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ABSTRACT

This thesis, "New Bearings on Justice in Urban Mobility,” proposes a new relational frame-
work to understand and address inequalities in urban transport. Traditional theories of
transport justice often focus on accessibility and economic aspects of mobility but lack a
comprehensive view of the social and institutional factors that shape mobility patterns and
opportunities. This thesis offers a broader approach, integrating three frameworks—the Ca-
pability Approach, Critical Realism, and Critical Urban Theory—to develop a "relational
theory of urban mobility justice” that captures the complex, context-dependent interactions
between individuals, their environments, and societal structures.

The relational framework shifts the focus from infrastructure alone to the social relations
that drive mobility inequalities, recognising that urban mobility is deeply influenced by socio-
economic conditions and power dynamics that tend to marginalise lower-income groups and
minorities. For instance, the Capability Approach emphasises how mobility capabilities
depend on access to resources and social support. Critical Urban Theory highlights how
neoliberal policies favor car-centric infrastructure that excludes affordable, collective trans-
port. Together, these perspectives reveal how mobility justice must address both material
and relational barriers to movement.

To ground the theory empirically, this study draws on data from over 1400 individuals in
North-West Delhi, with a focus on low-income households and under-resourced neighbor-
hoods. Statistical modeling, including a multilevel generalised linear model, reveals how
mobility capabilities are shaped by individual, household, and neighborhood factors. Find-
ings show that lower-income women face compounded challenges due to limited financial
resources, safety concerns, and restricted access to transit, illustrating how mobility capa-
bility is a product of both personal and structural influences. Regression analysis indicates
significant disparities across demographic and socio-economic groups: middle-income groups
are more likely to have mobility capability, while individuals from marginalised caste groups
face up to 65 percent lower odds of possessing such capability. This suggests that, beyond
resource availability, social status and structural discrimination significantly limit mobility

opportunities.
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The study also identifies patterns in mobility through the concepts of rhythmicity, modality,
and strain. "Rhythmicity” explores how mobility is often constrained by economic and social
roles, such as caregiving, which limits travel options for women and lower-income individuals.
"Modality” examines how limited transport options compound social inequalities, as those
with access to diverse modes of transport have greater autonomy. ”Strain” captures the
economic pressures faced by low-income households, who may spend up to 60 percent of
their income on transportation, making mobility an issue of financial strain rather than
convenience.

Latent class analysis further uncovers three value-based mobility groups: Pragmatic Func-
tionalists, who support balanced, practical mobility solutions; Automobile Individualists,
who prioritise private vehicle use and resist restrictive policies; and Socially Engaging Com-
munitarians, who favour environment-friendly, inclusive policies. These groups illustrate
how social attitudes shape mobility preferences and highlight the need for transport policies
that account for these varied principles of valuation.A multilevel Generalised Linear Model
(GLM) with a binary logistic outcome—examines mobility capability as a function of per-
sonal and contextual factors, including demographic indicators, resource availability, and
activity types. This model is designed to capture the probabilistic likelihood of an individ-
ual possessing the capability to travel for various purposes, such as work, maintenance, or
recreation. By framing mobility capability in this way, the GLM provides a relational view
where individual agency and structural constraints are intertwined.

In the capability model, factors like age, caste, and purpose of travel emerge as significant.
For example, middle-aged respondents (ages 25-45) are significantly more likely to report
mobility capability, with odds ratios indicating over 200 percent higher likelihood compared
to other age groups. This finding points to age-related variations in mobility that reflect life-
stage needs and available resources. Additionally, marginalised caste groups (OBC, SC/ST)
exhibit lower capability odds, with reductions of 64 percent and 65 percent, respectively, sig-
nalling structural barriers related to socio-economic background. The analysis also identifies
travel purposes with varying capability associations. Maintenance-related travel (e.g., gro-
cery shopping, medical visits) shows a nearly fourfold increase in capability odds compared
to work-related travel, suggesting that basic necessities motivate and are more feasible for
daily mobility. In contrast, recreational travel is associated with a 24 percent reduction in

capability odds, indicating that mobility for leisure is less accessible or valued in the study



population.

The capability-resource link in this study shows that resource access does not automatically
translate into greater mobility capability. For example, car ownership is associated with
a 42 percent reduction in mobility capability odds (OR=0.58, p=0.18). Though it is not
statistically strongly significant but it confirms that owning a car alone does not guarantee
higher mobility. This finding questions the idea that private vehicles inherently enhance mo-
bility and suggests that practical factors—such as adaptability, supportive infrastructure,
and ease of use—are essential for translating resources into actual mobility benefits. Simi-
larly, while public transit is crucial for accessibility, its mere presence does not significantly
boost mobility capability, possibly due to inconsistent service quality and limited reliability
across regions.

The thesis also critically examines the impact of large-scale transport projects, using the
Delhi Metro as a case study. While the metro has been promoted as a solution to con-
gestion, its construction displaced communities and disrupted local economies reliant on
proximity-based mobility. Many residents of Durga Basti, a displaced area, were forced to
move farther from economic centres, increasing travel costs and time burdens. This study
argues that the metro project illustrates how neoliberal transport policies prioritise capital
gains over social equity, often to the detriment of low-income groups without political in-
fluence. Applying critical realism, the analysis traces these injustices to broader economic
and institutional structures that shape urban mobility, emphasising the need for transport
policies that consider social equity.

Overall, this thesis proposes a new and relational approach to urban mobility justice, em-
phasising policies that address structural inequalities and support a transport ecosystem
that meets diverse socio-economic needs. The relational framework demonstrates that mo-
bility justice cannot be achieved solely through infrastructure but requires addressing the
social and economic contexts that shape mobility. This approach aims to create urban
environments where all residents can move freely, without social or economic constraints.
KEYWORDS: Urban Mobility Justice, Relational Theory, Capability Approach, Critical

Realism, Critical Urban Theory, Socio-economic Disparities, Transport Planning, Delhi
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