in the outdoor spaces such as gardens, 

aisles and walkways having a deep influence in participants’ intentionality to undertake any kind 

of outdoor activities. The issue became the means, in the conversation, of assigning rights, duties 

and obligations to different groups and institutions that made up the site. By seeing these 

problems from their own position as residents, they could develop stories related to the possible 

solutions of these problems as a way of making sense of their collective realities. The group 

entered in a debate in which diverse sources of the problems were proposed and analysed. While 
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discussing these sources, and potential solutions, participants brought about other significant 

problems in the Tlatelolco site such as fear caused by robberies and vandalism in shared spaces. 

For example, participants explored the idea of offering educational programs for residents to get 

them involved with outdoor activities, but this would mean to confront or to be exposed to 

deviant behaviours from other people. In this regard, some participants developed retrospective 

accounts as a way of explaining the sources of vandalism and its effects on the local moral order 

of the site. Juana, for example, first positioned a particular group of residents, whom originally 

come from surrounding poor neighbourhoods, who moved into the site after the 1985 

earthquake, was the main cause of Tlatelolco socio-physical decay.  

Some descriptions of the social environment within the buildings by the participants pointed to 

social relations being ‘difficult’ due to several territorial or building management disputes. For 

example, Mirna and Lucia had lived in common households previously, and therefore, they 

positioned themselves as having the right to judge the social relations in Tlatelolco against other 

neighbourhoods. They concluded the lack of cooperation among residents was a critical issue. 

Nevertheless, Mirna stated that there were people in her building promoting and encouraging the 

residents of her building to engage in outdoor activities such as improving the community 

gardens, suggesting that pro-environmental practices were strongly coupled to other moral 

orders. 

The issue of dog droppings was amongst the most pressing environmental issue because it 

demonstrated and raised the question of personal and institution responsibility, or lack thereof. 

During the interview, a whole set of different actors were positioned as having duties about the 

environment: the problem with dogs, the local authorities, the Mexican politicians, the police, 

etc. These actors, and the positions they take up or are expected to take up, help make up the site. 
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5.5 Esteban: Exercising Agency and The Emergence of a New Local Moral Order 

Esteban is Latino man in his early forties who has lived in Tlatelolco for twenty years. He does 

not get involved in community activities very often, although, he is totally aware of conservation 

of natural resources in his apartment and the care of the environment around his building. I met 

Esteban as he was collecting his son from a Taekwondo class in one of the cultural-sport centres 

in Tlatelolco and he accepted my invitation to participate in an interview. Esteban’s interview 

was particularly interesting, developing detailed storylines about the socially complex 

environmental problem of waste pollution in Tlatelolco, and it addressed the issue of scavengers 

(scavengers here refers to Pepenadores [Mexican Spanish]: self-employed people making a 

living out of scavenging for recyclable materials) and how that issue might be dealt with. During 

the interview, he personally positions himself as environmentalist and an activist in and out of 

his apartment. For instance, he taught his family about conservation practices in waste recycling, 

teaching them how to use new appliances to save water and energy. Moreover, he stands out as 

he acted to mitigate environmental harm around his building caused by other residents, 

especially scavengers.  

5.5.1 Table 8: Esteban’s episode about minimizing polluting practices produced by the 

scavengers. 

Speakers Conversation Site Ontology 

practical domains 

Skilful coping 

Positioning Theory 

negotiation of 

skilful coping in the 

moral space 

Angel:  For how long you 

have lived in 
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Tlatelolco high-rise 

public housing? 

Esteban:  20 years.   

Angel:  Do you think that 

living in high-rise 

public housing makes 

it easier or more 

difficult to care about 

the environment? 

  

Esteban: I think is more 

difficult in terms of 

the handling of 

organic and inorganic 

wastes. We separate 

our rubbish at home 

but outside the 

building (where the 

main containers are) 

there are a lot of 

scavengers who tear 

apart the rubbish 

bags leaving a mess 

for us (the residents). 

I think these actions 

harm the 

environment a great 

deal, because 

pedestrians spread 

the rubbish with their 

feet when they walk 

Scavengers here 

refers to self-

employed people in 

and around Mexico 

City that make 

money from 

collecting and then 

selling recyclable 

materials to recycling 

stations. 

They will very often 

rip open rubbish bags 

in search of 

recyclables that were 

not otherwise 

separated: this leads 

to rubbish being 

dispersed in public 

spaces. 

 

He produces the 

storyline of ‘bad 

management’ of the 

waste disposal due to 

insufficient 

infrastructure to deal 

with the scavengers 

who break and 

disrupt the extant 

waste management 

system. Esteban: 

deliberately first 

positioned the 

scavengers as 

responsible for 

interfering with 

waste management 

on site.  

All the same, his use 

of ‘I’ indexes his 

personal agentive 
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by. Sometimes, we 

leave empty plastic 

bags, attached to the 

gardens fences for 

people to put their 

waste into them, to 

avoid them tossing 

[the rubbish] on the 

pavement, but people 

are not educated in 

that way. I think this 

is one the biggest 

environmental 

problems that we 

have here.  

Practices ordered in 

time and space: 

Waste practices are 

not adequately 

managed in public 

spaces because of 

scavengers. 

However, he tried to 

create a new means 

for waste 

management 

practices by 

supplying plastic 

bags.  

action to provide 

plastic bags to 

residents in public 

spaces. 

 

 

Recycling facilities 

around buildings in 

Tlatelolco were well 

signed and seemed to 

be big enough to 

receive organic and 

non-organic wastes 

from pedestrians in 

public spaces. This 

picture shows the 
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mess caused by 

scavengers when 

rummaging inside the 

containers at night. 

Picture compiled for 

this study and taken 

on the 14th of 

December 2013. 

 

Angel:  So, what do you 

think are the biggest 

environmental 

problems here in 

Tlatelolco? 

  

Esteban: Waste pollution and 

pests like wild cats.  

  

Angel: Do you think that the 

local authorities have 

done something on 

this regard? 

  

Esteban: I have heard that 

during the residents’ 

meetings that they 

have raised these 

concerns with the 

local authorities 

(Cuauhtémoc 

District), and they 

said that they cannot 

Practical 

understanding. 

Esteban: identified 

the systematic 

practice that 

scavengers had in 

place at night. He 

described that it is a 

tricky problem to 
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do anything about it 

because scavengers 

are self-employed. 

Yes, it is a kind of 

job, but we pay a 

high price for it in 

terms of waste 

pollution. Sometimes 

when one goes out of 

the building, and one 

has to put up with the 

bad odours, or to see 

the cats rummaging 

through and eating 

the waste. 

solve as the 

government have no 

real authority over 

the scavengers.  

Field note related to 

the social episode 

collected on the 13th 

December 2013: I 

noted a few police 

booths and police 

officers around the 

complex; but they 

did not enforce local 

environmental 

policies of the 

district. I had a brief 

conversation with a 

police officer and he 

declared that 
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polluting behaviours 

within the site, such 

as littering or leaving 

dog droppings on the 

pavement, were not 

primary offences to 

be persecuted. He 

also added that “it is 

a waste of time 

arguing with people 

about such 

behaviours”.  

Angel: What would you 

change inside your 

apartment to make it 

more 

environmentally 

friendly? 

  

Esteban: I think solar water 

heaters. I think they 

are cheaper and safer, 

but they have to be 

for the whole 

building.  

Practices ordered in 

time and space. 

Esteban: considered 

that the solar water 

heater should be 

placed according to 

the contexture and 

infrastructure of the 

buildings.  

 

Angel:  Do you think that the 

communication 

among residents is a 
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good way to promote 

pro-environmental 

practices in the 

future? 

Esteban: Yes, it is important 

because we all get 

some benefits in 

some way.  

  

Angel: If you could change 

something in order to 

improve the local 

environment of the 

site what would it 

be? 

  

Esteban: To talk with the 

scavengers. 

 He positioned the 

scavengers as being 

an integral part of the 

site and his storyline 

as a pro- 

environmental agent. 

Angel: Have you talked to 

them in the past? 

  

Esteban: Yes! But, it depends 

how you approach 

them, and many 

times I have been 

successful in this 

regard because some 

of them listened to 

 By strongly using the 

pronoun ‘I’, he first 

positioned as a 

resident who wants 

to engage in the 

formation of refined 

local moral order that 
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my suggestions about 

avoiding the 

messiness of their 

work with the 

rubbish. I even got to 

know many of them 

and they greet me 

when I see them 

because they have 

been doing that kind 

of job for many years 

here.  

includes the 

storylines and agency 

of the scavengers.  

He gave a special 

importance to the 

pronoun ‘they’ as the 

key situational 

moment to deliver 

such speech-acts. 

The combination of 

delivering his 

strategic speech-acts 

in the right moments 

proved to be fruitful 

as he had developed 

social ties with them.  

Angel: Do you separate your 

rubbish at home? 

  

Esteban: Yes! We have a 

container for organic 

waste and we put the 

recyclables directly 

in plastic bags.  

 

Practical 

understanding. He 

and his family were 

able to identify and 

perform the 

separation of wastes 

inside their 

apartment.  

He first positioned 

himself and his 

family as good 

recyclers by 

responding positively 

to the question and 

using the pronoun 

‘we’. 

Angel: Do you save water?  
 

Esteban: Yes.   
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Angel: How?   

Esteban: We have two 

containers and we fill 

them up with water 

from the shower and 

we used them for the 

toilet and other 

things.  

 

Practical 

understanding. He 

and his family knew 

how to perform a set 

of saving water 

practices.  

By constantly using 

the pronoun ‘we’, he 

developed a specific 

storyline that 

included his family 

as constitutive of this 

shared moral space.  

Angel: Do you save energy?   

Esteban: Yes, I have energy 

saving light bulbs 

installed and energy 

saving switch boards 

too. 

 

Practical 

understanding. He 

knew how to save 

energy at home and 

probably other 

related practices.  

 

Angel:  Who encouraged you 

to do those actions? 

  

Esteban:  

 

When I was younger 

(before getting 

married) I used to 

live in big house with 

my grandmother. 

And she used to have 

a big garden with lots 

of huge pot plants 

and fruit trees such as 

oranges, apples and 

avocados. Since then, 

 He first positioned 

his grandmother as 

the one who seeded 

an ontological 

meaning towards the 

care of plants. He 

also first positioned 

as a learner of her 

appreciation of 

plants.  
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I loved plants and 

have many pot plants 

here at home now. 

5.5.2 Interim discussion: Esteban’s invitation into the moral space.  

Esteban is an environmentally conscious resident, who has practical understanding of saving 

water and energy as well as separating waste inside his apartment. He did not see the site 

infrastructure as an impediment to undertake pro-environmental practices, although he directly 

positioned himself with respect to a social environment that encourage those practices. His 

storylines described an intention to preserve natural resources, and care for the natural 

environment inside his apartment and around his building. His agency extended beyond the 

privacy of his own apartment and family life, evidenced by his speech acts with strong 

perlocutionary force in influencing others’ practices in public spaces.  Similarly, he justified the 

local government inaction over the problem of the scavenger because they see them as a 

necessary to minimize the waste production within the site. Nevertheless, he decided to take 

personal action to minimize waste pollution by talking with the scavengers. After living 20 years 

in Tlatelolco, Esteban was quite knowledgeable of the local moral orders in shared spaces around 

his building, giving him a degree of moral authority in his interaction with others. Moreover, his 

strong moral position as a resident vested him with the right to speak to scavengers about the 

pollution and messiness that their scavenging practices were leaving around the buildings while 

doing their work. His past interactions with the scavengers allowed him to identify the right time 

and space to develop creative and/or strategic storylines that successfully modified their 

scavenging practices to avoid further waste pollution around his building. His storylines 

described a personal agency that allowed him to navigate through the local moral order of the 
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scavengers’ world. He knew how scavengers’ practices were ordered in time and space in the 

context of the Tlatelolco site. With time, it appeared that he developed social ties with them 

through the trustworthiness for his speech-acts.  

5.6 Ariel: Certainty and The Limits of One’s Moral Space 

Ariel, a married man in his mid-fifties, has lived in Tlatelolco for nine years. I came to meet him 

while he was waiting for his son to finish swimming lessons at one of the cultural-sport centres 

of Tlatelolco. His decision to participate in an individual interview was greatly influenced by the 

pot plants that I was using as incentives for residents to participate. He is an environmentally 

conscientious resident who undertakes pro-environmental practices within his apartment. He also 

tries to contribute to the improvement of shared spaces around his building in an innovative way 

by disposing his waste in transparent plastic bags so scavengers can see the contents without 

needing to break open the bags and create a mess. Unlike Esteban, Ariel’s proposal was an 

attempt to help make the scavenger’s work have less of a negative impact in the environment, 

but in a way that did not demand direct, personal interaction with them. 
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5.6.1 Table 9: Ariel’s conversation about environmental problems and his indirect 

strategy as an attempt to minimize waste pollution. 

Speakers Conversation Site Ontology 

practical domains 

Skilful coping 

Positioning Theory 

negotiation of 

skilful coping in the 

moral space 

Angel:  

 

How many years 

have you lived in 

Tlatelolco? 

  

Ariel: Nine years.   

Angel:  

 

Do you think that 

living in an 

apartment makes it 

easier or more 

difficult for caring 

the environment? 

  

Ariel:  I think that it is like 

everywhere, it is not 

only here in the site. 

We can see on the 

streets that there are 

people who take care 

of the environment 

and there are people 

who don’t. For 

example, here in 

Tlatelolco, there are 

residents who go out 

Practical 

understanding. 

Ariel could identify 

good and bad 

practices of the dogs’ 

owners within the 

site. 

Ariel first positioned 

the pollution 

problem within 

Tlatelolco as not 

unlike other 

neighbourhoods. He 

made a comparison 

by first positioning 

the people of 

Tlatelolco 

comprising both 

good and bad. 
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with their animals 

(dogs) and carry 

their plastic bags (to 

pick up the dog’s 

droppings). On the 

contrary, there 

people who go out 

with big dogs and 

leave the droppings 

on the ground. 

Angel: I have been told that 

scavengers are a 

problem in the site 

because they pull 

apart the plastic bags 

and mix up the 

rubbish already 

separated. Is it true? 

  

Ariel: I do not know 

exactly. However, I 

think they are a 

nuisance, but in order 

to avoid that 

[messiness] I use 

transparent plastic 

bags [to avoid the 

tearing up of the bags 

because scavengers 

can see what it is 

inside]. 

 He deliberately first 

positioned the 

scavenger as a 

nuisance as he 

produced a storyline 

related to the 

scavenger’s common 

practices. By not 

having any contact 

with scavengers’ 

world, I inferred that 

he personally 
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positioned himself 

as a pro-active 

resident who 

indirectly help to 

minimize the 

problem of waste 

pollution around his 

building.  

Angel: Does that strategy 

work? 

 
 

Ariel: I do not know, but it 

appeases my mind.  

Teleoaffective 

structure: the teleos 

of the plastic bags 

(see the contents) 

would help the 

scavengers he felt 

accomplished of 

helping to solve one 

of the major 

environmental 

problems of the site.  

He produces two 

storylines: one is 

about the uncertainty 

about the 

effectiveness of his 

own strategy, and 

another about his 

personal moral 

satisfaction in 

thinking that he 

doing a right action. 

Angel: But, do you have the 

evidence to prove 

that strategy actually 

works? 

 I used second order 

positioning in this 

question asking Ariel 

to provide evidence 

that could support his 

previous storyline 

and/or position. 

Ariel: Well, from my point 

of view it is pretty 

 He re-positioned his 

strategy as successful 
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obvious that it does 

work.  

in terms of his own 

practice and the 

fulfilment of his own 

duty.  

Ariel: Many people here 

use eco-

biodegradable plastic 

bags, but the bags are 

coloured and you 

cannot see what is in 

them. Also, there is 

another problem, 

there is a man who 

feeds the wild cats, 

and now we have a 

kind of a pest, 

because I have 

counted 24 cats. I do 

not oppose feeding 

them, but he should 

look to de-sex them 

because we have now 

too many cats in a 

little area. Moreover, 

he does not pick up 

the cats’ droppings, 

and fur.  

 He presents a 

storyline where he 

directly first 

positioned other 

residents as ‘doing 

the right actions’ by 

disposing their 

wastes in 

biodegradable plastic 

bags. However, he 

thinks that there is 

still a problem with 

this because those 

bags end up in 

scavengers’ hands.]  

Angel: Have you or 

someone else done 

something to solve 
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this problem? 

Ariel:  No.   

Angel: What do you think is 

needed to motivate 

people to do 

something for the 

environment? 

  

Ariel: Incentives.   

Angel: Which type of 

incentives? 

  

Ariel: I think food and 

money but it would 

depend of 

everybody’s needs. 

But, there is going to 

be always an interest 

for people. The 

buildings’ 

administrators 

(maintenance 

managers) do their 

job because there is 

an interest for them 

to do that kind of job. 

For example, the 

administrator of my 

building administers 

the fees of the car 

park, and the car park 

Practical 

understanding. 

Ariel could identify 

the set of practices 

that administrators 

usually do. Although 

he is not in charge of 

such tasks, he was 

able to give an 

accurate description 

of them.  

He first positioned 

himself as a resident 

who understands how 

some residents may 

be motivated if they 

were given food or 

money. 
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money is used for 

paint or maintenance 

issues needed. 

Angel: Well, are you talking 

about personal moral 

values? 

  

Ariel: Yes, but those values 

can be distorted with 

time. I think that the 

real school of values 

is life. There is no 

rule for that, I think.  

 By using the pronoun 

‘I’, he first 

positioned as 

someone whose 

values have been 

shaped and change 

with time. His 

experiences made 

him generalize that 

everybody’s values 

are changed, based 

on their own life’s 

experiences.  

Angel: Well, who do you 

think is responsible 

for caring the 

environment then? 

  

Ariel: I think I can divide 

that answer. The care 

of my house and my 

surrounding 

environment belongs 

to me. When things 

go to a bigger scale 

Practices ordered in 

time and space. 

Ariel made a 

distinction of two 

different 

responsibilities 

depending on the 

Ariel first mutually 

positioned the 

government and 

himself as obliged to 

perform certain 

duties in specific 

areas within the 
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such as the rubbish 

collection, which is a 

business too, it 

should belong to the 

government. I think 

that the responsibility 

is for everyone. For 

example, my mum 

used to clean the 

entrance of her 

house, but she cannot 

do it now because 

she is too old, and 

therefore, no one else 

does the job for her, 

and the entrance is 

dirty most of the time 

until the government 

cleaners come and do 

the job every now 

and then.  

correlation of entities 

and practices. He 

thinks that the private 

space of his 

apartment and the 

surrounding shared 

spaces are his 

responsibility to care 

for while the care of 

the site, on a big 

scale, belongs to the 

local government.  

 

 

Tlatelolco site. He 

directly first 

positioned himself 

as responsible of 

caring for the private 

space of his 

apartment and the 

surrounding shared 

public spaces. By 

using the pronoun ‘it’ 

he directly first 

positioned the 

government as 

responsible of the 

cleaning duties of the 

entire site. 

Additionally, he 

provides an example 

about the situation of 

his old mother 

inferring that many 

people in the site, 

such as elderly 

people, are 

dependent on the 

cleaning services 

provided by the local 

government.  

Angel:  

 

Do you separate your 

waste at home? 

 I asked Ariel about 

his own waste 
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separation practices 

in first order 

positioning. 

Ariel: Yes, here (in 

Tlatelolco) we are 

not obligated to 

separate our rubbish 

but I [do] have two 

bins for organic and 

inorganic waste each. 

 By using the pronoun 

‘we’, Ariel first 

positioned himself as 

member of the 

Tlatelolco 

community which is 

not obligated to 

separate waste. 

However, he 

indirectly first 

positioned himself as 

a resident who does 

separate his waste at 

home.  

Angel:  

 

Do you save energy 

at home? 

  

Ariel: Yes, I do. I have 

energy saving light 

bulbs. 

  

Angel:  

 

Do you save water at 

home? 

  

Ariel: Yes, I do.   

Angel: How do you do this?   

Ariel: Well, we do the 

dishes with water 

Practical 

understanding. 
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saved from the 

shower (when 

waiting for the warm 

water), and we reuse 

the water of the 

washing machine and 

tip it into the toilet. 

Also, we turn on the 

tap very slowly 

because the water tap 

comes with lots of 

pressure/force. 

Ariel and his family 

know how to identify 

and perform diverse 

water saving 

practices. 

Additionally, they 

know how to regulate 

their daily activities 

when using water 

despite of not having 

the proper appliances 

for this purpose.  

Angel: Mr. Ariel, thank you 

for your time. 

  

Ariel:  You’re welcome.   

 

5.6.2 Interim discussion: Certainty and the limits of one’s moral space. 

Ariel considered that the environmental problems in the Tlatelolco site were not unlike other 

neighbourhoods in Mexico City. His storylines let me see that pollution in the site is not 

something ‘out of the norm’ and it is something commonly expected in urban communities. I 

challenged Ariel using second order positioning to know what would motivate people to show 

some agency and change things that were part the normal life of residents in Tlatelolco. He 

believes that residents can agentially be motivated to undertake committed actions through a 

variety of incentives depending on the situation and people’s personality. When talking about his 

own pro-environmental practices, he made a clear distinction of how public and private moral 

spaces influenced his intentionality to undertake such practices. He described that he has a 
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committed agency to perform pro-environmental practices inside their apartment (private space) 

but he did not directly perform any of them in public shared spaces. However, he indirectly tried 

to help to improve the scavenging practices around his building by disposing his own waste in 

transparent plastic bags assuming the scavengers would see the content of the bags and evaluate 

whether is worth to tear them up. In this way, he was demonstrating a commitment to 

minimizing the deleterious practices of the scavengers. Notwithstanding, his moral positioning 

with respect to his practice of using clear plastic bags did not attribute and strong expectation 

that the scavengers or others ought to take up the new practices such an action instituted: his 

conscience was clear whether they did or didn’t. 
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5.7 Chio’s Conversational Episode about Attempts of Establishing Pro-Environmental 

Practices. 

Chio has lived in the Tlatelolco high-rise public housing for 15 years. She is a married Latino 

woman in her thirties, who has developed an attachment with her community and the local 

natural environment in Tlatelolco. She is also proud of being a resident of the site because of its 

history, culture, and the identity that it brings to many residents. In this narrative, I will analyse 

and describe Chio’s agency through an analysis of speech-acts in her accounts of work she 

undertook with the intention of solving a significant environmental and public health threat in 

Tlatelolco: dogs’ droppings. To find a solution to this problem, Chio not only created and carried 

out a strategic solution, she also managed to encourage and organize her neighbours to tackle this 

problem as a team. In the following conversation Chio recalls an episode when she and her 

neighbours (her team) decided to tackle this chronic environmental problem. 

5.7.1 Table 10: Chio’s conversation about a strategy to influence other residents’ 

behaviours. 

Speakers Conversation Site Ontology 

practical domains 

Skilful coping 

Positioning Theory 

negotiation of 

skilful coping in the 

moral space 

Angel: What do you think is 

needed to create 

awareness about the 

natural environment 

here in Tlatelolco? 

  

Chio: Look, for example,  Chio produced a 
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in my building we 

organized a strategy 

that by putting 

plastic bags attached 

to trunk trees around 

our building. In that 

way, people could 

use them to pick 

their dogs’ 

droppings. I was 

encouraging people 

saying “please use 

them” but I realized 

that we need much 

more education in 

that regard. For 

example, a child will 

not litter if he or she 

is educated in that 

way by the parents; I 

believe that children 

learn what they see 

from their parents. 

storyline where she 

had the role of a 

leader to create a 

solution to the dogs’ 

droppings around 

her building. By 

using the pronoun 

‘we’ she first 

positioned herself 

and others as 

‘doers’ and 

‘creators’ of a 

particular strategy. 

Her knowledge 

about the existing 

local moral orders 

enabled her to 

overtly and 

strategically 

position herself as 

someone who had 

the right to talk 

about environmental 

improvement and 

awareness in a way 

that included her 

neighbours. 

Angel: So, what do you 

think is needed in 

that regard? Time, 
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money, education or 

something else? 

 

Chio: Education! I think 

that if all of us learn 

to do things by 

repetition until we 

manage to get it 

right. So, we won’t 

need more money or 

time to do things, so, 

it won’t cause any 

effort to pick our 

rubbish or the dogs’ 

droppings. 

 By using the 

pronouns ‘I’ and 

‘we’, Chio mutually 

first positioned 

herself and others as 

sharing a set of 

practices and a moral 

order. l  

Angel: Is it true that there is 

a lot of 

miscommunication 

among residents 

because of conflicts 

among themselves? 

  

Chio: I think that it 

depends in the social 

environment that 

you are immersed in, 

and sometimes some 

new residents are not 

used to get along 

with people to 

cooperate and 

Social rules. Chio 

explained that the 

social rules may 

vary according to 

diverse social 

environments and 

their inherent local 

moral orders which 

can shape possible 

Chio first 

positioned herself 

as a resident 

immersed in diverse 

social contexts of 

Tlatelolco, 

describing part of the 

dynamism of these 

contexts. By using 
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coexist with more 

people. I think that 

old residents, like 

me, get along better 

than the new 

residents. We can 

easily organize 

ourselves for social 

events, even in other 

buildings, such as 

the offerings on the 

day of the deaths and 

posadas in 

December. 

courses of actions.  the pronoun ‘you’ 

she tried to directly 

position me into her 

storyline. 

 

 

 

Picture: Posadas in 

Tlatelolco high-rise 

public housing. 

Evidence of social 

cohesion among 

well-established 

residents. Source: 

Vivir en Tlatelolco, 

Blog (2012, 

Dicember 21) 
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Angel: Do you think that 

your cultural 

background 

influenced you in 

some way about 

caring the natural 

environment? 

   

Chio: No, I think it does 

not depend where 

you come from, it 

depends on yourself. 

 By using the 

pronoun ‘you’, she 

first positioned me 

as someone who’s 

agency does not just 

depend on cultural 

influences but also 

on personal 

intentionality.  

Angel:  What do you think is 

the key reason for 

people for caring the 

natural 

environment? 

  

Chio: I think an interactive 

program that we 

could see people 

doing things; we 

could get motivated 

to do things. [In this 

way] we can teach 

the new generations 

that we can do 

 She repeated 

constantly the 

pronoun ‘we’ as a 

way of deferring 

responsibility to the 

collective.  
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things, but we need 

to invest a little bit 

of our time to do 

this, for example, we 

do not do gardening 

because simply we 

do not know how to 

use the gardening 

tools or to plant the 

right plants, etc. 

Angel: Do you separate 

Rubbish at your 

apartment? 

 .  

Chio: Yes, in two different 

bags. 

Practical 

understanding. She 

knew how to 

identify and perform 

waste separation at 

home.  

 

Angel: How did you learn to 

do this? 

  

Chio: I learnt as an adult to 

do this when they 

(the government) 

started the recycling 

program. We used to 

throw everything 

into the container, 

everything mixed. I 

learnt (also) from 
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my mum when she 

started to separate 

rubbish at her home. 

Angel: So, your mum and 

the advertisements 

from the government 

encouraged you to 

make that change? 

  

Chio: Yes!   

Angel: Do you save water at 

home? 

  

Chio: Yes, I do! When I 

do the laundry, I 

reuse the water for 

two loads of 

washing. [Also] we 

all take a quick 

shower, 5 or 7 

minutes at most. 

 

Practical 

understanding. 

Chio and her family 

could identify and 

perform a specific 

set of saving water 

practices.  

By using the 

pronoun ‘I’ and ‘we’ 

she mutually first 

positioned herself 

and her family as 

knowledgeable and 

conscious of saving 

water at home. 

Angel: Do you save energy?   

Chio: Yes, I do!   

Angel: How do you do that?   

Chio: I have in my 

apartment some 

saving switch boards 

which switch 

themselves off at 

Practical 

understanding. She 

could identify and 

install the objects 

that allowed her to 

She confirmed her 

position as resident 

conscious of saving 

energy practices in 

first order 
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night to stop 

consuming energy. 

save energy at home.  positioning.  

Angel: Have you ever 

participated in an 

environmental 

group? 

  

Chio: No.   

Angel: Do you know the 

environmental 

policies of the 

district? 

  

Chio: No.   

 

5.7.2 Interim discussion: Chio’s proud commitment to protect Tlatelolco.  

Chio’s commitment and personal agency towards conservation, and improvement of the 

environment was noticed when she described the diverse pro-environmental practices that she 

carried out in and out in her apartment. She seemed to have an emotional bond with the 

Tlatelolco site, as it has an historical and personal value not only to herself but many residents of 

Mexico City. This emotional bond appeared to have a strong influence on her agency, which was 

displayed when undertaking diverse speech-acts to influence people. Moreover, the social ties 

that she developed with her neighbours allowed her to encourage them and organize a strategy, 

by using plastic bags to give to pedestrians (residents and non-residents) to pick up the droppings 

of their dogs. In other words, she knew how the local moral orders operated inside and outside of 

her building. She used such knowledge to strategically position herself to undertake specific 

speech acts that influenced others. I could infer that her attachment to place, and her strong social 
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ties made her feel entitled to ‘act’ to improve her local environment. Therefore, she felt secure to 

navigate through the moral spaces, as she knew that her position was morally charged with 

respect that many residents had towards her.  

The central point of her narrative was the description of the implementation of a strategy that she 

developed by using specific objects in conjunction with specific speech-acts. By assuming a 

moral position in the site, she actively engaged herself and others to attempt to solve a major 

environmental problem in the Tlatelolco site. She felt that she had a duty not only to protect the 

environment but also to improve the quality of life for all residents in Tlatelolco. The 

perlocutionary force of her actions showed her committed agency to achieve environmental 

improvement by using plastic bags (objects) which were charged by moral force through Chio’s 

speech-acts: “Please, use them”.  

5.8 Alethia’s Conversational Episode About Social and Environmental Disruption  

Alethia is a woman in her late sixties and a resident of Tlatelolco for more than forty-eight years. 

She is one of the oldest participants who took part in this research and one of the oldest in the 

Tlatelolco site, being witness to such events as the 1968 student revolution and 1985 earthquake 

in Mexico City. Alethia described how the physical infrastructure and the local natural 

environment around the buildings have suffered the most from the polluting behaviours of 

people who have moved in to the site after the 1985 earthquake. The consequences of polluting 

behaviours are alarming as many communal gardens have been turned into toilets for animals, or 

people’s rubbish bins, discouraging many other residents from undertaking outdoor activities 

with family and friends. Further, these problems have brought emotional distress such as anger 

and sadness amongst residents in seeing such a level of disrespect for the natural surrounding 

areas. She remembered how Tlatelolco used to be in much better condition to what it is today. In 
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the following conversation, Alethia’s gives an account of the gradual decaying of the physical 

and natural environments of Tlatelolco.  

5.8.1 Table 11: Alethia’s account about historical and social disruption in Tlatelolco 

Speakers Conversation Site Ontology 

practical domains 

Skilful coping 

Positioning Theory 

negotiation of skilful 

coping in the moral 

space 

Angel:  How many years 

have you lived in 

Tlatelolco? 

 

  

Alethia:  I have been living 

here for 48 years. 

  

Angel:  Is it true that the 

complex faced a 

social decay after the 

student’s revolution 

in 1968 and the 

earthquake in 1985? 

  

Alethia:  (Yes) a lot! First of 

all, what happened 

[with the student 

revolution] in the 

main square at that 

time, I was a student 

myself, and I was 

going to come to the 

 She offers a storyline 

describing part of the 

1968 and 1985 events that 

affected Tlatelolco. 

Firstly, as a student who 

witnessed first-hand the 

student revolutions, at 

Tlatelolco. Historically 
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protest too, but 

somebody warned 

us: “do not go, they 

(the army) are killing 

students”, for that 

reason (I did not go) 

and I stayed at home 

with my boyfriend in 

those days, who is 

now my husband. 

After that, the 1985 

earthquake hit 

Tlatelolco, and this 

contributed to the 

social decaying of 

the complex, and 

people from poor 

neighbourhoods 

(Tepito) came to rent 

or buy apartments 

from those residents 

who were in a hurry 

to sell in order to 

escape from this 

place [Because of 

fear of facing 

another earthquake]. 

Lately, people 

brought animals 

(pets) with them.  

this event was named 

“Tlatelolco massacre” (La 

masacre de Tlatelolco in 

Spanish)” which is now 

part of the history subject 

in the curriculum of 

Mexican schools. On the 

other hand, she did not 

take another position 

herself towards this 

natural phenomenon 

although she indirectly 

first positioned other 

residents as the cause of 

dogs’ dropping problem 

as they brought dogs to 

site after the 1985 

earthquake.  
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Angel:  So, you think that 

the major 

environmental 

problem is the 

residents’ dogs?  

  

Alethia: Yes, the dogs. [Now] 

You cannot walk 

[freely] in the aisles 

or walkways because 

you can step on a 

dog crap which 

smells awful. And 

when the workers of 

the district are 

cleaning the gardens, 

the first odours that 

are perceived are 

dogs’ urine and crap. 

When my kids were 

little, we used to go 

out to the gardens, 

and they used to play 

and crawl on the 

grass and there was 

no problem of 

stepping on dogs’ 

droppings. 

Moreover, there are 

lots of dogs from 

other 

 Alethia developed another 

retrospective account 

where she compared the 

past with the present in 

relation to the dogs’ 

dropping problem. She 

directly first positioned 

me as a resident in her 

account by using the 

pronoun ‘you’ to describe 

her feelings and 

experiences through me. 

She expressed her feeling 

of repulsion when facing 

this environmental 

problem to compare with 

her feelings of joy she had 

with her family in the 

past. At the end of her 

comparison, she produced 

a final storyline where she 

indirectly first positioned 

residents from Tlatelolco 

and from other 

neighbourhoods as 
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neighbourhoods such 

as Guerrero, 

Peralvillo and other 

surrounding 

neighbourhoods, and 

many dogs are 

brought by people 

living in those areas. 

responsible for the dog 

droppings problem. 

Angel: Have you seen these 

behaviours [from 

those people]? 

  

Alethia: Yes, I have seen 

them. 

 Alethia is first 

positioning other people 

for bringing dogs into 

Tlatelolco, contributing to 

the pollution of the site.  

Angel: So, do you think that 

the major 

environmental 

problem here is the 

dogs? 

  

Alethia: Yes, nowadays, yes 

the dogs. 

 She confirmed my 

question by assigning a 

moral attribute to the dogs 

as part of the cause of 

pollution in the site.  

Angel: Do you know the 

environmental 

policies of the 
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district? 

Alethia: No   

Angel: Do you separate 

rubbish at home? 

  

Alethia: No, everything goes 

into one bin. At the 

beginning, they (the 

district) have two 

containers, one for 

organic and other for 

inorganic rubbish, 

and in those days, I 

was the 

administrator of the 

building. 

 She first self-positioned 

as a person who does not 

separate her waste despite 

going through some 

experiences where she 

could have been 

motivated to do so. By 

using the pronoun ‘they’ 

Alethia indirectly 

positioned the district (or 

the district workers) as 

taking appropriate actions 

by providing labelled 

containers for residents to 

separate their rubbish. 

Angel: How many years?   

Alethia: I think about 10 

years ago or bit 

more; I was the one 

who took care of the 

building and its 

exits, they (the local 

district) made us buy 

locks for the 

containers and 

 She developed another 

retrospective account 

where she first self-

positioned as a building 

administrator who had in 

charge to administrate the 

waste disposal times. By 

using the pronouns ‘I’, 

‘us’, and ‘they’ she 
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eventually they 

came and install 

them to lock the 

containers and allow 

the disposition of 

rubbish to certain 

hours, but it never 

worked. 

distributed right duties 

and obligation within the 

moral space she was 

involved. For example, 

she first positioned the 

local district as their boss 

by saying “they made us” 

expressing a moral 

obligation to undertake a 

specific action by her and 

others.  

Angel: Do you save water at 

home? 

  

Alethia:   Yes.   

Angel: How do you do that?   

Alethia: For example, the 

water that we collect 

from the shower, we 

use it for mopping 

the floor, and also, 

when we do the 

dishes we put them 

into soapy water first 

and then wash and 

rinse them. But we 

do not use the whole 

flow of the tap. 

(Also) we use the 

flow of the tap to 

brush our teeth and 

Practical 

understanding. She 

and some of her 

family members 

knew how to identify 

and perform water 

saving practices.  

By using the pronoun 

‘we’, she mutually first 

positioned herself and 

her family as 

environmentally 

conscious of the 

conservation of water. 
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we do it quickly 

when we rinse the 

brush too. 

Angel: Do you save energy 

at home? 

  

Alethia: Yes, I do.   

Angel: How do you do that?   

Alethia:  I am always taking 

care of the lights 

because sometimes 

my daughter leaves 

the lights on with no 

reason. The 

microwave too, I 

switch it off as well 

as the TV (when is 

not in use). I am 

always checking 

everything.  

Practical 

understanding. 

Alethia knows how 

to identify the 

appropriate use of 

electrical appliances 

at home. She tries to 

correct her family 

members’ 

overconsumption of 

energy.  

In this storyline, she first 

positioned herself as 

someone who undertakes 

saving energy practices at 

home. She indirectly 

positioned her daughter 

as unaware of the 

conservation of energy as 

she overuses energy when 

she is at home.  

Angel: Has somebody in 

your family, taught 

you how to care for 

the environment? 

  

Alethia: My husband 

sometimes helps me 

on this matter with 

our grandkids 

watching that they 

do not use too much 

 She directly indirectly 

first positioned her 

grandkids as overusing 

water and other natural 

resources.  
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water and other 

stuff. 

Angel: Could you say that 

your husband is 

more aware of the 

environment? 

   

Alethia: Yes, that’s right.   She first positioned her 

husband as the 

environmentally aware 

person of the family. In 

other words, he could be 

considered the 

environmental educator of 

her family.  

 

5.8.2 Interim discussion: Alethia’s historical account about the change of the social 

context and its relation with polluting practices. 

Through Alethia’s interview I could see transitional storylines from the past to the present that 

conveyed the decaying of the physical infrastructure as well as the social and natural 

environment in Tlatelolco. Her remarks were important for this research as she witnessed two 

important events that had a significant impact historically on Tlatelolco and its community. Of 

the two events, the 1985 earthquake had a direct impact on the social fabric of the site, and 

eventually to the local environment as residents with a well-established social and cultural 

connection to the site made way to new residents who established a new community that Chio 

recognised as fundamentally different. She came to associate the present state of affairs of which 
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polluting behaviours seemed endemic to the site, as arising from the residents who moved in 

after the 1985 earthquake. The result, in Chio’s account was one in which it was no longer 

possible today for families to enjoy the green areas at the site as she had experienced in the past. 

The communal areas in the site changed gradually according to Alethia, and no longer supported 

the kind of moral order or ontologies that could sustain residents’ agency towards outdoor 

activities and pro-environmental practices. For example, Alethia explained that after the 

earthquake the number of dogs increased significantly and with that a corresponding increase in 

dog droppings in the garden that made these into no-go-zones. Therefore, the pleasant 

experiences that residents used to enjoy in the past were overturned by unpleasant experiences 

that provoked other problems, such as diseases transmission and conflicts amongst residents.  

Although Alethia did not know the environmental policies of the district, her storylines reflected 

a need for local and urgent action to address this overwhelming problem. The many years she 

has spent in Tlatelolco has afforded her a strong moral position as a resident and invested her 

with the right to offer potential solutions to resolve the dog droppings problem. When she 

developed this account, she assigned all the residents in Tlatelolco with the duty of training their 

dogs, and with the moral obligation to pick up their droppings.  

Regarding her practices in communal spaces, she seemed not to go out from her apartment 

frequently, although, she often took part in some community activities which have made her 

cognizant of programs set up by the local government. For example, she learnt that the local 

government is doing its part to put two different containers for organic and inorganic wastes. 

Despite these experiences with waste management related to her position as building 

administrator, she does not undertake waste sorting practices at home although she does saves 

water and energy within her apartment. At home, some peculiar social dynamics take place 
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because some of her family members, such as her daughter and grandkids, do not support her 

efforts to save energy or water. Her husband, however, was very supportive of her and provided 

his own means of informal education concerning pro-environmental practices. In short, Alethia 

demonstrates a capacity to use her storyline, embedded as it is with the long history of the site, as 

a way of positioning herself as a moral agent in the site now occupied by those she sees as 

newcomers. Thus, we come to see in her account the importance of the temporal reach of the 

moral space available to residents at Tlatelolco. 
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5.9 Discussion 

In what follows, I discuss the results across all the interviews and highlight those outstanding 

features that constitute the realities of residents in the Tlatelolco high-rise public housing 

complex. It is worth recalling here how such realities – the ontological bases to pro-

environmental practices – were sought and revealed. Firstly, Positioning Theory was used to 

ascertain the local moral order in which such practices arose and were sustained. In the 

interviews, we saw the positions taken up by the residents that participated in the interviews as 

well as how the moral space emerged from these conversations themselves. This was 

exemplified in the group interview that introduced this chapter. There we saw each interlocutor 

taking up the moral position established by the previous participants and witnessed this being 

achieved by means of each including their own personal narrative into the dialogue in response 

to my questions. The use of the pronoun ‘I’ signalled their intention to align their personal moral 

positions with that which was emerging out of the responses offered by other participants. 

Furthermore, the frequent and subsequent use of ‘we’ in these responses could be taken as a 

manoeuvre that sought to bring others into alignment with the moral position offered by each 

participant: and this kind of positioning very often included me as the researcher. This pattern 

emerged within individual interviews as well and allowed me to tether residents’ accounts of 

practices at the site, with personal or collective understandings of rights, duties and obligations. 

Access to this local moral order was also achieved by attending specifically to participants’ 

storylines and speech-acts. 

Secondly, my analysis of the data revealed how such a moral space connected to the site of 

Tlatelolco, in the Schatzkian sense. For instance, the conversations revealed the residents’ 

capacity to cope skilfully with the challenges and opportunities afforded by the site: examples of 
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which included efforts to affect polluting practices at the site by altering the material conditions 

of the site, say by making plastic bags available in communal areas subjected to littering or using 

clear plastic bags to mitigate the practices of scavengers. In addition, we see in these discursive 

episodes a strongly affective dimension: the exclamation marks in the dialogues attest to the way 

in which some utterances were often delivered emphatically: connecting as it were the telos of 

participants towards care for the site with a strong personal commitment to the local moral order. 

Site Ontology thus gave me a solid platform from which to explore how pro-environmental 

practices were influenced by elements that constructed residents’ realities since this framework 

was particularly useful in analysing actions related to the execution of pro-environmental 

practices as ordinary and day-to-day as saving electricity and water. Positioning Theory, on the 

other hand, assisted me in capturing and analysing the diverse moral positions that emerged 

when residents dealt with elements existing in shared public spaces when performing outdoor 

activities. Additionally, discursive pronoun analysis allowed me to see my own place as a 

researcher in the accounts of residents as they spoke about interactions with their family 

members, neighbours and other people: assigning rights, duties and obligations onto themselves 

and onto others. These interactions allowed them to construct their own reality in which local 

moral orders took hold and dictated the social dynamics in shared spaces within the site. As was 

the case with the Collingwood’s interviews in Chapter Four, the analysis of the data here 

suggests that pro-environmental practices in Tlatelolco helped to preserve, promote and enhance 

caring for natural resources. And like Collingwood, we see that these practices did not 

necessarily have a predetermined, logical and/or linear connection between intentions and 

actions since they appeared to be regulated by a multitude of overlapping moral spaces. The 

results also suggest that links among the elements that compose a collective reality, such as 
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material objects, images and symbols, and people, did not reveal anything amounting to cause of 

action in any overt scientific sense. 

This conclusion may help to push the social theory of practices further by describing how the 

interconnections of the elements that compose practices are dynamically constructed, sustained 

or broken down across time and space. Recalling that previous research on sustainable practices 

(e.g. Hargreaves, 2011; Shove et al., 2012; Shove & Spurling, 2013) claims that practices are 

predetermined and organized interconnections that exist among objects, images and people’s 

skills in order to bring practices to life, we see particularly in the temporal shifts in the moral 

order, how the search for such an ultimate stable grounding to practices is elusive. My analysis 

of the Tlatelolco data suggests that on the one hand there are entities that carry a kind of semi-

permanence such as objects (e.g. gardens and dogs’ droppings), images (e.g. of nature, the 

Tlatelolco site), yet peoples’ skilful coping, particularly in shared spaces, can often disrupt the 

regularity these features speciously secure for residents. There is amongst residents a kind of 

fatalism that has to be re-negotiated by establishing new, shared moral spaces.  

The analysis of residents’ storylines, and in particular the way they came to incorporate the 

presence of residents’ family, friends and neighbours, led me to identify the significance that 

informal modes of environmental education played in the enactment and re-construction of pro-

environmental practices. In many accounts, for example, residents described past interactions 

with family members, often within nature, that created an enduring teleoaffective structure 

towards environmental conservation. For example, Esteban takes care to note how he was taught 

and encouraged by some family members in the past to appreciate and care for plants. Therefore, 

he developed a teleoaffective tie with plants while he was living in his grandmother’s family 

home as a child. This experience influenced his predisposition to undertake other practices that 



260 

 

ensure the conservation of natural resources for sure, but such an account also suggests that the 

materiality and symbolic force of things as simple as plants, can carry the moral force associated 

with earlier, formative educational practices. This also connects powerfully with evidence 

elsewhere in the conversations in which the word ‘education’ takes up a meaning imbued with 

greater moral force than one would expect if it were taken as a formal transaction of knowledge, 

even practical knowledge. Chio’s storyline presents another example in which she learnt from 

her mother how to separate wastes at home while an adult. She acknowledged that her actions to 

protect the local environment around her building were influenced greatly by the education she 

had received during her adult life. In her storyline, Chio’s positioning and re-positioning with 

respect to the site and its residents suggested this education shaped a moral disposition towards 

the care of the environment that allowed her to deal with the complexities that emerged within 

the moral space that surrounded the pressing issue of the dogs’ droppings in her efforts to 

implement a strategy that would help to solve the problem. Chio and Esteban felt that they had 

the duty to protect the environment, and their knowledge about the local moral order, derived in 

part from the education they received, made them to feel that they had the right to communicate 

with people and promote practices to avoid pollution within the site.  

The references in the interview conversations with the significant shifts to the site brought about 

by the earthquake of 1985 revealed how residents, especially residents who had lived at the site 

for a long time, came to speak about what they took as the decay of the social as much as the 

infrastructural conditions of the site. Some residents strongly first-order position themselves in 

the moral order as ‘the old’ residents, and as such both position and attribute moral attributes to 

others as ‘the new’ residents who moved into the site after the earthquake. Across the 

conversations there is the suggestion that these new residents were in some way responsible for 



261 

 

the physical and environmental decaying of the Tlatelolco site. Alethia and Juana, for example, 

agreed that new residents had brought polluting practices into the site, such as littering with 

rubbish and dogs’ faeces, positioning them as responsible for these environmental problems. 

This attribution of responsibility for the decay of the site to the newcomers makes sense in light 

of the older residents’ strong attachment to Tlatelolco as a ‘being’ that stretches into a past in 

which it is remembered in a positive light. This seemed to vest in them a right to suggest a 

different moral held sway for new residents. For instance, Chio mentioned that for her, 

Tlatelolco has a historical value to all Mexicans and should be preserved, and Alethia 

remembered the site as clean and enjoyable when she moved to the site more than forty years 

ago. These meanings were integrated into their own ontological being which inspired their duty 

of care towards Tlatelolco. Some other participants of the focus group, such as Mirna, Maria, and 

Leticia, assigned attributes of laziness, apathy and hostility to the new residents who moved in 

after the 1985 earthquake. They first positioned these new residents as directly responsible, not 

only for all the environmental problems, but also for many social problems that currently affect 

the site. From this perspective, residents extrapolated this miss-match of moral orders and the 

deviant practices in public spaces attributed to the new residents, to account for why it had 

become more difficult for them to engage in outdoor practices. Although these elements had a 

negative influence on the moral spaces in the communal areas of the site, these were not 

necessarily an impediment for some residents, such as Chio and Esteban. In other words, despite 

the risk and constraints that can be present in the local moral order in public spaces, there were 

some residents who showed commitment to undertake pro-environmental practices.  

Most residents expressed an intention to execute some pro-environmental practices, such as 

recycling and gardening, although, such intentions, expressed as first-positioned utterances in the 
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conversations, often went beyond what was able to put into practice given the constraints of the 

local moral order and their own capacity to deal with it. It appeared that the lack of commitment 

in the outer spaces of the site was attributed to deviant and polluting practices from other people 

and mitigated or excused their own moral and practical commitments to pro-environmental 

practices. Hence, deviant and polluting practices were also integral elements of the public moral 

spaces of Tlatelolco, which directly or indirectly influenced residents’ intentionality. For 

example, residents found it difficult to engage in outdoor practices as they were afraid of 

violence from other people or conflict with other residents: hence their aversion to outdoor 

spaces and associated risks. On the other hand, Chio and Esteban’s storylines described 

commitments to undertake activities in shared public spaces as they felt entirely confident of 

their moral authority and presence: they were assured that competent delivery of diplomatic 

speech-acts (e.g. strategically speaking with moral authority) performed in communal areas, 

would have a positive effect on others polluting practices. Their willingness to engage with the 

scavengers and others associated with deleterious practices attested to this. The sport and cultural 

centres in Tlatelolco were an exception to this general aversion to spending extended tie in 

communal spaces. The centres offered moral spaces wherein some environmental education 

workshops (e.g. composting) were delivered. Residents complied with a set of social rules that 

allowed a harmonious social environment where residents learnt different kinds of practices 

within these venues. Many of the residents who took part in this research were socially bound to 

the cultural and sports centres in Tlatelolco as these places offered the possibility to preserve and 

extend their social connections.  

A careful analysis of the social episodes and storylines revealed that residents’ predispositions 

originated from different sources, such as education, past contact with nature, or personal 
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circumstances, which influenced their predisposition to engage in practices that helped to protect 

the local environment. The data suggested that these predispositions may help residents to 

navigate from intention to committed action in ways that are deeply embedded within an 

individuals’ personal beings. Through residents narratives, I could infer that residents’ 

intentionality had an ontological origin which was directly linked to their past experiences with 

things, people, events and nature which became essentially and ontologically discursive 

(Korobov, 2010). In other words, all participants discursively articulated their predisposition to 

care for the environment motivating them to undertake specific actions inside or outside their 

apartments.  

Not only past experiences fortified residents’ predispositions but also the acquisition of 

knowledge and skills learnt during their adult life. For example, some participants in the focus 

group, such as Leticia, attended a workshop at one of the cultural centres to learn how to make 

compost. Multiple experiences throughout residents’ lives helped to nourish and strengthen their 

predispositions to act, empowering them to manipulate and/or cope with diverse elements that 

composed the collective realities. Moreover, the negotiation and establishment of moral positions 

were shaped by interrelatedness of existing entities within the moral space (e.g. people, objects, 

images, scavengers, etc.) that were not consistently interconnected within the public moral 

spaces where actions took place. On the other hand, practices towards conservation of water and 

energy in residents’ apartments seemed to be repeated consistently because residents had control 

of many socio-physical elements that compose their private moral space. Control over several 

elements within their own private space helped them to acquire influential positions over other 

family members to save electricity and water as well as the proper separation of rubbish. This 

contrasted sharply with the moral spaces in the communal areas, which appeared to be 
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unpredictable and residents had to carefully negotiate their positions if they wanted to undertake 

some actions and see some possible outcomes. A clear example of this is when Esteban used his 

position as a respected resident to influence scavenging practices outside his building. He 

carefully established his position by knowing that he had a personal duty to talk to them about 

pollution they were causing by their maladapted scavenging practices. I inferred that the 

scavengers positioned him as someone with the right and moral authority to talk about this 

problem as he had lived in Tlatelolco for many years and many people in the community knew 

him well. This was perhaps an episode that was exemplary of the way in which residents could 

take up the position of moral authority, shaped as it is by their ongoing skilful coping and 

teleoaffective connection with the site, as a way of including others into a moral order that is 

more aligned with the ontologies of the site. In the end, Esteban managed to reach a successful 

agreement, and very much through the development of emotional ties with the scavenger, which 

in turn contributed to partially solving the waste pollution problem around his building.  

Regarding Schatzki’s Site Ontology, his site ontological constructions did not emerge in the data 

explicitly but rather through residents’ storylines and examples of pro-environmental practices. 

Nevertheless, this theory was useful in structuring the analysing of practices at a micro level, 

when for instance residents described the execution of pro-environmental practices inside their 

apartments such as waste separation, saving water and energy. On the other hand, the application 

of Site Ontology also revealed the ‘random dynamism’ existing in non-socially regulated spaces 

that shaped the interconnections of elements that composed residents’ collective realities and 

how these affected the construction of pro-environmental practices. There was, as it were, | a 

nesting and overlapping of ontologies at the site that emerged dynamically through the 

conversations. In this regard, Positioning Theory was useful in exploring how and why such 
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spontaneous interconnectivity between ontological features took place and related to residents’ 

morally constructed positions. This combination seemed to offer a new way of theorizing about 

the interconnections among the elements that constructed residents’ positions and practices in 

private and communal spaces. This way of approaching the data helped me to explore the 

dynamism of the interconnectedness among the elements that composed residents’ realities and 

subsequent practices in non-socially regulated social spaces. These interconnections appeared to 

be regulated by diverse local moral orders, and often crystallised in residents’ speech-acts (e.g. 

Chio: “please use them”) that served to achieving a disruption to people’s polluting practices.  

Several storylines showed that practices and/or actions might not have a fixed and a defined link 

and direction as they were shaped dynamically by the communal moral spaces. The model I set 

out in Chapter Three to analyse the moral spaces proved useful as it showed that multiple 

interconnections among images, materials, emotions (teleoaffectivity), and skills may not even 

come to life in a consistent way as residents’ intentionality might not turn into concrete and 

visible actions. This seemed to depend on residents’ choice to enter or not enter the communal 

moral spaces that helped them to deal with all the inherent elements that compose them. 

However, if residents decided to take direct action, they would negotiate and acquire a specific 

position that often allowed them to cope with the diverse local moral orders. For example, Ariel 

was aware that he could have done more to solve the problem with the scavengers, but he 

decided not to position himself (his storyline, and via speech acts) directly into the moral order 

that constituted the practice-space of the scavengers. Instead, he decided to implement his own 

strategy from the safety of his apartment where he controlled all the elements that compose his 

moral space. Hence, he came to believe that his potential solution to the scavenger issue – 

providing transparent plastic bags that might help them mitigate the polluting by products of 
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their own practices was morally self-sufficient: it was successful whether the innovation was 

taken up practically. This is an example in Schatzki’s terms of theoretical intelligibility trumping 

practical intelligibility. This is contrary to Esteban, who decided to take direct action within the 

moral space in which the scavengers practiced. 

The data also revealed that a strong factor that may inhibit residents’ intentionality to commit 

themselves to outdoor activities was other people’s deviant and polluting practices in Tlatelolco. 

Additionally, it was noticed that there was not a strong social network among residents that 

contributed to their lack of confidence to take actions in the outdoor moral spaces. Therefore, the 

weak social network in Tlatelolco did not meet the ideal conditions for practices to be enacted, 

sustained and socially transmitted in shared spaces. Conflicts among residents and perceived 

apathy were found to be the biggest inhibitors for participants to mix with other residents and 

perform individual and/or collective actions. Personal conflict between residents and people’s 

deviant behaviours/practices were disruptive to other residents as these generate fear, which 

easily spread out through narratives from resident to resident. For example, storylines from 

Mirna, Maria, Juana and Jose in the focus group described that it is difficult to try to change 

other residents’ polluting practices because these could cause unnecessary personal conflicts. 

Moreover, Juana first positioned the entire site as unsafe mainly for elderly people because they 

can be robbed and/or fall on the floor due to the slippery dogs’ droppings. Her responses were 

supported by others in the focus group, suggesting a general understanding that vulnerability 

contributes in a significant way to the public moral spaces in Tlatelolco. These examples 

described how fear was an element of reality that negatively influenced residents’ intentionality 

to perform any kind of activity in the outdoor, shared spaces. This finding is somewhat 

inconsistent with other sustainable practice works (e.g. Hargreaves, 2011; Shove & Spurling, 
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2013) where it is stated that communities tend to share practices at the same level, mainly in 

socially controlled environments like those in churches, schools and businesses. As I stated in 

chapter four, practices in both Collingwood and Tlatelolco can be catalogued as having 

‘dispersed practices’ (Schatzki, 1996) because there is no moral or social force that can integrate 

them all and create a visible pattern of repetitiveness.  

In the previous discussion, it appeared that residents decided to act according to their own 

knowledge of their own realities where they felt confident to do so. Thus, it is suggested that 

both the private and public moral spaces at times run parallel courses because residents could 

assess the possible impact of their intended actions in private before immersing themselves into 

the uncertainty of the public shared spaces. The inference that there is a public and private 

domain influencing the construction of pro-environmental practices can open a new way of 

theorizing the dynamism of the interconnections of all the elements that composed them as past 

research studies (e.g. Shove et al., 2012; Shove & Spurling, 2013) and seems to generalize 

practices as replicable across social domains. If so, what parameters make a practice as such? 

What makes a practice comparable to another? How do these interconnections define a moral 

trajectory for residents and how may such trajectories be interrupted? In the concluding 

paragraphs of this present discussion, I provide some examples of how the findings from the data 

analysis contributed to knowing how practices were constructed in public moral spaces. 

Residents in Tlatelolco constructed a collective understanding of the public moral spaces which 

were regulated by the dynamism of all the elements that composed reality, which in turn 

influenced residents’ diverse moral positions. In doing so, it appeared that residents primarily 

assessed what they ‘could do’ individually in their own private moral spaces, and then on what 

they ‘could actually do’ in public moral spaces. For example, I inferred that Ariel assessed the 
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situation and looked for a possible alternative to solve a problem that pervaded the public moral 

spaces of the site from the stability of his own private space of his apartment. However, he was 

not completely sure whether the intention of his actions was successful, but at least he felt 

satisfied by making an attempt to solve the problem. Moreover, Ariel could have acted in the 

public moral space around his buildings, as Esteban and Chio did, but he decided to act privately 

based on the knowledge he had about the common practices of the scavengers. Going further in 

the analysis and discussion on the triad of rights, duties and obligations, it appears that Ariel felt 

the duty to help to solve the problem with scavengers as nobody challenged his position to act 

within the privacy and security of his own moral space. The intention of his actions reached the 

public moral space when the transparent plastic bags reached the hands of the scavengers in the 

hope that these made them rethink about the need to tear the bags. If successful, Ariel would 

have modified the scavengers’ practices from his own private space without the need to be 

physically present.  

Teleoaffectivity was discursively constructed from past and present experiences connected to 

residents’ intentions to perform actions, and even used objects that were morally charged with 

strategic speech-acts. For example, the plastic bags that Chio and Esteban used were morally 

self-contained as these were delivered by persons who had a strong moral position within the site 

and whose speech acts were genuinely committed to promote change. To be more specific, Chio 

constantly used the pronoun ‘we’ when she first positioned herself as a member of the Tlatelolco 

community in the building, and this gave her moral authority to act on behalf of the wellbeing of 

residents. However, she also used the pronoun ‘we’ to first position the Tlatelolco community as 

‘un-educated’ as a way of acknowledging that her efforts were not having a significant impact on 

people, since ‘education’ here indexes a kind of moral order. The use of these pronouns created a 
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moral distinctiveness by asserting that the plastic bags had different ontological meanings for 

people who delivered them compared with those for whom they were intended.  

The design of the site, its buildings, open spaces and apartments created an unavoidable reality 

which necessitated residents’ interaction with shared spaces most of the time once they stepped 

out of their homes. There were numerous public spaces where residents voluntarily took part 

and/or adapted to as a way of coping/dealing with the reality that the public moral spaces 

imposed onto them. Moreover, some residents in the focus group said it was difficult to find the 

motivation to relate to others due to hostile practices from people in the communal spaces. As 

was the case with the Collingwood site discussed in Chapter Four, Tlatelolco also proved to have 

unpredictable moral spaces emerging in part from the lack of reinforcement of social rules and 

safer infrastructure that could otherwise have helped to avoid deviant practices. This evidence 

goes some way to support my argument that public moral spaces do not provide the ideal 

conditions to guarantee the repetitiveness of practices that establish a highly regulated habitus. 

Hence, this suggests another way of exploring and conceptualizing practices for conservation. 

Some practice theorists (Hargreaves, 2011; Shove et al., 2012) have speculated about the 

possible implementation of new practices that can contribute to minimize pollution. For example, 

Hargreaves (2011) points out that pro-environmental practices about reducing waste and energy 

consumption in offices can be achieved if there is a behavioural/practices change intervention 

program for employees. The socially controlled environments of a company and the adequate 

infrastructure provided make waste disposal and saving energy practices easier within the 

company. Additionally, several audits were carried out by teams as a follow up of a specific 

program established such purposes.  
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At the micro scale, residents do, however, have control and agency in regulating or choosing the 

type of action and time inside their apartments; but I argue that once they enter the shared spaces 

in Tlatelolco, they immerse themselves in spaces that can interfere with their intention to 

perform the kinds of action that might collectively constitute pro-environmental practice. The 

intention to perform such actions can be disrupted at any time, and even permanently, by the 

existing elements that compose the shared spaces. Hence, not all the interconnections of all the 

‘basic’ elements that compose the core of practices, such as people’s skills, material and images, 

can be always systematically determined as they can be at the mercy of the instability of public 

moral spaces. 

5.10Conclusion 

The data obtained from the interviews, field notes, and photographs revealed that there were 

existing elements that influence the collective moral spaces in public and semi-private shared 

spaces within and outside the buildings. There were diverse collectively constructed realities 

where residents negotiated and acquired certain positions with respect to the socio-physical 

environment. The site-theoretically informed analysis revealed that there was a clear distinction 

between socially regulated and non-regulated communal spaces that moderated the interactions 

of the elements that composed residents’ collective realities. In this regard, Schatzki’s Site 

Ontology helped me to identify some of the elements that compose the co-constructed realities in 

public moral spaces which influenced residents’ pro-environmental practices. By using the 

pronoun analysis in combination with Positioning Theory, I could identify some existing 

elements in non-regulated communal spaces that set the stage from which residents could 

negotiate and acquire moral positions through the assignment of rights, duties and obligations. 

The analysis of the social episodes and storylines also revealed that past experiences with nature, 
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environmental education – as a form of moral education – received from family members and 

current attachment to place increased residents’ predisposition to commit pro-environmental 

practices inside and outside their apartments. Whilst there was a sense of collective 

understanding that complied with social rules in the shared spaces, these were only occasionally 

followed, making it difficult for residents to perform any kind of outdoor activities. In this 

regard, many of the residents first positioned other people at the site (residents and non-

residents) as responsible of the disruptive social rules and deviant and polluting practices. On the 

other hand, actions for environmental protection appeared to be executed smoothly in private and 

socially regulated spaces such as the sport and cultural centres as well as inside residents’ 

apartments. 

Attachment to place, environmental education delivered by family members, and past emotional 

ties with nature increased the predisposition for residents to engage in pro-environmental 

practices. These diverse elements were integrated into residents’ personal beings and 

strengthened their intentions to cope with all the existing elements that composed their collective 

realities and negotiate diverse moral positions within the communal areas of the site. In this 

regard, and much like the case in the Collingwood site in Australia, residents in Tlatelolco 

undertook actions with the hope that their actions could have a positive effect on others. The 

intention of taking such actions was mainly fed by multiple ontological elements derived from 

past experiences of nature to the emotional ties developed on the site. Such hopes hinged in part 

on the success of many of the pro-environmental practices that took place repeatedly in the 

privacy of their homes, such as waste separation, and saving energy and water.  

In conclusion, most of the residents showed a predisposition towards improving their local 

environments, but few of them decided to take actions beyond their private spaces of their 
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homes. The decision to immerse themselves into the public moral spaces was based on their 

knowledge about all the socio-physical elements that composed such spaces. This decision was 

apparently reinforced by their past experiences, attachment to place and the social connections 

they had within the site as well as the education received during their adult life. When residents’ 

intentions moved from private to public moral spaces, it was when they had decided to perform 

actions that directly tried to change other people’s polluting practices within the site. To do this, 

they assessed the moral spaces of others through inclusive discursive practices. For some 

residents, it appeared that staying in the own apartments gave them a sense of control over their 

own moral spaces (local moral orders) as they elaborated strategies that might help to stop the 

polluting practices of other people without the need to be physically present. Other residents 

described a robust commitment to the execution of pro-environmental practices only within their 

own private spaces at home, but with a concomitant duty to educate others about care for the 

environment.  
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Chaper 6General discussion and conclusion  

6.1 Introduction.  

This discussion considers the findings of Chapters four and five, comparing the key ontological 

elements of reality that were seen to influence pro-environmental practices in the shared public 

spaces in both high-rise sites, drawn as they were from residents’ personal and shared narrative 

accounts. The construction of the collective realities derived from ontological meanings that 

residents connected with their own personal backgrounds, past experiences with nature and the 

attachments to place they had at each site. Multiple ontological meanings were shaped and 

constructed from elements extant in public shared spaces but also as complemented by personal 

ontologies that came to be reflected in their social episodes and storylines. Residents’ narratives 

disclosed their own ontological assumptions about the world and how these intentions translated 

into enacted pro-environmental practices in the public moral spaces. These findings are 

discussed in what follows and seeks to provide a more comprehensive interpretation of the 

similarities and differences found across both sites. Taken together, the discursive accounts 

offered by residents as acts of moral positioning within the site, disclosed a response to the 

research question posed at the outset of this research: what are the ontological realities that 

influence pro-environmental practices in high-rise public housing. 

In the following pages, I discuss common threads and relationships found in the residents’ own 

accounts across the Collingwood and Tlatelolco sites as a qualitative, moral, site-ontological 

response to the research question posed in this thesis. The relevant findings were linked to other 

existing studies to support the claims put forward about the elements that significantly influenced 
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the residents and to show places in extant research in which the finding offer either novel 

insights or points of expansion. Finally, a thorough discussion will be provided of how the 

findings may contribute to enhancing our understanding of the problems and prospects for the 

execution of environmental education practices in general in shared public spaces.  

6.2 Convergences 

The elements presented in the following table had an ontological significance for residents in 

both sites, affecting their practical intelligence and engagement in pro-environmental activity, 

both positively and negatively. The indented dot points represent an arrangement of the personal, 

social and physical elements that influenced residents’ intentionality towards performing pro-

environmental practices.  

Collingwood high-rise public housing Tlatelolco high-rise public housing 

• Personal ontological ties 

o Past engagement with nature. 

o Place attachment. 

o Environmental education 

received from the council or 

family members.  

• Personal ontological elements  

o Past engagement with nature.  

o Place attachment.  

o Environmental education 

received/given from/to family 

members and neighbours.  

 

• The material ontological elements:  

o Communal laundry rooms: 

water misuse and waste 

pollution caused by drug users. 

o Orientation and size of 

apartments: effected 

temperatures regulation.  

o Waste facilities located in the 

• The material ontological elements:  

o Communal gardens: pollution 

caused by dogs’ droppings.  

o Location of communal waste 

containers: Scavengers’ 

practices produced waste 

pollution. 
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ground floor: Lots of effort 

and time for residents to 

properly dispose waste.  

• The social construction of fear and 

concern:  

o Fear of being assaulted with 

violence in communal areas.  

o Concern of confronting 

attitudes of drug addicts in 

communal areas.  

 

• The social production of concern: 

 

o Fear of being robbed. 

o Fear of falling into conflict 

with other residents over 

territorial disputes.  

o Fear of disease or injury 

brought about by droppings of 

domestic and feral animals. 

• Lack of reinforcement of social 

rules and incentives: 

o Vandalism to community 

gardens.  

o Stealing plants from public and 

semi-private spaces.  

o Lack of incentives and funding 

for environmental programs. 

 

• Lack of reinforcement of social 

rules and incentives: 

o Polluting gardens and 

communal areas with dogs’ 

droppings and waste. 

o Not respecting elderly people.  

o Lack of police presence to 

avoid crimes and pollution 

from dog owners, scavengers 

and other people.  

o Lack of incentives for 

environmental programs 

 

Most often, residents referred to material elements that helped define negative positions or 

disposition towards pro-conservation action of natural resources. The positive association of 

material elements of the site to any kind of pro-environmental practice was less common in their 

accounts. The elements that influenced negatively the predisposition and agency of residents 



276 

 

were: a) the infrastructure and design of the site, b) the social production of fear and concern, c) 

a lack of reinforcement of social rules and government incentives. Personal ontological elements 

revealed in their storylines, on the other hand, were positively related to pro-environmental 

agency in shared public spaces. These distinct personal ties were embedded in diverse 

teleoaffective structures in their storylines in which they described their motivation to perform 

their isolated agency against others’ polluting practices in shared spaces, or in setting up pro-

environmental practices in their private spaces. The ontological origin of these ties had some 

commonalities as residents living in both sites described past experiences in, and attachment with 

nature and place that strongly influenced their intention to care for nature and the local 

environment. What follows is a discussion about how these ties may have emerged, and how 

they became an historical part of their teleos.  

6.2.1 Personal ontological ties. 

a) Past experiences with nature. 

Across the accounts from many residents, at different sites and with differing backgrounds, many 

residents developed storylines describing significant past experiences with nature; most 

especially with plants. Such experiences created emotional bonds that when formed and endured 

as residents moved across space and time, within or across different places. In both sites, 

community gardens and parklands were often a point of focussed discussion as it was often at 

such places that residents witnessed how other people pollute and vandalize green areas around 

each site. Most participants believed that residents in general have an obligation and/or duty to 

care for the local environments and the infrastructure of the sites. They assumed that all people 

‘should feel’ the same moral duty of respect for local environments were a moral given or a 

moral obligation assumed by society. For many participants in this study, personal ties were 
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established through actions that supported social transmission of practices, or through isolated 

attempts to establish social practices in shared public spaces. However, personal ties did not 

guarantee routinized patterns, directions or links between residents’ intentions and actions. They 

were, however, useful as a reinforcement of the telos of actions. Many social episodes described 

by participants (e.g. David) were exemplary of Schatzki’s (1996) teleoaffective structures as a 

“semi-structured cluster of emotions and intentions which were linked to regulated and 

normative projects or tasks”. David’s personal ties with the Collingwood community and his 

attachment to the site, combined with the set of moral rules dictated by the local Council through 

the environmental education that he tacitly received in programs he participated in. Most 

participants, on the other hand, described the enactment of teleological structures in socially 

regulated spaces and private moral spaces that were purposefully carried out actions to promote, 

teach or execute pro-environmental practices. Some other residents described having strong 

personal ties towards the conservation of nature in general motivated them to create strategies 

within the safety of their private social spaces with the intention of helping to minimize polluting 

practices performed in the shared public spaces. In other words, the illocutionary force of their 

accounts was from private to public moral spaces, implicating rather than revealing any personal 

‘know how’ about the effects of one or more of the material elements that composed polluting 

practices within the sites.  

Whilst not always the case, residents did come to comply with some of the norms of the shared 

public spaces, especially when they took part in pro-environmental programs delivered by the 

council: yet, not all of them aligned themselves to the programs’ rules and they chose not to 

participate despite having personal intentions of improving their local environment. Of those 

who joined the programs, their personal agency was the key to predisposing them to gain a 
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practical understanding of tasks and the use of objects to achieve the goals set by the programs. 

In this regard, Schatzki’s teleoaffective structures were key to drawing out these set of 

established practices as normative and in need of being followed in the non-socially regulated 

public spaces such as those in environmental programs implemented in community gardens in 

Collingwood. Residents had a general understanding from ‘within’ rather than ‘about’ or ‘how’ 

with respect to an appreciation for, and conservation of, the environment. However, they 

expressed this in different practical intelligences. Past experiences with nature influenced 

residents to join the diverse programs since these were, for some, well-aligned with their feelings 

and values towards nature and deeply connected with their moral stance towards the 

environment. This alignment was crucial for the enactment of conservation practices in the 

shared spaces as many residents were willing to engage with all the elements that composed the 

dominant local moral order in shared spaces and to talk to other people about environmental 

improvement. Personal ties also played a crucial part in supporting residents’ agency; however, 

these did not predetermine their commitment to public action. In the current literature, only 

Gifford (2007) refers to some negative feelings that in high-rise public housing sites can make 

residents to feel isolated or separated from the outside world, but he does not go further in 

analysing how these impact on residents’ daily lives and practices. Although this study 

corroborates with ideas published elsewhere, there are multiple socio-physical factors that have 

an impact on residents’ lives for which these studies do not provide the fine-grained descriptive 

offered here. 

Past contact with nature engendered personal meanings and involvement with green areas and 

plants at the sites: very often being cited by residents in connection with periods of engagement 

and enjoyment. Despite these strong emotions, many residents were very cautious; making 
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prudent assessments of the public moral spaces before engaging in any kind of choice concerning 

activities outdoors. Other residents preferred to undertake activities, including pro-environmental 

practices, within the safety of their apartments where emotional ties with family reinforced the 

enactment and transmission of positive practices such as saving water and energy. Here, personal 

ties played a crucial role in their private moral spaces as they could be used to educate and 

influence family members based on moral position within the local moral order of familial or 

friendship groups. In other words, past emotional ties were brought into the present as 

ontological elements in their moral spaces in the form of storylines that influenced relatives and 

friends about how to make better decisions that helped preserve natural resources. Personal ties 

with nature and other people, residents and others, reinforced the telos of actions and practices in 

the form of duties and/or obligations which set a pattern of practice in private moral spaces more 

so than in public moral spaces. This supports the notion that practices are likely to be established 

in socially controlled environments as elements that guarantee their repetitiveness can be used 

for such purposes. Examples of socially controlled environments and their influence on the 

enactment of pro-environmental practices can be seen in works of Shove et al. (2012) and 

Hargreaves (2011).  

b) Place attachment.  

Most residents in both sites developed a personal bond to the physical and natural environment 

despite all the social difficulties and problems they faced. Many of the residents found it difficult 

to adjust to their new lives when they first moved in to the sites, but they eventually adapted and 

developed social bonds with other residents, and staff members of the community centres. 

According to Williams and Vaske (2003), place attachment is a positive emotional connection 

between a person and a place. In both sites, social bonds were very important for most residents 
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as they developed a feeling of belonging to a community. Other residents expressed having a 

bond with the materiality, culture and history of the sites, and what these represented to them and 

other communities. Moreover, some residents expressed that life was much easier living in the 

estates because of their good location, which allowed them access to a wide range of public 

services. Place attachment emerged from residents’ accounts as an internalized connectedness 

with the socio-physical environment of the sites and was constructed through experiences 

accumulated over time.  

The sense of belonging to a community was seen by many as an influential feature that nurtured 

a feeling of attachment to place. Emotional bonds were developed by the interaction with other 

residents in mainly socially controlled environments such as the CNH in Collingwood and the 

Cultural and Sport centres in Tlatelolco. These emotional bonds made residents feel that they 

‘fitted in’ with the community, giving them the opportunity to expand their social connections by 

joining group activities. However, developing these social or emotional bonds in non-socially 

regulated areas was very difficult due to a moral space plagued by deviant practices. 

Nevertheless, social bonds nurtured the socially controlled environments and made it easier for 

other residents to navigate the non-socially regulated moral spaces and to discursively persuade 

and/or engage other residents to change their polluting practices or establish new pro-

environmental practices. For some residents (e.g. David and Chio), feeling comfortable with the 

social environment was essential to build up their confidence and take influential moral positions 

in shared public spaces. These residents had a deeply held understanding of the social dynamics 

at play and could envisage possible courses of action; and hence could use social bonds through 

strategic speech-acts to influence other residents’ agency towards taking up pro-environmental 

practices. 
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Attachment to the materiality of the high-rise sites was another element strongly present in 

residents’ discourses. Many residents expressing seeing themselves as residents of Collingwood 

or Tlatelolco sites, not only as members of the social community but also to the material 

conditions that made the site physical distinctiveness; people living in tower blocks apartments 

or in boxes. The design and organization of the sites generated some routine practices as 

residents were going in and out of the apartments and buildings, creating an attachment of 

comfort to their daily routines. For a few residents, Collingwood and Tlatelolco had a personal 

and/or historical ontological meaning to them. Alethia, for example, valued the existence of 

Tlatelolco as an historical place because it represents the fusion of the modern way of life with 

the Mexican traditions, as the site is located next to an archaeological site. For many residents, 

the Tlatelolco site was a cluster of cultural symbolism with which they could identify. The 

physical conditions of the site contributed to constructing their identity as residents, and this 

made them take up a moral stand towards caring for the cultural and/or socio-physical value of 

the site. David, on the other hand, valued the existence of the CNH as a special place to make 

connections with the community, where people can get together by using the diverse services 

that this venue offered to them. Moreover, despite having moved out of the site a long time ago, 

he kept coming back as he felt he identified with, and in this sense, belonged with the attendees 

of the CNH and the physical environment of the site. Hence, in the two cases, the significance of 

the site was ontologically embedded into David and Alethia’s identities, which were constructed 

by the socio-physical environments of the sites. This study suggests this sense of longer term 

“belonging” could be important in community environmental education and should to be further 

researched and understood. 
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c) Community Environmental Education.  

Understanding of how to care for the environment came in multiple forms and some residents 

created or modified their own and others’ practices as they understood the dynamism and 

interrelatedness of the elements that composed public moral spaces. Information delivered by 

external entities, such as the local councils or districts and the media, certainly had a positive 

impact on most residents since they started to create a personal awareness of local and citywide 

environmental problems. Some of these programs, such as those in Collingwood, had to rely 

entirely on residents for their successful implementation. By taking part in these programs, some 

residents developed emotional connections with nature and the physicality of the site, which in 

turn made them aware of the importance of these elements for the wellbeing of the community. 

Based on past environmental programs in Collingwood (e.g. Myconos, 2010), the Yarra City 

council in Collingwood and other external organizations (e.g. Cultivating Community, and the 

Brotherhood of St Laurence) realized that some residents were the key conduit that ultimately 

guaranteed the successful implementation of the programs and the social transmission of 

practices on site. However, the life of these programs was tied to the availability of government 

funding which depended on the swinging political environment of the state of Victoria in 

Australia. Additionally, residents argued that the council or private institutions did not take 

residents’ innovations or initiatives seriously, but there was also the suggestion that external 

organisation simple stole original ideas from residents.  

Past experiences with nature and attachment to place, as previously described, were certainly key 

to most participants showing the predisposition to learn new skills that enhanced their knowledge 

about pro-environmental practices. People living in high-rise represent a significant and 

increasing proportion of the humanity. Environmental educators may be expected to understand 
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the ‘what and how’ of their community environmental education programs and policies but also 

to understand the positions and practical intelligence of the residents they are seeking to 

influence. My first task as a researcher was to know how environmental education, formally or 

informally, took place within both sites, and how residents valued and integrated these concepts 

with their knowledge to positively influence their lives. Many residents, especially in Mexico, 

found education meaningful as it corresponded to a particular kind of moral conception of how 

they should live. Education in this sense was a moral framework in which positive actions 

towards nature and the environment were to be understood. The analysis and comparison of the 

both sites suggest that formal environmental education was mainly acquired from external 

entities, such as the local councils and the media, but also internally through interactive 

discourses with family members and friends on site. Consequently, education took place at 

multiple levels ranging from the moral to the functional.  

The delivery of formal education programs or pro-environmental initiatives usually took place in 

socially regulated spaces like the CNH or in groups in the communal areas where behavioural 

rules were reinforced by the staff and the group itself (for example, David and Ali who were 

actively involved in the programs and knew the social dynamism of the moral spaces at the 

time). The existence of the programs became an inherent ontological element of the Collingwood 

site for some, because there was a collective understanding that the programs were good for the 

community as they brought knowledge, employment, and free goods. Emotional ties and 

personal needs were combined in order to generate a predisposition in residents to directly or 

indirectly take part in the programs implemented on site. Therefore, environmental education in 

high-rise public housing became meaningful because it was aligned with many residents’ 

emotions and more immediate needs. In this regard, Bonnett (2003) agrees that environmental 
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education has to be significant in one way or another for every segment of the population. The 

present work aligns also with (Westphal, 2003) study on the possible meaningful elements for 

residents that empowered them to participate in urban forestry projects in low-rise public 

housing. 

In Tlatelolco, on the other hand, environmental programs founded by the government were a 

feature of the past and even then, quite rare. Nowadays, there are a few programs from 

independent organizations such as ‘Cultiva Ciudad’ (Cultivating the City) and the government 

has contributed indirectly, but not fully, to its implementation. Residents in Tlatelolco now also 

have the opportunity to grow their own food and join several activities related to the 

conservation of local environments. Additionally, a few courses about composting are taught 

occasionally in the Cultural Centres. Many residents know where the gardens of ‘Cultiva 

Ciudad’ are located but none of them mentioned having participated in their programs before, 

except, only one resident (Leticia) who mentioned that she attended a composting course 

delivered in one of the Cultural and Sport Centres in Tlatelolco. Past and current environmental 

programs did not have a major impact on creating agential predisposition to engage residents in 

pro-environmental practices. However, there were other means, such as radio and television, 

where residents learnt about the conservation methods of saving natural resources in their 

apartments and waste recycling. In this regard, many residents declared that they learnt how to 

sort waste from watching some documentaries on television and advertisements sponsored by the 

Mexican government. Finally, many of the residents declared that another source of creating 

awareness was through educational messages or stories from family members. These proved to 

be a very effective way to promote awareness and create predispositions in family members to 
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perform pro-environmental practices as they took advantage of the fact that television is a 

medium of the private spaces at the site.  

Community environmental education was delivered in different forms in both sites reflecting on 

the residents’ understandings of their respective socio-physical contexts. However, what drove 

the dynamism and rhythm of delivering environmental education were the diverse external 

ontologies and moral positions that residents took in public and private moral spaces. Further, 

delivering environmental education in non-socially regulated spaces required a new relationship 

with emotions, language, knowledge and place. Hence, this combination helped to create 

predispositions to act upon others’ polluting and careless/wasteful practices within private and 

public moral spaces. Emotions originated from past experiences or connections with nature were 

taken as the cornerstone used to construct strategic positions and/or speech acts to seed and set 

duties and obligations for others towards the protection of the whole site and its local 

environments. In other words, some residents made, or attempted to make, environmental 

education ‘work’ in those environments as they understood the nature of the elements existing in 

the shared spaces and how to use them in their favour to strategically educate others. A few 

residents, such as David, Alethia, and Esteban, became kinds of environmental community 

educators, as they knew what was required to influence others to change. Also, they knew how to 

invite other people to participate in certain practical understandings of the real world by 

sensitizing them to what was truly significant for them and the larger community.  

When some residents tried to educate other residents, they were not only talking about 

environmental improvement but also talking with an alignment of such environmental education 

with their own motives and needs. These residents knew all the different versions of rules that 
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governed the public moral spaces, allowing them to reach other residents or external people to 

influence them to change their polluting practices or to foster pro-environmental practices.  

However, this study did not focus on analysing general psychological constructs between 

residents’ intentions and purposes as a way of predicting behaviour; rather, it adopted a realist 

approach where residents’ world was mediated through discourse and interpretation of those 

prevalent local moral orders that regulated, but did not determine, their practices. Likewise, the 

local moral orders in shared spaces were not determined by the sites but they conditioned the 

dynamism of the interrelation of all the elements that allowed environmental education programs 

to reach residents. The social construction of environmental awareness in these urban 

environments was shaped by the common understandings of the existing elements that produced 

meanings in residents’ everyday lives. Finally, these meanings were purposefully used either by 

the environmental programs to attract residents’ participation, such as those in Collingwood, or 

strategically to influence family, friends, neighbours or people external to the sites as happened 

in Tlatelolco. 

6.2.2 The material ontological elements in both sites 

This study tries to offer a more holistic ontological approach by providing a richer description 

and understanding of the life of residents living in high-rise public housing buildings. The 

infrastructural design of buildings and apartments was an inescapable ontological element of 

reality that directly influenced residents’ daily practices. In this regard, residents ascribed power 

to the infrastructure of the site as it could shape and impose the performance of some pro-

environmental practices. More specifically, there were some elements of the infrastructural 

design of each site that directly influenced, but did not determine, the intentionality of 

performing pro-environmental practices. Residents in the Collingwood site, for example, 
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experienced that the communal laundries, the orientation of the windows, the size of the 

apartments and the location of recycling facilities represented obstacles for preserving water and 

energy as well as fostering waste recycling practices. In Tlatelolco, on the other hand, the 

location of waste containers and orientation of windows were the main physical elements that 

influenced negatively residents’ intentions to perform pro-environmental practices. Much of the 

literature about building design (Gifford, 2007; Persson, Roos, & Wall, 2006; Wener & Carmalt, 

2006) agrees that the infrastructural design of high-rise buildings tend to have a direct impact on 

residents’ psychology and their use of resources. However, analysis of the data in this study 

showed that the infrastructural design of both sites shaped, but was not the determining or 

dominant element, in pro-environmental practices to be carried out, inside or outside residents’ 

apartments and buildings. Rather, predispositions to execute pro-environmental practices came 

from residents’ themselves combined with consequences of polluting practices and the need for 

having better communities and places to live in.  

In Collingwood, the communal laundry rooms were one of the spaces where water was overused 

due to the vandalizing practices of residents who were under the influence of drugs. Water taps 

were left open during the night as no resident dared to close them due to the prevalence of 

violence in these communal areas. Waste pollution was also a constant problem as drug users 

tended to leave used syringes on the floor and/or inside washing machines. Additionally, it was 

common for residents to find these rooms polluted with urine and faeces. All these problems 

meant that residents did their laundry practices only in the daytime and accompanied by another 

person as measure of security; even so, these precautions did not guarantee security as these 

spaces were not under security surveillance. Some residents decided to confront the problem 

indirectly by putting up some signs in the hope of stopping the polluting and vandalizing 
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practices in the laundry rooms, but they had no impact on them whatsoever. Residents in 

Collingwood knew about the hostility and unpredictability of those moral spaces and, therefore, 

most them neither confronted the problem directly nor complained to the local council to solve 

this problem. In Tlatelolco, on the other hand, each apartment had its own laundry rooms which 

usually were inside or next to apartments’ bathrooms, therefore there were no problems were 

reported in this regard.  

The orientation of windows and apartments were rarely mentioned but were significant for a few 

residents as they strongly influenced, or halted, their intentions to save electricity in their 

apartments. Some residents in Collingwood and Tlatelolco developed expressed concerns about 

not receiving enough sunlight due to bad orientation of windows and buildings. In this regard, 

residents expressed the intentionality of growing plants but the plants ended up dying because of 

the lack of sun. The size of the apartments in Collingwood were taken as too small to have 

indoor plants, especially for those residents who had large families with young children as pot 

plants were knocked down as children played or were stolen if the plants were put outside the 

apartment doors. Hence, some residents expressed an intention of having plants but the 

infrastructural design of the apartments was an existing element that influenced negatively their 

capacity to put this intention into practice. In Tlatelolco, on the other hand, the size of the 

apartments did not influence residents’ intention to have indoor plants as they expressed that 

their apartments were big enough to have them. However, as happened in Collingwood, plants 

were also stolen or vandalized in communal areas inside and outside the buildings.  

Residents in both sites gave special attention in their storylines to waste location facilities as 

these were located outside the buildings and hence made it difficult for them to perform 

recycling practices appropriately. The lack of socially reinforced rules made shared moral spaces 
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around bins and containers unreliable since they were susceptible to multiple socio-physical 

changes coming from residents, the local council or non-residents. In Collingwood, the waste 

disposal practices were difficult to access or in an inconvenient form for some residents as the 

main containers were on the ground floor. This meant that most residents living in upper floors 

needed to separate their own rubbish in their own apartments, put it into separate bags, take the 

lifts down to the ground floor, and walk a considerable distance to reach the appropriate bins. 

Therefore, many residents did not engage in separating their rubbish and instead combined all 

their rubbish in one single bag that was disposed via rubbish chutes that were more conveniently 

located on each floor of the buildings. There were, in the past, programs which allocated separate 

bins on each floor and the recycling rate increased significantly. However, this required paying 

salaries for workers who wheeled the bins up and down the multiple storeys of the buildings. 

Unfortunately, the program ran out of funding and the bins went back to their original places on 

the ground floor. Residents developed diverse storylines related to the inadequate disposal 

practices caused by the location of the bins, from not separating wastes appropriately, to leaving 

bags full of waste in corridors, corridors and lifts, hoping that other residents would take them to 

the ground floor. The data suggests that the location and the infrastructural design of the 

buildings in Collingwood were elements that contributed to exacerbation of waste polluting 

practices in shared communal spaces inside the buildings. 

Similarly, waste containers in Tlatelolco were located on the ground floor and residents had to 

face erratic practices around them. Scavengers dominated the moral spaces around the containers 

as they were making a living by separating recyclables disposed of by residents, and leaving non-

recyclable waste scattered around the containers. Scavenging practices were common in 

Tlatelolco, especially at night, causing waste pollution and encouraging harmful fauna such as 
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rats and feral dogs. Most participants complained about this situation, but adopted a cautious 

position despite knowing that they were entitled to complain about the scavenging practices. 

However, most did not confront the scavengers for fear of facing aggression or being verbally 

abused in an unknown local moral order. Nevertheless, a very few residents, such as Esteban, 

knew the dynamism of such local moral orders, and learnt how to approach the scavengers. He 

used his influential position as a resident, which vested him with a ‘localized’ (resident of 

Tlatelolco) moral authority, to talk to the scavengers about this problem at the site. He was 

successful here in persuading the scavengers to modify their practices, although the problem 

persisted in many other locations of the Tlatelolco site. 

Access to public gardens was easy in both sites, and a mixture of feelings, positive and negative, 

were expressed in relation to connectedness with nature. Residents in both sites developed 

storylines related to the connectedness with the sites’ green areas, such as gardens, parks and 

corridors of vegetation. According to Schultz (2001) connectedness to nature is the extent to 

which an individual feels identification with nature or being part of it. Connectedness with nature 

was linked to residents’ past experiences and attachment to place, which in turn contributed to 

increasing their predisposition to engage in pro-environmental practices. Residents expressed 

that the design of the apartments and buildings allowed them to feel connected to nature in two 

ways: by looking through the windows and having direct contact with greeneries inside their 

apartments, and in the shared spaces outdoors. Connectedness with nature brought positive 

feelings such as happiness and contentment, making residents in both sites value and appreciate 

the presence of greeneries. However, sadness and disgust were the emotions derived from the 

destruction and pollution of gardens, trees and bushes around the buildings. Residents felt that 

the connection with nature coming from their personal beings was deliberately interrupted or 
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stopped by the harmful practices towards nature and the communal infrastructure of the site. In 

some residents who had ontological identity with nature and the site, these associations triggered 

their predisposition to act in the interests of protecting the local environment against vandals. 

6.2.3 The social production of fear and/or concern in both sites. 

Fear and concern here are more than a personal construct, they are usually strongly articulated 

with the material, social and moral space at each respective site. There were many existing 

elements in public shared spaces that contributed to the construction of material fear and/or 

concern in both sites. The consequences of deviant practices made residents produce and 

describe feeling of sadness, disgust, anger and disappointment which made them take a moral 

stand towards other people’s actions. In Collingwood, perceived antisocial behaviours from 

outsiders and drug users were expressed in residents’ storylines, as well as fear of being 

assaulted with violence in shared spaces. In Tlatelolco, fear of falling into conflict with other 

residents and fears derived from concerns related to pollution caused by dog droppings were 

expressed in residents’ accounts. Conflict among residents was common due to territorial 

disputes about the rights of use or occupancy of public shared spaces, mainly with those 

residents who had pet dogs. Eventually, other fears derived from the same problem, such as 

health concerns and risks of causing physical harm such as residents slipping or tripping when 

stepping on the dogs’ droppings. 

An exploration of the literature shows that material fear produced by antisocial behaviours in 

high-rise public housing is a common phenomenon (e.g. Gifford, 2007; Normoyle, 1984; Wener 

& Carmalt, 2006; Yau, 2010b). This research also revealed that fear has been extensively 

researched in how it affects the residents of these urban sites and the social relations among 
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them. However, the research has failed to find how fear can contribute to minimizing residents’ 

predispositions to engage in pro-environmental practices.  

Fear of something in the space around the high-rise buildings, in general, was found consistently 

in many residents’ storylines in both sites, mainly derived from lived personal experiences or 

from narratives heard from other residents. Moreover, fear was described as one of the enduring 

elements existing within the public moral spaces that negatively influenced residents’ 

predispositions to engage in the multiple activities that were related to the green spaces around 

both sites. For example, the fear of being violently assaulted was strongly perceived in residents’ 

storylines in Collingwood due to the high consumption of drugs by some residents. The 

participants also declared that drug consumption contributed to the pollution and vandalism in 

shared spaces such as the laundry rooms and gardens around the buildings, which were often 

found littered with used syringes, cigarettes and general rubbish. However, none of the 

participants described taking direct action or assuming any moral position to solve the problem 

with the drug users on site because of the fear of direct confrontation. Many of the participants 

chose to position themselves as witnesses of the pollution caused by drug users, and very few 

decided to undertake indirect action by cleaning the rubbish in shared spaces. Indirect actions, or 

no actions at all, were the product of the fear constructed by the established deviant practices in 

the shared spaces in Collingwood, which had reached an ontological status for most residents. In 

Tlatelolco, on the other hand, the fear of falling into personal conflict with other residents was 

the major concerns among residents’ storylines. None of the participants developed storylines of 

direct encounters with violence or being assaulted; therefore, it appeared that ontological status 

of fear was socially constructed and discursively transmitted rather than arising from direct 

experiences. Contrary to Collingwood, in Tlatelolco drug addiction among residents was not a 
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concern expressed in residents’ storylines, but pet ownership instead was a major problem which 

indirectly contributed to the construction of fear due to the rights of use of shared spaces. To be 

more specific, the participants in this study positioned other residents as responsible for the 

pollution caused by their dogs’ droppings, but they acknowledged that confronting the pets’ 

owners would drive them into direct personal conflict.  

Comparing sites, I suggest that fear was well entrenched as socio-material ontological feature 

existing in shared spaces in both sites, which not only impacted the performance of waste 

recycling and the use of the green areas around the site but also created a stigma and control over 

residents. Thus, fear discouraged or halted the residents’ intentionality with respect to taking care 

of the shared green spaces and the infrastructure in both sites. Safety was an ontological element 

reserved mainly for the private moral spaces of residents’ homes. In other words, the security of 

their homes could provide them a stable personal-moral space in which they understood the 

socio-physical elements necessary to undertake pro-environmental action. In the public moral 

spaces, however, fear produced in residents a sense of hopelessness as it inhibited their intentions 

to act in favour of local environmental improvement. Moreover, fear appeared to impact directly 

on the level of socialization among residents, not allowing them to establish a strong collective 

identity. Thus, it was an impediment to creating a communal sense of feeling and collaboration 

towards tackling the diverse problems or improving the shared physical spaces of the sites. The 

material ontological status of fear in both sites was perceived as a reason for avoiding, as much 

as possible, being in the shared public spaces that felt both unpredictable and volatile. 

6.2.4 Lack of reinforcement of social rules and public incentives. 

When questioning all the participants about others’ behaviours and practices there was a clear 

sense of expectation from others towards caring for the sites and their local environments. In 
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other words, most residents in both sites agreed that social norms were absent and/or not 

followed in the shared spaces allowing deviant practices to occur such as vandalism to gardens 

and communal areas. According to Schwartz and Howard (1982) social norms are shared beliefs 

that exist in social groups and dictate how their members should and/or ought to act in certain 

contexts. These beliefs are usually bound to ways of reinforcement via (formal or informal) 

punishment or reward. This theory appears to work in socially regulated moral spaces, such as 

businesses or schools, where there are people who can reinforce the execution of social norms by 

taking positions as the moral space vested with the rights, and the necessary means, to do so. For 

example, the CNH in Collingwood and the Cultural and Sport Centres in Tlatelolco had all the 

necessary elements (teachers, staff, police surveillance, rules, etc.) in their public moral spaces 

that allow them to be socially regulated. However, the realities in non-regulated shared spaces 

appeared to appear not to concur, or at least up to certain extend, with Schwartz and Howard 

(1982) definition of social norms as there were no existing means or individuals to secure the 

reinforcement of these within both sites. They agree, however, that there is a moral decision 

process before people commit to undertake in action but this association can happen in open 

social groups such as urban communities, and not so much in closed social groups such as gangs 

and other criminal groups (Romanova, 2013). In Collingwood, for example, vandalism to 

communal areas and stealing plants from shared spaces and community gardens were the most 

common deviant practices arising from the perceived lack of reinforcement of social norms 

among residents. Here, most participants positioned other residents as directly responsible for not 

allowing suitable conditions for them to perform pro-environmental practices outdoors, such as 

gardening and waste recycling. In Tlatelolco, vandalism from outsiders and polluting behaviours 

from dogs’ owners and scavengers were believed to exist due to the lack of interest from local 
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authorities. Finally, residents in both sites developed similar storylines about the lack of 

enactment of local governments’ duty to provide financial incentives for environmental 

programs that could contribute to engage residents in pro-environmental practices.  

Non-socially controlled public spaces in Collingwood were not the only things creating a sense 

of uncertainty and insecurity in residents. Some residents who faced direct encounters with 

deviant practices positioned themselves as victims or helpless against the dominant moral space 

that prevailed in Collingwood. It appeared that the residents often reasoned that the personal 

ontological state of security was the foundation for any stable/suitable moral social space to exist 

and for pro-environmental practices to be enacted. In their accounts, the imposed moral order in 

the site allowed deviant practices to emerge but did not allow residents’ personal agency 

expressed in attempts to set up pro-environmental practices in shared spaces on the pretext that 

there was no guarantee that these could ultimately be transformed into guaranteed outcomes 

defined externally. For example, green areas in both sites were vandalized or exposed to 

pollution by deviant practices such as waste pollution caused by drug addicts and droppings from 

pets and other animals. It appeared that these deviant practices were well established in spaces 

where the externally mandated order failed to control this behaviour. In the Collingwood site, the 

restoration of the gardens and other community facilities resulting from joint efforts from the 

Council, residents and volunteers were often vandalized or destroyed. The residents describe the 

risk they felt to their sense of security when exposed to the moral social disorder in such public 

spaces. Most participants positioned other residents generally as directly responsible for deviant 

practices in shared spaces, mainly because of drug abuse. In contrast to Tlatelolco, participants in 

Collingwood did not position the local government as responsible for addressing the prevalent 

hostile social environment; rather they assigned this responsibility beyond the often-helpful local 



296 

 

Council to the whole of society as having the duty to maintain funding to make the high-rises a 

secure liveable place.  

In Tlatelolco the uncertainty that prevailed in the shared spaces was also provoked by deviant 

practices; not precisely by direct encounters as victims or witnesses, but rather by narratives 

from other residents. Residents’ intentionality was halted due to the perceived and the socially 

constructed insecurity in shared public spaces. Moreover, residents in Tlatelolco expressed their 

personal territorial space as an entitlement and their use of shared public spaces as a matter of 

their own discretion. For example, pet owners felt entitled to have as many pets as they wished 

inside in their apartments because they owned the property. Moreover, if the pets defecated in 

public shared spaces the owners assumed that no resident in the site could challenge their actions 

because of their rights of ownership as residents. Hence, personal territoriality was strengthened 

by private ownership. Residents when trying to stop polluting practices of those residents who 

owned a dog did not want to become involved in personal conflicts with them and came to 

position the local authorities and police as apathetic and oblivious to the pollution caused by the 

practices of dog owners. The aggrieved private residents believed, in the absence of any 

corporate body structure, that the duties of the local Council officers required them to reinforce 

social norms and rules related to environmental protection. These residents emphasized the 

significance of local authorities/police providing sustained economic incentives for 

environmental programs of the type that was sought in Collingwood. 

Residents in both sites agreed that deviant practices seeded insecurity and uncertainty in shared 

public spaces. This personal ontological insecurity, many residents reasoned, was caused by 

what they experienced in public un-regulated spaces, and this eroded their environmental agency. 

However, these reasons were not determinant causes. Some residents did perform pro-
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environment actions and attempted to set up new environmental programs in public spaces. It 

seems generally in the residents’ accounts that they share a sense that personal ontological 

security is foundational to bringing a sense of material ontological security into existence that 

would allow social interactions to be normalized. Residents in Collingwood rarely offered any 

accounts that assigned or referred duties and obligations for personal security to the local 

external authorities. In Tlatelolco, however, residents first positioned the local district and police 

as having the main responsibility for preventing deviant and polluting practices. Personal 

ontological security, McSweeney (1999) argued, appears to be essential for the social 

competence to arise as it generates confidence in the residents’ own agential capacities to 

manage relations within their socio-physical environment. However, strong personal ontological 

security will not emerge in the absence of a strong sense of shared communal experiences. 

6.3 General conclusions 

Schatzki’s theory of site-based Social Ontology in combination with Harré’s Positioning Theory 

provided me with the analytical tools to explore the hybrid material and personal grammars of 

residents in their accounts of their socially constructed pro-environmental practices. These 

positions originated in diverse personal ontologies that residents developed through past 

experiences with nature and attachment to place (sites). Their realities were revealed through 

their transactions with a multitude of material ontological elements that existed in their 

respective public and private moral spaces. This hybrid ontology framed each participants’ 

assessment of the rights, duties and obligations they had towards acting in the shared moral 

spaces, and towards engaging or enlisting others into social actions that could reinforce, modify 

or set up new pro-environmental practices. In other words, this assessment was based on whether 

all the existing/ontological elements that composed private and public moral spaces provided the 
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suitable conditions to translate residents’ intentionality into a concrete and visible performance 

of practices. The aim of this thesis was to better describe those ontological elements existing in 

the public moral spaces of high-rise housing. The residents’ accounts led me to conclude there 

was always a link to the personal moral spaces that informed or denied their environmental 

agency in the shared public spaces in both sites. Most residents were predisposed in the private 

space of their apartment, or in socially controlled public environments in the high-rise context, to 

perform pro-environmental practices, such as conserving water and electricity or separating 

waste. However, new pro-environmental practices were not easily established in the public 

shared spaces as often some ontological elements prevented the development of patterns of 

repetitiveness that could prefigure certainty, security and stability. Nevertheless, some residents 

did modify their already established polluting practices with the intention of minimizing their 

impact on the site and local environments. Residents’ accounts led me to conclude there was 

always a link to the personal moral spaces that confirmed or denied their environmental agency 

in the shared public spaces in both sites. Most residents were predisposed in the private space of 

their apartment, or in socially controlled public environments in the high-rise context to perform 

pro-environmental practices. 

6.4 Contribution of research to knowledge  

Bonnet (2003) argues that the primary concern of environmental education is the exploration of 

ontological entities in order to create an everyday awareness about them. What was evident in 

this research is the existence of public and private moral spaces which dictated the dynamism of 

the interrelationship of all the elements that were significantly meaningful for residents to take 

any kind of action on already established practices. The focus of this work was originally 

concentrated on exploring those ontological elements existing in shared public spaces that 
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influenced pro-environmental practices, but residents’ accounts demonstrated that private and 

public moral spaces are ontologically interrelated, and in many ways, inseparable. In both sites, 

there were significant existing elements that dominated the moral public spaces, such as fear 

produced by deviant practices, the lack of reinforcement of social rules, and the architectural 

design of the sites. These elements influenced negatively the intentionality of most residents to 

commit to the execution of actions and/or their attempts to establish new pro-environmental 

practices in shared public spaces. Conversely, environmental education delivered by socially 

regulated institutions, past experiences with nature, place attachment, and social ties influenced 

positively residents’ intentionality to attempt to establish new pro-environmental practices or to 

perform non-repetitive individual actions that could minimize the impact of polluting practices 

within the sites.  

The consideration of private and public moral spaces as regulating the establishment of pro-

environmental practices opens a new way of enquiring into the enactment of pro-environmental 

practices. In this study, some pro-environmental practices were successfully taught, encouraged 

and established in socially regulated public spaces such as the CNH in Collingwood and the 

Cultural-Sport Centres in Tlatelolco, as well as in the private moral spaces such residents’ 

apartments. In private moral spaces, residents relied on their ontological sense of security and on 

the force of their speech-acts produced by their moral positions within the local moral order to 

influence friends and family members to learn pro- environmental practices or modify current 

polluting practices. However, residents at both sites also attempted to establish new practices in 

public shared spaces but failed to do so, confronted by diverse ontological elements in the public 

moral spaces, such as vandalism, violence or already established polluting practices. The 

conditions required to set up routinized practices were not fulfilled entirely. Furthermore, there 
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were not the social institutions, people, or any other socio-physical means that could reinforce 

the social rules in many of the shared public spaces to guarantee the repetitiveness of pro-

environmental practices. Actions were often tentative, cautious and performed when residents 

knew that their ontological security was not under threat. These actions, at times quite isolated, 

nevertheless had positive effects on minimizing the harmful effects of polluting practices already 

established in the public shared spaces.  

Most participants in this study understood the complexities of their moral obligation towards the 

conservation of natural resources and local environments. Many of them agreed that there was a 

collective responsibility towards the protection of the sites and local environments through 

education: formal and informal, functional and moral. This research is unique, firstly in 

developing a theoretical and methodological argument in favour of combining Positioning 

Theory and Site Ontology; and secondly, applying this hybrid framework and methodology in 

the service of better understanding what constitutes environmental care and awareness in sites 

that for too long have been neglected by mainstream research.  

6.5 Recommendations: 

A summary has been provided about the implications and suggestions for future research 

as follow: 

a)Recommendations are proposed for future research on the existing elements that were 

significantly empower residents and increase participation rates towards urban environmental 

improvement. It would have been interesting to know how environmental programs became 

progressively and historically significant for most residents in Collingwood in the past. But this 
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point was beyond the scope of this thesis and it will probably be a good topic for another 

research project.  

b) I conclude this thesis by stating the main ontologies found in each site and then I 

suggest to consider for the development and implementation of future environmental education 

programs in high-rise public housing contexts. 

c)Not all the stages of site ontology were covered by the discursive analysis of 

positioning theory. However, this not depended merely on the theoretical framework but the 

participants’ personal accounts.   

6.6 Limitations 

The limitations have been addressed in the thesis as follow:  

Methodological limitation. There were some limitations for the methodology applied, 

such as number of participants selected for this study. Due to time and economic constraints, it 

was not possible to increase the number of participants in this project in order to confirm other 

residents’ point of view and reinforce the conclusions of this project.   

Theoretical limitation. As mentioned before, the application of both theoretical lenses 

proved to be a good framework to analyse the data; however, both positioning theory and site 

ontology came with emphases that were not altogether overcome through their application in 

data collection an analysis. From the perspective of positioning theory, policy realism does 

accord discursive practice a primary place in analysis of social interaction and this should be 

taken into account in reading the application of coding and interpretation in this thesis. Similarly, 

site ontology as a practice theory can on occasions dispose research towards a scale outside that 

of the individual agent. So, whilst the combination of approaches aimed to overcome the 
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limitation of each, traces of these limitations no doubt linger in the analysis and conclusions. 

Nonetheless, this thesis does succeed in challenging many of the dualisms that enter social 

scientific research. Moreover, I take my genuine attempt to explore these sites as the locations of 

real people dedicated to pro-environmental practices, under very challenging circumstance, as 

the enduring legacy of this research.  
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Informed consent form (Spanish): 

UNIVERSIDAD NACIONAL AUTONOMA DE MEXICO 
UNIVERSIDAD DE MELBOURNE AUSTRALIA 
ESCUELA DE GRADUADOS EN EDUCACION 

 
Forma de consentimiento para las personas que participan en un proyecto de investigación. 

 
Título del proyecto: Entendiendo los factores externos que influyen en el comportamiento los 

residentes de viviendas públicas o interés social hacia el medio ambiente natural en Melbourne 
Australia y Ciudad de México. 

 
(Al completar esta forma, por favor devuélvala) 

Nombre del participante: 

Nombre de los investigadores: Dr. Maurice Toscano, Dr. Kathryn Williams, and Sr. Angel Aldape  

 
1. Doy mi consentimiento para participar en este proyecto, cuyos detalles han sido explicados en un 
lenguaje sencillo de entender. 
 
2. Entiendo que mi participación consistirá en una entrevista grupal o individual y estoy de acuerdo en que 
el investigador utilice los resultados como se describe en la declaración. 
 
3. Reconozco que: 
 
(a) los posibles efectos de la participación en la investigación han explicado a mi entera satisfacción; 
 
(b) Se me ha informado que tengo la libertad de retirarse del proyecto en cualquier momento y sin 
explicación o perjuicio y también retirar los he proporcionado; 
 
(c) el proyecto es estudio universitario; 
 
(d) Se me ha informado que la confidencialidad de la información que proporcione será salvaguardada con 
sujeción a las disposiciones legales; 
 
(e) Se me ha informado que, con mi consentimiento a la entrevista será grabada en audio y entiendo que el 
audio-cintas se almacenan en la Universidad de Melbourne y serán destruidos después de cinco años; 
 
(f) Mi nombre será mencionado por un seudónimo en todas las publicaciones derivadas de la investigación, 
y tengo la opción de ser nombrado si prefiero. Deseo que mi primer nombre que se utilizará en los informes. 
 
(g) Se me ha informado de que copias de los resultados de la investigación me serán enviados si lo deseo. 
 
 

Doy mi consentimiento para que esta entrevista sea grabada      □ si   □ no 

(por favor marque) 
 

Deseo recibir un reporte de los resultados de este estudio □si    □ no 

(por favor marque) 
 

Deseo que solo mi nombre aparezca en los reportes□si    □ no 

                                                                                                                                  (por favor marque) 
 

 
Firma del participante: Fecha: 
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Seeking approval from both sites: 

 

Belgium Avenue & Collingwood Neighbourhood Houses 
Postal: 9 Belgium Avenue 

Richmond . VIC 3121. 

Date" 1 0th December. 2012 

The University of Melbourne 

Melbourne Graduate School of Education Ethics Committee 

Melbourne Research Institute 

Level 9, 100 Leicester Street 

CARLTON VIC 3053 

Attention: Chair of Ethics Committee 

BANH Inc. (incorporating Belgium Avenue and Collingwood Neighbourhood Houses) supports the 

following research project: 

To investigate factors that influence pro-environmental behaviours of residents living in high-rise public 
housing complex in Melbourne and in Mexico City. 

BANH Inc. agrees to the following researcher, Angel Omar Aldape Garcia, to undertake his research at 

Collingwood Neighbourhood House and engage with participants of the Neighbourhood House who 

give their permission to be involved in the research 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Sue Kent (BANH Inc. Coordinator.) 
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General questions used in the all semi-structured interviews: 

 (*These questions will be also used in the in-depth interviews) 

Physical infrastructure 

• Do you think that living in a high-rise building helps you to care about the environment, 

or makes it more difficult? Why?  

Possible follow up questions: 

• How do you think that the building’s structure and flats should be designed in order to 

facilitate the care of the environment?  

• Is the design (structure) of your apartment/building a barrier for you to undertake pro-

environmental actions such as composting your own waste or saving water and energy?  

Why?  

• Does/Did anything about this building make it harder for you to make a change? How 

did/do you work around that?  Does/Did anyone or anything help with that?  

• In which ways does the structure of the building stop you from socializing with other 

residents?  

• What does it mean for you to take care of the environment living in a high-rise building?  

Access to green areas 

• Do you consider that the presence of green areas such gardens and parks and plants close 

to the buildings helps you to care about the environment, or makes it more difficult? 

Why?  

Possible follow up questions: 

• Do you think that having plants at home or in communal areas within the building (or at 

home) is good? Why?  

• Do you think that having a community garden for the entire community living in high-

rise is good? Why? 

 

Social Norms 

 

• Do your friends, neighbours or community groups help you care for the environment, or 

make it harder to do so?  Why? How?  

Possible follow up question: 
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• How do you think that your cultural background influence your view about the care of 

the environment in this context?  

Individual capabilities and constraints 

• How do constraints on time, money make it easier or harder for you to care for the 

environment?  

Possible follow up question: 

• Can you tell me about any ways to get around these constraints so that you can take care 

of the environment? 

Information 

• Have you had the information you need to care for the environment?  If not, what kind of 

information do you feel you need? If so, how do/did you get the information you needed? 

Possible follow up questions: 

• Has the information about the care of the environment (pro-environmental actions) been 

useful to you? How?  

• Do you share this information with your family or other residents? How?  

• Do you think that the buildings’ structure is an impediment for information about the 

environment to be delivered appropriately? Why?  

• How do you think that the information about the care of the environment should be 

delivered or addressed to people living in high-rise public housing? 

• How do you think that the Collingwood Neighbourhood House/Cultural Centre can 

contribute to promoting environmental awareness (information) among residents?  

Environmental Policies 

• What do you know about the environmental policies in your council or district? Do they 

make it harder or easier for you to care for the environment?  

Possible follow up questions: 

• Do the rules or laws for this area make it harder to make a change? How do you work 

around that?  Does anyone or anything help with that?  

• Do you think that those environmental policies are appropriate for residents living in 

high-rise public housing?  Why?  

• What would you recommend to improve the current environmental policies targeting 

people living in high-rise public housing?  

“In-depth individual interview introduction” 



324 

 

Hi, good morning! How are you? I would like to introduce myself to you again; my name 

is Angel Aldape and I’m currently undertaking PhD studies at the University of Melbourne. As 

you have been informed, this interview may last long for 60 minutes approximately and will be 

audio recorded with your previous consent; and if you wish, you will eventually be provided a 

copy of this interview and/or the result of this entire research. We are interested in knowing your 

answers about how you take care of the environment and the natural resources such as saving 

water and energy at home and within the high-rise public housing community. Please, feel free to 

ask any questions at the end of this interview.  

Specific questions for the in-depth interviews 

Waste management 

• Tell me about what you do with waste/rubbish at home?  

• Where are the bins relative to your home? 

• Do you sort your waste for recycling or compost?  How do you do that?   

Water use 

• Can you tell me about the different ways you use water in your home (e.g. shower, 

dishwasher etc.)? 

• Can you tell me about the shower fitting in your home? 

• Did you install it or the housing department? It is a low water use?  

• How about the dishwasher – is it your dishwasher your own, or installed by the housing 

department?   

• Do you whether it is a low water use machine?  

Power use 

• What sort of heating do you have in your home?  

• Do you use the heater provided by the Department of Housing?  

• Do you have a choice about the kind of power you use?    

• Do you purchase green power at all?  

Organic food 

• Do you grow any of your own food?  

• Would you like to? 

Understanding environmental intent 
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• Did you want to change anything in your home or do anything differently to try and 

reduce your water and/or power use?  

• Why did you want to make that change? 

• Where you able to go ahead and make the change you hoped to make?  
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