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1
ON THE PRODUCTION OF 

HENRI LEFEBVRE

Stefan Kipfer, Kanishka Goonewardena, 
Christian Schmid, Richard Milgrom

SPACE, DIFFERENCE, EVERYDAY LIFE

The deepest troubles of the planet today do not lie only with geopolitical conflicts
and world-economic ravages.They are also brewing in the metropolitan centers, as
we saw most recently and clearly in the “French” suburban uprising of fall 2005,
led by not quite so post-colonial subjects.Yet what happened in France in this case
remains to be properly understood, especially by students of politics engaged with
critical theory. After all, a few radical exponents of the latter joined the struggles
against the conditions that spectacularly engulfed les banlieues in flames, placing them
on a spatio-temporal axis aligned with the events of 1848, 1871, and 1968: Alain
Badiou advocating for sans-papiers, Pierre Bourdieu denouncing neoliberalism, and
Étienne  Balibar arguing for the “right to the city” against neo-racism.1 Even Jacques
Derrida’s post-9/11 book Rogues2 may be extended with a little imagination to touch
on the formidable forces bearing down on the predominantly North and Black
Africans now living in the formerly “red” rings of French working-class suburbs,
while being subjected to the worst deprivations registered in vivid detail by
Bourdieu and his colleagues.3 But an adequate account of les banlieues should exceed
the work of any one of these critical thinkers. It demands a historical perspective
capable of articulating spatial forms with social relations at various levels of our new
global reality—from the quotidian, through the urban, to the global. Moving



through these levels of analysis to make sense of rebellious actions, and their
mediation by emerging relations between cities and world order, now requires a
critique sharply focused on three key terms:space, difference, and everyday life.

Henri Lefebvre springs to our minds when we think of these terms with necessary
reference to each other as well as the world in which we live, given how he
elaborated them in a remarkably supple oeuvre of idiosyncratic marxist thought
intent on the revolutionary transformation of his own times and spaces. Of course,
his work will have to be considerably adapted—globalized, even—to do justice to
the transnational realities of contemporary metropolitan life, in France as much as
elsewhere. For Lefebvre lived the adventure of the twentieth century, not the twenty-
first, to play with the title of Rémi Hess’s biography.4 He wrote over sixty books
and numerous other publications, covering an astonishingly wide range of subjects,
including philosophy, political theory, sociology, literature, music, linguistics, and
urban studies, in formats that vary from popular tomes on marxism to difficult,
meandering writings that escape conventional academic protocols. Having helped
introduce Hegel and Marx’s early work into French debates, he developed his
original heterodox marxism through a series of critical engagements with French
phenomenology, existentialism, structuralism, and the surrealist, dadaist, and
situationist avant-gardes. His most striking contributions include a critique of every-
day life and studies of urbanization, space, and state—alongside studies of various
prominent strands of French left intellectual discourse and a series of conjunctural
meditations on such vital political moments as May 1968. Lefebvre was also a
lifelong proponent of left-communist politics. Following his stint as an active
member of the French Communist Party (PCF) from 1928 to his expulsion in 1958,
he became an important exponent of the new left, contributing seminally to debates
on self-management (autogestion). In addition, he directed research at the Centre
National de la Recherche Scientifique (CNRS) (1949–61) and enjoyed a career as
a charismatic university professor in Strasbourg (1961–5), where he collaborated
with situationists, and Nanterre (1965–73), the hotbed of the 1968 student
rebellion.

To contextualize Lefebvre’s reception, here we want to look at how certain Anglo-
American academic circles have influentially “produced” Lefebvre, as it were.
Although Lefebvre receives passing mention in various anthologies of Western
Marxism, his influence in the field of critical theory broadly understood pales in
comparison to the considerable attention still commanded by, say,Theodor Adorno
and Louis Althusser. But matters are different in some fields of academic inquiry with
which we have working relationships, ranging from architecture through urban
studies to radical geography, where Lefebvre enjoys some celebrity status. Spirited
but limited work in these fields, however, is beginning to make its mark in critical
theory at large, especially with help from the recent publication of two quite
different studies of Lefebvre by Stuart Elden and Andy Merrifield.5
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Briefly, such is the backdrop against which we hope to lay here the interpretative
ground for a “third” constellation of Lefebvre readings, one different from the two
major interpretations of his work that have invariably dominated the last three
decades of English-speaking “space” debates: the “postmodern” appropriations led
by Edward Soja that followed the “urban political-economic” renderings centered
on David Harvey. Hardly any contribution to the present volume can be adequately
captured by these two avowedly spatial lines of interpretation. We contend that
Lefebvre’s own view of the terms “space,” “difference,” and “everyday life” was
significantly different from, if not altogether incompatible with, the particular uses
of these terms in those two readings. As such, the Lefebvre that has been typically
available for consumption in the Anglo-American academy amounted to a significant
abstraction from Lefebvre’s self-understanding of his own interventions in
revolutionary theory and practice, suitably packaged for the postmodern Zeitgeist.
With the waning fortunes of the latter,6 however, subjective and objective conditions
are now at hand for more fruitful examinations of Lefebvre.

The “third” wave of Lefebvre readings we propose links urban-spatial debates
more persistently and substantively with an open-minded appropriation of his
metaphilosophical epistemology shaped by continental philosophy and Western
Marxism. In so doing, it also rejects the debilitating dualism between “political
economy” and “cultural studies” that in effect marked the distinction between the
“first” and “second” waves of Lefebvre studies, making it impossible for us to return
to a simply updated or expanded earlier school of thought on Lefebvre. Indeed,
one of the legacies of the debates within and on “post” theory of the 1980s and early
1990s was an often acute bifurcation of theoretical debate that identifies marxism
with studies of material social relations, class, and political economy while relegating
considerations of subjectivity, identity, difference, and culture to poststructuralist
versions of cultural studies.7

Certainly, this bifurcation of theory profoundly influenced how key intel-
lectuals—Walter Benjamin, Antonio Gramsci, Frantz Fanon, and others—were
received within contemporary academic debates.This volume joins interpretive
efforts on these authors by those who attempt to overcome the divide between
culturalism and economism in a substantive way.We have in mind interpreters who
have reignited supposedly “postmodern” problems—difference, identity, language,
body, and the like—in “outdated” if not forgotten materialist, dialectical, and marxist
theoretical contexts, instead of joining theoretically disparate and politically distinct
strands of cultural studies and political economy.8 What emerges from such a
reinscription in Lefebvre’s case is a heterodox and open-ended historical materialism
that is committed to an embodied, passionately engaged, and politically charged
form of critical knowledge.Within this context, his writings about everyday life and
the city are not to be understood simply as sociological extensions of his oeuvre
attractive only to specialists of “space”: urban sociologists, geographers, planners,
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and architects. For it was precisely through his concrete contributions to these fields
that Lefebvre worked out his overall political and theoretical orientation. In that
sense, we hope to demonstrate that Lefebvre’s urban and spatial writings are of more
general interest for radical social and political theory. In turn, we intend to show that
his adventures in French Marxism shed much-needed light on his pioneering work
on space, difference, and everyday life.

THE ECONOMIC GEOGRAPHY OF LEFEBVRE STUDIES

In 1951, an exiled Theodor Adorno noted the prevalence of the commodity form in
shaping knowledge production and complained about how the disarmingly practical
but hierarchically ordered procedures encouraged in intellectual work fostered a
servile “departmentalization of mind” that was ready to be used for whatever
practical purpose power had for it.9 This departmentalization obtained under
administered mass production in the postwar period has now been partly
superseded, to be sure, but only with even more intense forms of instrumental-
ization and commodification.After-Fordist conditions in the academy herald less a
new level of creativity than an intensified pressure to produce innovatively. The
analogy between industrial practice and knowledge production indicates that
university work even of the critical variety now mimics the commodity form more
clearly than ever. What matters above all for those in the running for academic
employment and recognition is to maximize output measured largely in quantitative
terms; supplement regular university resources with external research grants that
are increasingly tied to state and corporate interests; and establish hyper-specialized
niches of innovation that facilitate the “branding” of one’s professional identity
along with what is left of critical inquiry.This pressure for “ceaseless intellectual
innovation is symptomatic of academic capitalism.”10 Entrepreneurial scholarship
approximates the time-space of fashion, where the commodity fetish establishes
itself through the worship of the marginally new but structurally repetitive.11 This
situation invites all manner of intellectual cannibalism, involving opportunistic
combinations and permutations of pre-existing knowledge fragments.Translated
into postmodern culture, this yields the technique that represents the reformatting
of modernist parody after the deletion of its subversive intent:pastiche.12

Publishing a new book on Lefebvre inevitably risks adding more of the same to
at least some such trends.After all, references to his work have become increasingly
commonplace in Anglo-American academic circles over the last fifteen years, mostly
but not exclusively in the spatial disciplines, following the 1991 translation of The
Production of Space. Since the issue of this challenging but apparently popular book,
there followed a steady stream of English translations of his writings on everyday
life, modernity, the city, rhythmanalysis; special issues of journals; conference papers;
a reader; and three book-length studies of Lefebvre.13 Such an array of translations
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and a sizeable secondary literature means that citing Lefebvre’s triadic notion of
social space and his insistence on the “political” nature of space is now de rigueur for
anyone trained with even a homeopathic dose of critical theory in geography,
planning, or architecture. For better or worse, an academic industry on Lefebvre has
developed. His increasing popularity, especially in the New World, was undoubtedly
part and parcel of the prestige enjoyed by “French theory” (liberal adaptations of
Derrida, Lacan, Foucault, Lyotard, Guattari) in the English-speaking academy and
its transnational outposts.14

Until recently, Anglo-American interest in Lefebvre has stood in contrast to his
intellectual marginalization in some other contexts.15 In France itself, Lefebvre was
relegated to the margins of intellectual life after the early 1970s.16 As Gilbert and
Dikeç remind us in this volume, some of his concepts of the urban such as
“centrality” and “festival” were taken up in French urban policy circles during the
1980s, but only in highly coopted forms.17 Otherwise, Lefebvre remained unpopular
for refusing to follow the fashions of structuralism, post-structuralism, and the
subsequent wave of media-savvy nouveaux philosophesintent on expunging “totalitarian-
ism” (read: marxism and the new left) from French thought to turn France into a
bastion of (neo-)liberalism.18 Since the mid-1990s, however, he has resurfaced from
obscurity in his native country. Under the initiative of “old” Lefebvreans, including
his biographer Rémi Hess, and, ironically, intellectuals close to the PCF, a broad range
of Lefebvre’s books have been reissued by French publishers.19 University students
familiarize themselves with his work. Conferences and symposia have been
stimulated by his work. In some instances, such as Espaces et Sociétés(1994), this meant
reimporting Lefebvre from the Anglo-American scene in a form reminiscent of the
recent fate of “French theory” in France itself.20 All this has led some to suggest,
optimistically, that the intellectual pendulum in French intellectual life is swinging
back towards a more favorable consideration of Lefebvre’s work.21

In the German-speaking context, too, Lefebvre has been a rather marginal 
figure within critical or radical intellectual circles.As Klaus Ronneberger argues in
this volume, Lefebvre’s work, particularly his critique of everyday life, acquired
“underground status” among the West German new left in the 1970s.At that time,
he inspired debates about alienation, critical theory, and the culture of postwar
capitalism. Swiss-based Kurt Meyer, whose recent article on rhythmanalysis we have
the privilege of publishing here, was a leading contributor to the debates at that time
with his book Henri Lefebvre:Ein romantischer Revolutionärpublished in 1973. But Lefebvre
largely disappeared from the radar screen of critical theory after the mid-1970s,
only resurfacing occasionally in philosophical debates in the 1990s.22 His influence
on critical urbanism in the German-speaking world remained restricted to two small
critical intellectual milieus in Frankfurt23 and Zürich.24This work drew extensively
on Lefebvre to understand the role of intellectual practice, everyday life, and social
movements in the dynamics of urban conflict and restructuring. With a few
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exceptions, including Schmid’s and Prigge’s contributions here, it remains
unfortunately untranslated. Epitomized in the works of Prigge and Schmid, these
intellectual milieus have produced some of the most exemplary and judicious studies
of Lefebvre to date.

THE MANY LIVES OF HENRI LEFEBVRE

The lay of the Lefebvre land in the English-speaking academy can be characterized
as specialist, dualist, and historicist: specialist insofar as many Lefebvre scholars are
concentrated in geography, urban studies, planning, and architecture, and associated
with the spatial turn in social and cultural theory in conjunction with the linguistic
turn of what the French call human sciences, suggesting in effect that “doing
Lefebvre” means “doing space” and “being postmodern”; dualist, as noted earlier,
to the extent that Lefebvre has been read especially in Anglo-America through the
often mutually exclusive lenses of urban political economy and postmodern cultural
studies, both essentially blind to his involvement in earlier debates concerning
postwar marxism in particular and French intellectual life more generally; and
historicist, in a related sense, because, in spite of considerable evidence to the contrary,
Lefebvre exhibited the uncanny habit of appearing as a “forerunner” for various
projects—an ultimately disappointing one for urban political economy25 but a very
good one, a postmodernist avant la lettre,26 for a certain brand of urban-cultural studies.
Taken as readings of Lefebvre, all of these dominant tendencies are inadequate, but
they do provide us with some coordinates for locating the two most influential
appropriations of his work in Anglo-America. Sustained and admirable attempts to
read Lefebvre differently (neither as urban political economist nor as an embryonic
postmodernist) have been made, but with little impact.27

Lefebvre first figured prominently in the pioneering marxist attempts to theorize
urbanization—or, more specifically, the role of urbanization in the accumulation
and reproduction of capital—especially in the invaluable body of work produced
by David Harvey since the publication of his urban political economy classic Social
Justice and the City in 1973. Lefebvre’s positive influence in this context stood in stark
contrast to the hostile reaction his work faced from structuralist marxists, especially
Manuel Castells, who in The Urban Question(first published in France in 1972) saw the
city as a mere product of abstractly conceived instances of the social formation rather
than as a contradictory mediation between everyday life and the social order, as
Lefebvre did. Castells accordingly labeled Lefebvre as a left-wing exponent of
mainstream urban sociology.28Although he subsequently revised his position,29 his
critique contributed to Lefebvre’s marginalization in France and in English-speaking
urban sociology.30 Harvey, on the other hand, has never hidden his admiration for
Lefebvre, and acknowledged the Frenchman’s role in politicizing and radicalizing
him.31 Harboring no sympathies for Althusserian Marxism, he was particularly taken
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by the utopian dimensions of Lefebvre’s urban writings and accepted urbanization
not as a thing in itself but as a strategic entry point to understand and revolutionize
the capitalist mode of production as a whole.

Harvey probed Lefebvre for an alternative to the “counter-revolutionary”
mainstream in geography, looking for a rigorous account of urbanization in relation
to the crisis-ridden dynamics of capitalist accumulation. He was intrigued by
Lefebvre’s notion in The Urban Revolution (1970) that in the process of urbanization,
a secondary circuit of real estate investment becomes increasingly important in
advanced capitalism, producing the distinct patterns of spatial homogenization and
differentiation so characteristic of postwar metropolitan areas.Yet Harvey conceived
the ascendance of this secondary circuit not as a secular trend that was gradually
becoming more influential than the primary industrial circuit of capital, as Lefebvre
suggested, but as a cyclical process of expansion and contraction synchronized with
the pattern of capitalist growth and crisis. Even as Harvey glimpsed the profound
implications of Lefebvre’s fundamental thesis, he found it not sufficiently rigorous
in terms of economic theory.32 In one sense Harvey was correct: Lefebvre offered
no finished theory of urban political economy.Along similar lines, Neil Smith is also
factually correct to announce his disappointment at Lefebvre’s failure to produce a
satisfactory theory of uneven development, the production of nature, and scale.33

Both are mistaken, however, to assume that Lefebvre’s life-long ambition was to
produce a political-economic theory of space or scale.With his contributions to
debates on the state, self-management, alienation, and everyday life, rather, Lefebvre
proposed a critique of political economy:

How much time is it going to take to recognize that the subtitle of Capital
(Critique of Political Economy) had to be taken literally? Despite the subtitle,
Capital was considered as a treatise of the economy for more than a half-
century. After that, it was interpreted as a critique of bourgeois political
economy that contained the premise for a political economy called “socialist.”
Yet Capital must be taken as a critique of all political economy: of the
economic as a separate sphere, a narrow field of science that morphs into a
restraining device, of the “discipline” which fixes and immobilizes momentary
relations by elevating them to the rank of scientific truths. In the same way, the
critique of the State does not just include a critique of the Hegelian state, the
bourgeois state, but also of democracy, of the supposedly democratic and
socialist State: of every State (as form of power).34

Notwithstanding such pleas, Harvey’s engagement with Lefebvre was ultimately
circumscribed by the political-economic parameters of a neoclassical marxism. He
contributed immensely to the visibility of this French marxist in the Anglo-American
world, aside from spawning the most powerful and prodigious current of radical
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urban theory.35 But the Lefebvre that survived in this tradition was also radically
reduced, barely recognizable as the prolific philosopher who theorized everyday life
while drinking with Guy Debord and wrestling with continental social and political
thought.This has had serious conceptual consequences. First, Harvey treats everyday
life in a derivative way, as a repository of larger processes rather than a semi-
autonomous and contradictory level of totality, and an ultimate yardstick of
revolution, as Lefebvre did.As a result of the ensuing difficulty to deal with the “lived
experiences of people in history,”36 Harvey has exhibited impatience with Lefebvre’s
open-ended, three-dimensional notion of the production of space, privileging the
production of material (perceived) over ideological-institutional (conceived) and
lived-symbolic (experienced) space.37As Schmid puts it,“while Lefebvre promoted
the development of a comprehensive theory of the production of space, Harvey
pursued a more narrow project: a political economy of space.”38 Finally, Harvey’s
neoclassical marxism tends to shrink problematics of difference to an effect of
political economies of spatial differentiation. In response to postmodern critics,
his fundamentally political-economic conception of uneven geographical develop-
ment comes to underwrite the dialectic of identity and difference, within which the
autonomous and subjective aspects of everyday life remain undertheorized and
devalued.39This is not only in contrast to Derrida’s notion of différance mobilized by
postmodern critics. It also differs from Lefebvre’s primarily political understanding
of the urban revolution as a dialectical transformation of minimal into maximal
difference (described in Le manifeste différentialiste, The Production of Space, and the third
volume of The Critique of Everyday Life).40This transformation can be achieved only by
social struggles for political self-determination and a new spatial centrality, which
help liberate difference from the alienating social constraints produced by capital,
state, and patriarchy.

In the 1980s, Soja’s early explorations into the role of space in critical social
theory promised a broader engagement with Lefebvre. Shifting from urban political
economy to wider debates, he readily acknowledged Lefebvre’s continental
philosophical heritage and political pedigree, noting a “flexible, open, cautionary,
eclectic Marxism” influenced by Hegel, the early Marx, and the surrealists that
gestured towards a holistically spatialized marxism.41 Everyday life, lived space,
and difference figured prominently in this perspective, even though these terms
were ultimately deployed very differently by Soja than in Lefebvre’s own work. Soja’s
extremely influential book Postmodern Geographies thus offered much hope for critical
theory, and was warmly welcomed by no less an authority on marxist cultural theory
than Fredric Jameson, for placing the “new spatiality implicit in the postmodern 
. . . on the agenda in so eloquent and timely a fashion.”42 This generous feeling,
however, was not mutual. For already in Postmodern Geographies, Soja had provided a
sweeping and generic indictment of “historicism” (of which Jameson must appear
as a chief proponent) and mobilizes Lefebvre alongside Foucault for a veritable
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ontology of space:43 a less than dialectical conception of the relationship between
space and society, which are treated as ontologically distinct categories.44

Lefebvre did not privilege space at the expense of time, or vice versa.45 While
committed to rectifying the undertheorization of space in marxist traditions, he
wrote a great deal on precisely the deplorable consequences of spatializing time into
a series of measurable instants.46 As he himself once said, “time may have been
promoted to the level of ontology by the philosophers, but it has been murdered by
society.”47This pervasive tendency of modern society that also disturbed Benjamin,
Debord, and E. P.Thompson48 offers Lefebvre no cause for postmodern celebration,
but rather the occasion to demonstrate his commitment to temporal and historical
categories—moments, rhythms, events—within his inquiries into space, and this
with a persistent reluctance to ontologize space, time, or anything else.49 The
emphasis lay for him not on space as an a priori or ontological entity, but on the
processes and strategies of producing space, which are by definition historical. For
ontologizing space and spatiality symptomatically replicates, in the realm of thought,
the domination of linear time over lived time already occurring more generally in
modern society, inscribing the alienation of the rhythms of everyday life in what
Lefebvre called “abstract space.”50 It was not for nothing that the book that started
all this was entitled The Production of Space.

How did Soja get so lost looking for Lefebvre in the prison-house of spatial
ontology? At least a partial explanation must lie with his decision to treat Lefebvre
as a forerunner of postmodernism, a strategy begun in Postmodern Geographies and
completed, under pressure from his critics, in ThirdSpace.51 One now finds Soja’s
Lefebvre in “third space,” which lies at the end of a road named post-structuralism
here and postmodernism there, after going through not only the spatial but the
cultural and linguistic turns. Drawing eclectically on bell hooks’s “margins,” Gloria
Anzaldua’s “borderlands,” Michel Foucault’s “heterotopia,” and, most importantly,
Homi Bhabha’s own third space, Soja’s subsumes lived space under the “new cultural
politics of identity and difference” located in thirdspace.52 Within his misleadingly
ontologizing “epistemological trialectics” of space,53 thirdspace signals, in contrast
to Lefebvre, an epistemological and linguistic principle of non-representability.
Closely resembling Bhabha,54 Soja’s thirdspace is an anti-representational site 
of “radical openness,” “otherness,” “margins,” and “hybridity,” where “everything
comes together” in a place of “all-inclusive simultaneity.”55 What is not allowed in
here is any sense that, in Lefebvre, difference and everyday life are categories of
dialectical critique, such that lived space entails a contradictory realm of alienation
and liberation. For Lefebvre, to extricate the promising aspects from this con-
tradictory realm of lived space required reassembling and transforming fragments
of urban life, not reifying existing separations of modernity as forms of absolute
simultaneity or separate spatialities.56 Such transformative assembly is possible only
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with an open-ended (but not postmodern) search for totality as revolutionary
possibility.

LEFEBVRE AND WESTERN MARXISM

The postmodern and neoclassical political-economic appropriations of Lefebvre—
epitomized by Soja and Harvey—patently fail to do justice to his work spanning
space, difference, and everyday life. While Lefebvre shared concerns with both
traditions, he pursued neither an urban political economy (which includes a
geographic theory of differentiation but treats everyday life as a passive site) nor
an ontology of spatiality (where difference and everyday life are at one with the play
of signifiers in deconstructive linguistic theory). “Sharing concerns does not mean
shared analyses or conclusions,” aptly note Eleanore Kofman and Elizabeth Lebas.57

This holds most clearly for the post-structuralist appropriation of him and its
strictures against subjectivity, alienation, dialectics, and totality.58 The latter remain
central concepts in Lefebvre59 and his insightful explorations into such issues as
language, body, space, time, difference, and everyday life, which are typically
assumed to be postmodern terrain. As demonstrated by David McNally, a radical
approach to language such as Mikhail Bakhtin’s and Benjamin’s cannot abstract it,
as do structuralism and post-structuralism, from the “historical bodies” theorized
by Marx, Darwin, and Freud and their material practices.60 Lefebvre, though not
discussed by McNally, understood this when he refused Foucault’s notion of the
body as the “effect” of discursive practices and declined the invitations of Ferdinand
de Saussure or Derrida into a “world of signs” followed by an “erasure of
referentials.” For him, the abstraction and self-referentiality of the linguistic turn
in social theory represented not so much a critique as an alienated symptom of
profoundly modern-capitalist phenomena: the instrumentalization of knowledge,
the universalization of commodification, and the coronation of exchange-value.61

In addition, while Lefebvre’s dealings with Nietzsche are questionable,62 they are
meant to qualify and extend, not undermine Hegel and Marx.63 Lefebvre has no
use for Nietzsche’s mythical identity of knowledge and the Will to Power, which one
can also detect in the neo-Nietzschean formations of post-theory.64

How then does Lefebvre fare in studies of Western Marxism? In much of the
literature surveying the latter, one finds him either missing altogether or mentioned
only in passing.This should seem surprising, given the crucial import accorded to
space in the prodigious theorization of postmodernism as the cultural logic of late
capitalism by Jameson, the leading representative of this tradition today.Yet the
fleeting references to Lefebvre in his work are more allusive than substantive.65

Lefebvre plays no role at all in Jameson’s most original contributions to marxist
theory.66 Neither does he appear in Terry Eagleton’s popular and pioneering studies.67

Martin Jay devotes a chapter to him in Marxism and Totality, the quality of which stands
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in negative contrast to the breadth and depth of his treatment of George Lukács,
Jean-Paul Sartre, and the Frankfurt School thinkers in the same book.68 Lefebvre also
features only superficially in the studies and anthologies of Roger Gottlieb, Russell
Jacoby,Tony Judt, Leszek Kolakowski, George Lichtheim, Bertell Ollman, and other
surveyors of marxism.69

With some justification, one may submit that Lefebvre’s enigmatic absence from
literatures on Western Marxism in particular (and continental philosophy more
generally)70 can be explained by his occasional intellectual imprecision and political
opportunism, evidenced in disappointing relations to the ideological vagaries of the
PCF.71 But not everyone has taken these limitations as an excuse to bypass Lefebvre.
An especially noteworthy early contribution is late Frankfurt School scholar Alfred
Schmidt’s sketch of Lefebvre’s anti-ontological marxism, a prophetic counterpoint
to postmodern reifications of his thought on space.72 Sticking close to the orbit of
French communism, Michael Kelly traces Lefebvre’s often subterranean con-
tributions to debates on materialism and idealism within the Philosophies group and
the PCF.73 Lefebvre also plays a leading part in Bud Burkhard, who provides the most
detailed treatment of his interwar activities, intellectual and political, and stresses
his crucial role in introducing and popularizing marxism in France, especially by
means of the short-lived journal Revue Marxiste(1929–30).74 In this context, Burkhard
discusses, above all, the co-authored (with Norbert Guterman) introductions to
Morceaux choisis de Marx (1934), Morceaux choisis de Hegel (1938), Cahiers sur la dialectique de
Hegel (1938), and Conscience mystifiée(1936), as well as Dialectical Materialism(1939) and
Nietzsche (1939).

The most nuanced theoretical treatment of Lefebvre’s relationship to marxism
in this period can be found in Kevin Anderson’s excellent study on the importance
and historical journey of Lenin’s 1914–15 Hegel Notebooks. In Cahiers sur la dialectique,
Dialectical Materialism,Logique formelle, logique dialectique (1947), and Pour connaître la pensée de
Lénine (1957) Lefebvre appears as the main and controversial defender of Lenin’s
Hegelianism in France.75 Finally, Mark Poster’s account of the convergence of
existentialism and marxism in postwar France considers at some length Lefebvre’s
trajectory from early existentialism in the 1920s through Hegelian Marxism in the
1930s to his prominent role in the Arguments group (1956–62).76 Next to Lefebvre’s
central role in the French new left,77 he pays particular attention to his shifting
relationship to Sartre and his comprehensive critique of structuralism.78 Together,
these interventions testify, first, to Lefebvre’s crucial role in explicating a dialectical
and humanist version of marxism in France critically rooted in Hegel and the early
Marx and, second, his strategic place in the non-structuralist marxist side of the new
left after 1956.

Despite these promising forays, only a few students of Lefebvre have seriously
linked his heterodox European philosophy and Western Marxism to his writing
about space, everyday life, and difference.With regard to the critique everyday life,
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Lefebvre has been appearing more regularly and systematically in an expanding
literature on this concept. Here, he is compared and contrasted to a range of political
and cultural forces (dada, surrealism, communism, situationism) and a wide variety
of individual contributors: Boris Arvatov, Bakhtin, Benjamin, Michel de Certeau,
Debord, Gramsci, Martin Heidegger,Agnes Heller,Tosaka Jun, Lukács, and Dorothy
Smith.79 The most philosophically ambitious exponent in this recent literature is
John Roberts, whose Philosophizing the Everydayoffers a poignant contrast to postmodern
readings of Lefebvre and traces the radical politics of the quotidian in marxism from
the early Soviet debates through Lukács and Benjamin to Lefebvre and the
situationists.80 This brief but powerful study ranks among the few rewarding
inquiries into Lefebvre’s thought in the tradition of Western Marxism. It also offers
a fine complement to Harry Harootunian’s comparative account of modernity,
where Lefebvre appears alongside Japanese marxist Jun,81 and Peter Osborne’s
penetrating The Politics of Time, which includes the most theoretically advanced
comparison to date between the concepts of everyday life developed by Heidegger
and Lefebvre.82

What about the links between Lefebvre’s meta-philosophy, his critique of
everyday life, and his urban and spatial analyses? While Poster’s aforementioned work
appropriately mentions the importance of these links, they are explored and
developed in an exemplary fashion in Kristin Ross’s Fast Cars,Clean Bodies.83 Lefebvre’s
anti-structuralist romantic-revolutionary claim for a new subjectivity is superbly
discussed here in ways that highlight its essential connections to a critique of
everyday life that is itself decisively refracted through an urban lens. In the footsteps
of her earlier intriguing book on revolutionary culture leading up to the
Commune,84 Ross weaves Lefebvre’s critique of everyday life (and Fanon’s anti-
colonial writing) into a feminist excavation of postwar culture in France. In so doing,
she clearly demonstrates that Lefebvre’s meta-philosophical orientation and
dialectical critique of everyday life are fused organically with his urban and spatial
analyses. In this regard, Ross’s insight is powerfully confirmed by Andy Merrifield’s
monograph Henri Lefebvre: A Critical Introduction, where Lefebvre’s overall politico-
theoretical orientation is integral to both his urban and spatial writings and his fully
lived critique of everyday life.85 Ross and Merrifield leave us with a clear sense that
Lefebvre’s dialectical critique of everyday life reached its most explosive potential
when his attention shifted to “the urban.”

A THIRD CONSTELLATION OF LEFEBVRE READINGS

This collection of essays follows the lead of Ross, Merrifield, and a number of other
authors86 who have taken Lefebvre out of the confines of the so-far dominant
specialist, dualist, and historicist readings in the Anglo-American spatial debate.The
contributions to this volume share a number of commonalities. First, they hope to
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provide well-founded treatments of Lefebvre while paying careful attention to the
overall orientation and historical context of his work.They are committed to an
undogmatic reading of Lefebvre and are thus more precise and open than many
previous attempts. Second, they consider Lefebvre as a point of departure.They make
an effort to think with and beyond his texts and theories by incorporating them into
contemporary contexts and making them work for reflections and analyses that reach
beyond Lefebvre himself.Third, they emphasize the role of Lefebvre’s conception of
space, time, and the urban in his overall (meta-)philosophical approach, and vice
versa. Fourth, many of the essays make Lefebvre useful for purposes of a type of
empirical research that does not only cite Lefebvre’s work but incorporates his
theories and concepts into the very heart of the investigation itself.

It is possible to discern from our contributions the rough contours of a “third”
wave of Lefebvre. This does not imply a unified approach, nor does it mean
agreement on all aspects of Lefebvre’s work, of course.There is no consensus among
authors about the precise nature and conceptual importance of his marxism. And
not everyone is on the same page as far as the centrality of the urban is concerned
for Lefebvre’s other preoccupations.With their contributions to the links between
Lefebvre, Kostas Axelos, Gaston Bachelard, Balibar, Fernand Braudel,André Breton,
Debord, Gramsci, Heidegger, Jameson, Lukács, Lucien Kroll, Maurice Merleau-Ponty,
Raymond Williams, and some others, the authors in this volume substantively extend
our knowledge of Lefebvre’s heterodox, open-ended and broadly conceived form
of marxism, however.We also think it is possible to identify with this volume a loose
constellation of Lefebvre scholarship that is rooted in attempts to expand on the
explosive political implications that follow from the links between Lefebvre’s
peculiar meta-philosophical orientation and his observations on space, time, and
the urban.

With respect to space, Christian Schmid and Łukasz Stanek explicate the
philosophical sources informing Lefebvre’s theory of the production of space. Stanek
demonstrates that Lefebvre’s notion of space as concrete abstraction can be traced
to Hegel’s concept of the concrete universal and Marx’s elaboration of it in Grundrisse
and Capital. Schmid points out that Lefebvre’s three-dimensional dialectical theory
of the production of space is best understood with reference to, first, the trinity of
Hegel, Marx, and Nietzsche; second, his three-pronged treatment of linguistic
theory; and, finally, a materialist adaptation of French phenomenologists Merleau-
Ponty and Bachelard. As his careful theoretical reconstruction indicates,87 and as
Walter Prigge also forcefully argues, Lefebvre’s writing about space is not simply a
concretization of broader theoretical (philosophical or sociological) concerns. It is
definitive and productive of his overall theoretical orientation. For Prigge, this shows
that urban research has epistemological implications not only for sub-disciplinary
investigations but for our understanding of modernity as a whole.Therein lies the
materiality of the urban.88
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Left unresolved in these opening contributions is the role of Heidegger in
Lefebvre. Both Stuart Elden and Geoff Waite affirm Heidegger’s presence in words
Lefebvre uses:mondialisation/mondialité, dwelling/inhabiting, and several others.They
radically disagree on how to make proper sense of this presence, though. Elden
extends his own elaborate study89 with a careful review of Lefebvre’s relationship
to Kostas Axelos, the exiled resistance fighter and former Communist Party member
from Greece who translated Heidegger and Lukács, and worked closely with
Lefebvre as the editor of Arguments from 1957 to 1962. He argues that Axelos was
an influential source behind Lefebvre’s use of the word mondialisation, which as a
philosophical category must be distinguished from analytical or instrumental ways
of grasping processes of globalization.The Heideggerian currents that come together
in the Axelos and Lefebvre pairing are subjected to exacting scrutiny by Waite, a
pioneering critic of Nietzsche and Heidegger.90 He insists that “left-Heideggerian”
attempts to marry Marx with Heidegger are doomed to fail: they are “philologically
incompetent” and “philosophically incoherent.” Waite takes to task not only
contemporary authors as distinct as Elden and Harvey but Lefebvre himself for failing
to recognize this. Lefebvre may have avoided Heidegger’s darkly disturbing “jargon
of authenticity,”91 but he read Heidegger too carelessly to understand the dangers
that inhere in Heidegger’s esoteric style.

Lefebvre’s spatial writing emerged, of course, from a response to processes of
“modernizing the city” and “urbanizing space” (Prigge), which culminated in the
fully fledged crystallization of abstract space in the middle of the twentieth century
(Stanek). As Ronneberger reminds us in his discussion of Lefebvre’s presence in
Germany, Lefebvre gave considerable weight to the materiality of the urban with his
distinction between three levels of the social totality: G (“global,” meaning general),
M (mixed, urban), and P (private, everyday).This analytical device integrates instead
of separates urban questions from other levels of totality: the macro-order of society
and the micro-realities of everyday life, as is highlighted also by Kanishka
Goonewardena and Stefan Kipfer. In his sharp treatment of the subject,
Goonewardena takes us back all the way to Marx and Engels’s German Ideology and
suggests that Lefebvre’s own vital contribution to the problematic of everyday life
compares best with Benjamin, Gramsci, Debord, and the mature Lukács but differs
clearly from Heidegger,Adorno, Horkheimer, and de Certeau. Nothing less than the
benchmark of success for marxist theory, everyday life captures the contradictions
of reality and possibility within the very interstices of advanced capitalism.
Goonewardena’s chapter resonates well with Sara Nadal-Melsió’s insightful
comparison between Lefebvre and the surrealists (Breton) and Merrifield’s witty
portrait of the multifaceted relationship between Debord and Lefebvre.While Nadal-
Melsió underscores the importance of art as everyday poetic practice for Lefebvre’s
view of philosophy, the aesthetic, and the city, Merrifield holds that Debord
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(Mephistopheles) and Lefebvre (Faust) are both necessary poles in a dialectical and
militant urban marxism.

If, for Lefebvre, considerations of space are closely tied to (rather than
ontologically distinct from) those of time, this is particularly clear at the level of
everyday life, which can also be understood as a confluence of multiple rhythms.
Meyer describes the emphasis Lefebvre placed on the interplay of linear and cyclical
rhythms in Mediterrenean cities as well as in metropolitan Paris and Los Angeles.
Borrowing from Brazilian philosopher Pinheiro dos Santos and Bachelard, Lefebvre’s
Rhythmanalysis rearticulates his own critique of everyday life and includes important
implications for our understanding of urban nature. Meyer also detects resonances
with Braudel’s conception of history as an interplay of multiple rhythms as well as
the artistic echoes of writers, painters, and musicians like Calvino, de Maupassant,
Hodler, and Jaques-Dalcroze. As Nadal-Melsió and Merrifield note, the polyrhyth-
micity of everyday life can be explosive. In their contributions, we learn that
Lefebvre’s notions of “moment” (in close dialogue with Debord’s more spatial
“situation”) and “event” highlight temporalities which conflict with linear-
repetitive time either within the residualized habits of daily life or in intense periods
of political struggle. In Nadal-Melsió’s terms, it is through such events as “1968”
that the city becomes a moment-ary work of art which promises to sublate
philosophy and disalienate the aesthetic from the purview of specialized activity.

Subversive moments and revolutionary events are also key to liberate fragments
of modern life from their separate existence within the confines of abstract space.
There is thus a particularly differential aspect to his critique of lived space and daily
temporalities.Within this context, Lefebvre’s distinction between minimal/induced
and maximal/produced difference is particularly important, as Kipfer, Richard
Milgrom, and Andrew Shmuely point out. It is key to understanding his open-ended
concept of totality as well as the fate of hegemonic projects of producing space.
Kipfer discusses this with respect to Lefebvre’s critique and urbanized appropriation
of Gramsci. In a similar vein, Shmuely offers an intriguing comparison between
Lefebvre and Williams’s Gramsci-inspired differentiation between dominant,
residual, and emergent social formations. Complementing Stanek, Milgrom brings
Lefebvre’s differential insight to bear on urban design practice, notably the
situationist architecture of Lucien Kroll. In clearly demonstrating the implication of
Lefebvre’s differential method for projects to produce differential space, he joins
others who have elaborated on Lefebvre’s interest in situationists like Constant
Nieuwenhuys and helped us understand his dialectical critique of modernist
urbanism.92

These insights lead us to questions of political analysis in the more specific sense
of the term. Lefebvre’s differential critique of everyday life is of immediate
consequence for his approach to the state and his critique of statism, the
epistemological implications of which took him beyond Gramsci, according to
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Kipfer, but remain to be explored with respect to his relationship to Poulantzas, as
Neil Brenner indicates. Building on his path-breaking research on state, scale and
globalization,93 Brenner’s chapter shows how Lefebvre’s analysis of the “state mode
of production” ushers in a critique of both social democratic and neoliberal versions
of state productivism in the France of the late 1970s.These are counterposed to
autogestion (territorial and industrial self-management), which, in contrast to those
who turned it into a business management model, Lefebvre saw not as a static
institutional form but an ongoing dialectically utopian practice of transforming
everyday life in all its aspects. One may add that such far-reaching democratic
transformations are central to realizing difference in post-capitalist urban society.
They will have to take into account the socio-spatial unevenness of everyday life in
ways that go beyond Lefebvre.94 In this spirit, Liette Gilbert and Mustafa Dikeç draw
on Étienne Balibar to extend Lefebvre’s late work on citizenship (with the Groupe
de Navarrenx) into analyses of migrant struggles against exclusion, segregation, and
criminalization in the United States and France.They trace the relevance of Lefebvre
to citizenship studies to his earlier comments about the role of immigrant workers
in claims to the right to the city as the right to difference in the 1960s and 1970s.
We will resume this theme in our conclusion.
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PART I

DIALECTICS OF SPACE AND TIME





2
HENRI LEFEBVRE’S THEORY OF 

THE PRODUCTION OF SPACE
Towards a three-dimensional dialectic

Christian Schmid 
(translated by Bandulasena Goonewardena)

THE PRODUCTION OF SPACE

Lefebvre’s theory of the production of space has undergone a remarkable renaissance
during recent years. This is all the more surprising as it had hardly elicited any
response when published in the early 1970s.Although Lefebvre’s texts on Marxism,
on everyday life, and on the city were widely read at the time, his reflections on space
aroused little interest.The problematic of space did not as yet figure on the theoretical
agenda. But today, Lefebvre’s book The Production of Space is routinely quoted. The
“spatial turn” has taken hold of the social sciences and questions of space are
accorded a great deal of attention, extending beyond geography. In essence, this is
linked with the combined processes of urbanization and globalization: at every scale
new geographies have developed.These new space–time configurations determining
our world call for new concepts of space corresponding to contemporary social
conditions.

Lefebvre’s theory of the production of space seems highly attractive in this context.
Its significance lies especially in the fact that it systematically integrates the categories
of city and space in a single, comprehensive social theory, enabling the understanding













and analysis of spatial processes at different levels.Yet, the extensive reception accorded
to Lefebvre’s theory has by no means made full use of these categories.Above all, its
postmodern reformulation and monopolization has contributed to a great deal of
confusion.This necessitates a reconstruction of the theory of the production of space
that in particular would also include context. What follows intends to clarify the
formative elements of its basic structure and to lay bare the fundamentals of Lefebvre’s
epistemology, based on a comprehensive analysis and reconstruction of his theory
of the production of space.1

The analysis shows that, above all, three hitherto neglected aspects are crucial to
an understanding of Lefebvre’s theory. First, a specific concept of dialectics that can
be considered as his original contribution. In the course of his extensive oeuvre
Lefebvre developed a version of dialectics that was in every respect original and
independent. It is not binary but triadic, based on the trio of Hegel, Marx, and
Nietzsche.This has not been properly grasped as yet and has led to considerable
misunderstanding.The second determining factor is language theory.The fact that
Lefebvre developed a theory of language of his own2 while leaning on Nietzsche
was hardly ever considered in the reception and interpretation of his works, the
linguistic turn notwithstanding. It was here that he also for the first time realized
and applied his triadic dialectic concretely. The third crucial element is French
phenomenology.While Heidegger’s influence on Lefebvre’s work has already been
discussed in detail (see Elden and Waite in this volume), the contribution of the
French phenomenologists Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Gaston Bachelard has, for
the most part, not received due consideration.These three neglected aspects could
contribute decisively to a better understanding of Lefebvre’s work and to a fuller
appreciation of his important and path-breaking theory of the production of space.

A RELATIONAL CONCEPTION OF SPACE AND TIME

The concept of producing space was still unusual at the time when Lefebvre
developed his theory.Today this proposition almost seems an empty formula. It has
been quoted so often that its meaning has been eroded beyond recognition.Yet this
formulation and its implications should be taken seriously since they signal a
paradigmatic change in the sociological conception of space and time.

(Social) space is a (social) product; in order to understand this fundamental thesis
it is necessary, first of all, to break with the widespread understanding of space
imagined as an independent material reality existing “in itself.”Against such a view,
Lefebvre, using the concept of the production of space, posits a theory that understands
space as fundamentally bound up with social reality. It follows that space “in itself”
can never serve as an epistemological starting position. Space does not exist “in
itself”; it is produced.
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But how is one to grasp this social space? As in most contemporary theories of
space,3 Lefebvre proceeds from a relational concept of space and time.Space stands
for simultaneity, the synchronic order of social reality; time, on the other hand,
denotes the diachronic order and thus the historic process of social production.
Society here signifies neither a spatial-temporal totality of “bodies” or “matter” nor
a sum total of actions and practices. Central to Lefebvre’s materialist theory are
human beings in their corporeality and sensuousness, with their sensitivity and
imagination, their thinking and their ideologies; human beings who enter into
relationships with each other through their activity and practice.

Lefebvre constructs his theory of the production of social space and social time
on these assumptions.According to this understanding, space and time are not purely
material factors. Neither can they be reduced to the status of pure, a priori concepts.
They are understood as being integral aspects of social practice. Lefebvre sees them
as social products; consequently, they are both result and precondition of the
production of society.

Accordingly, space and time do not exist universally.As they are socially produced,
they can only be understood in the context of a specific society. In this sense, space
and time are not only relational but fundamentally historical.This calls for an analysis
that would include the social constellations, power relations, and conflicts relevant
in each situation.

How is (social) space produced? Key to Lefebvre’s theory is the view that the
production of space can be divided into three dialectically interconnected dimen-
sions or processes. Lefebvre also calls them formants or moments of the production
of space.They are doubly determined and correspondingly doubly designated. On
the one hand, they refer to the triad of “spatial practice,”“representations of space,”
and “spaces of representation.” On the other, they refer to “perceived,”“conceived,”
and “lived” space.This parallel series points to a twofold approach to space: one
phenomenological and the other linguistic or semiotic.

In Lefebvre’s work, however, these three dimensions exist in a state of uncertainty.
Faithful to his epistemological premises, Lefebvre introduces them first as
approximations. He explores their range of validity and modifies them in the course
of his theoretical excursions.There followed then in the reception of the theory a
near-total confusion of opinion about these three dimensions.The discussion ranged
over all aspects of the three dimensions: their status, their inner construction, and
their interconnections. Mere references to passages in the texts to define these
dimensions, however, are insufficient.The meaning of the three dimensions becomes
clear only in the overall context of the theory, and can be reconstructed only out of
Lefebvre’s entire work. In order to understand them, one has to begin with the
dialectic.
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DIALECTICAL THINKING

What does dialectical thinking mean? First of all, it means the recognition that social
reality is marked by contradictions and can be understood only through the
comprehension of these contradictions.

At the core of the dialectic lies a concept whose deeper meaning emerges only in
German: das Aufheben des Widerspruchs(sublation of the contradiction).Aufheben signifies,
on the one hand, negation and overcoming; on the other hand, preservation and
placing on a higher level.This ambiguity is completely lost in most translations: for
example, in the French (dépasser) or English (“transcend” or “sublate”).

On the concept of Aufheben, Lefebvre writes: “It is obvious that this concept does
not have that simplicity, that clarity and refinement which Cartesian thinking leads
one to look for in concepts.What do we find at the origin of this essential concept?
A word play, an untranslatable pun, nothing formal and perhaps also nothing that
could be formalized in a perfectly coherent discourse.”4

Hegel used the concept Aufheben precisely on account of its dazzling polysemy:

“To sublate” has a twofold meaning in the language: on the one hand it means
to preserve, to maintain, and equally it also means to cause to cease, to put an
end to. Even “to preserve” includes a negative element, namely, that some-
thing is removed from its immediacy and so from an existence which is open
to external influences, in order to preserve it. Thus what is sublated is at the
same time preserved; it has only lost its immediacy but is not on that account
annihilated. The two definitions of “to sublate” which we have given can be
quoted as two dictionary meanings of this word. But it is certainly remarkable
to find that a language has come to use one and the same word for two
opposite meanings. It is a delight to speculative thought to find in the
language words which have in themselves a speculative meaning; the German
language has a number of such . . . Something is sublated only in so far as it
has entered into unity with its opposite; in this more particular signification as
something reflected, it may fittingly be called a moment.5

As opposed to bivalent or formal logic, in dialectics no construction of
unequivocal relationships and rules of logical association of the truth and falsehood
of propositions is possible. Where formal logic says: “No proposition can
simultaneously both be true and false,” the dialectician Lefebvre maintains: “If we
consider the content, if there is a content, an isolated proposition is neither true nor
false; every isolated proposition must be transcended; every proposition with a real
content is both true and false, true if it is transcended, false if it is asserted as
absolute.”6This quotation is the key to Lefebvre’s famous rhetorical figure of speech
in which he answers a self-addressed question with “yes”and “no.”
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In Lefebvre’s opinion a contradiction when sublated does not reach its true final
state or destination but its transformation—it is overcome, but at the same time also
preserved and further developed in keeping with this twofold determination.7Thus,
sublation in this radical sense does not mean at all finding a higher, so to speak,
ultimate truth.The contradiction tends towards its resolution, yet since the resolution
does not simply negate the old contradiction, it also simultaneously preserves it and
brings it to a higher level.Therefore, the resolution bears in it the germ of the new
contradiction.This understanding of the dialectic is characterized by a deep historical
and dynamic interpretation of development and history. Lefebvre remarks:
“Movement is thus a transcending.”8 This could just as well be read in reverse:
transcending (sublation) means (historical) movement.

But Lefebvre does not stop there. Read materialistically, the concept of sublation
denotes an act(ion), a creative activity, not so much a real but much more a realization:
a becoming. Between the two determinations, the negation and the conservation,
lies, according to Lefebvre, the indefinite, the opening: the possibility of realizing,
through an action, the project. Logical and analytical reason, coherent, strictly formal
discourse, cannot capture the becoming, the movement of the sublation in the
creative act.“We would like to say that the ‘concept’ of sublation points to that which,
in living (productive, creative) activity, cannot be grasped through the concept itself.
Why not? Because this creative force just cannot be fully defined, cannot be
exhaustively determined.” In the sublation there is always a risk, a possible failure,
and at the same time a possibility—a promise.9

These passages demonstrate clearly that Lefebvre’s dialectic has extremely
different sources.These lines voice the thinking not only of Hegel and Marx but—
above all—of Nietzsche.

THE GERMAN DIALECTIC: HEGEL, MARX, AND NIETZSCHE 

In the course of his lengthy creative endeavor Lefebvre worked out a highly original
version of the dialectic based on his sustained critical engagement with Hegel, Marx,
and Nietzsche, three German thinkers who have been by far the most influential in
shaping his theory.

Here it is not possible to present even a partly “valid” exposition of Lefebvre’s
dialectic, all the more so since he has modified his position time and again, enriching
it with new facets. His acquaintance with the dialectic dates back to his days as a
young philosophy student.The essential elements of Lefebvre’s early dialectics are
already spelt out in La conscience mystifiée. Dialectical Marxismpresents a broader discussion
of Hegel’s dialectic and its critique by Marx. Finally, a detailed and extremely
sophisticated formulation is found in Logique formelle, logique dialectique, planned as the
first volume and introduction of a highly ambitious eight-volume series on
dialectical materialism.The next important stage is Métaphilosophie.There Lefebvre
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works out a radical critique of philosophy oriented to Nietzsche, articulating at the
same time a new triadic dialectic.The most important realization and application
of this new dialectic finds its expression in The Production of Space. However, it is fully
worked out only in later studies, particularly in Le petour de la dialectique.10

Following the Hegelian dialectic, Lefebvre’s dialectic begins at the level of the
concept: the identity of a term can be grasped only in relation to other terms and
thus to its own negation. Positing an object, therefore, means also always positing
its opposite: that is, the term acquires its identity only from its dialectical relationship
to its opposite. A third term emerges thereby that both negates and embodies the
other two.The positing of a term thus initiates a self-movement of the term that
can be summarized in the well-known figure: affirmation, negation, negation-of-
the-negation. The first posited term, the affirmation, also contains in itself its
negation that negates and at the same time completes it. Based on their inner
connection, the two terms exert a reciprocal influence on each other and produce
a third term in which the first term reappears more closely defined and enriched,
and also the second whose definition joins the first.The third term turns against
the first by negating the second and thus redeems the content of the first term by
overcoming what was incomplete and limited in it—destined to be negated.11

Lefebvre criticizes this Hegelian dialectic on two grounds. First, he rejects its
idealistic conception. For Hegel, dialectical movement takes place in the concept and
thus only in thought. Lefebvre’s critique points out that this dialectic cannot be
applied to reality. Yet the contradictory nature of life is not imagined but real.
Consequently, it is most important to grasp real life in all its contradictions. Hence
Lefebvre follows Marx who had “stood” Hegel’s dialectic “on its feet” and gave
precedence not to the idea but to the material process of social production.

Lefebvre’s second critique relates to the dialectical “system” constructed by Hegel:
in systematizing philosophy Hegel arrests the flow of time, declares the process of
“becoming” closed, thus shattering his own most valuable approach.This line of
thought hinders the liberation of man because it tends to dominate practice and
thereby allies itself with power, even becoming power itself.This critique of practical
power and the force of abstraction—of thinking, of writing, and of language—is a
leitmotiv that runs through the whole of Lefebvre’s work. It also forms the basis of his
biting, often furious attacks on contemporary philosophy and science, and, in his
later works, on planning and architecture.

Against the deadly power of the sign Lefebvre, following Nietzsche, posits the
metamorphosis of the sign:poesy. In Lefebvre’s view, the work of art alone is the unity
of the finite and the infinite, endlessly determined and living.12 In the course of a
struggle that overcomes the contradiction between work and play the poet rescues
the word from death—a struggle that is just as dreadful as the shaky terrain on 
which it is fought out. Here Lefebvre’s concern is not highbrow art but everyday 
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art, the poetry of daily life, the art of life:“In this way, Marxist rationality joins with
Nietzschean thought in the justification of becoming.”13

Through his adoption of the “German dialectic” Lefebvre attains a renewed,
three-dimensional dialectic that has no parallel in philosophy and the history of
knowledge. Lefebvre himself describes his dialectic as a radical critique of Hegel
based on Marx’s social practice and Nietzsche’s art.14 At a general level, the
fundamental dialectical figure in Lefebvre’s work can be understood as the
contradiction between social thought and social action, supplemented by the third
factor of the creative, poetic act.

A THREE-DIMENSIONAL DIALECTIC

Thus Lefebvre develops a three-dimensional figure of social reality. Material social
practice taken as the starting point of life and of analysis constitutes the first moment.
It stands in contradiction to the second moment: knowledge, language, and the
written word, understood by Lefebvre as abstraction and as concrete power, and as
compulsion or constraint.The third moment involves poesy and desire as forms of
transcendence that help becoming prevail over death. Lefebvre, however, does not
stop at this sublation in transcendence and poesy. He does not drift into metaphysics
but returns again to practice and activity. In this way a three-dimensional dialectical
figure emerges, wherein the three moments are dialectically interconnected: material
social practice (Marx); language and thought (Hegel); and the creative, poetic act
(Nietzsche).

It is of decisive importance that with this three-dimensional figure the nature
of the dialectic has fundamentally altered. Whereas the Hegelian (and also the
Marxian) dialectic rests on two terms in contradiction with each other that are
sublated through a third term, Lefebvre’s triadic dialectic posits three terms. Each
of these can be understood as a thesis and each one refers to the other two and would
remain a mere abstraction without the others.This triadic figure does not end in a
synthesis as in the Hegelian system. It links three moments that are left distinct from
each other, without reconciling them in a synthesis—three moments that exist in
interaction, in conflict or in alliance with each other.15 Thus the three terms or
moments assume equal importance, and each takes up a similar position in relation
to the others. In this way a new, three-dimensional or triadic version of the dialectic
emerges.

It was only in his late works that Lefebvre explicitly defined this three-dimensional
dialectic.16 According to him, its development was to some extent subterranean for
a long time and emerged fully only later.17 He considers this basic three-dimensional
figure a further development of the dialectic that he compares with its famous
predecessors, the Hegelian dialectic and the Marxian dialectic.According to Lefebvre,
the Hegelian triad of “thesis–antithesis–synthesis,”purported to construe the process
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of becoming, is an illusion since it constructed only a representation. In contrast to
this, the Marxian triad of “affirmation–negation–negation-of-the-negation”claimed
to produce the process of becoming but has not redeemed this ambitious claim. It
would seem that in historical time there have not been so many deep chasms,
surprises, and unbridgeable gaps as there have been bifurcations, about-turns, and
detours that this dialectic could not comprehend. In contrast Lefebvre advances his
own version of the dialectic, the “triadic”or the “ternary,” that is three-valued analysis.
It posits three moments of equal value that relate to each other in varying relationships
and complex movements wherein now one, now the other prevails against the
negation of one or the other. Lefebvre’s claim is no longer the construal of becoming,
not even the production of becoming, but the analysis of becoming. His analytical
method enables the discovery or recognition of a meaning; a horizon of becoming—
of possibilities, uncertainties, chances.And it permits the formulation of a strategy—
without the certainty of achieving the aim.18

The idea that this could be a “spatial dialectic”19 is nevertheless misleading. It is
rather a general principle applied by Lefebvre to very different fields.Thus the triad
form–structure–function, for example, appears repeatedly in various passages of his work.
In his theory of language, he follows this triadic principle and differentiates carefully
between a paradigmatic, a syntactic, and a symbolic dimension of language (see
below). In Rhythmanalysis the triad reads: melody–harmony–rhythm.20 In La présence
et l’absence he questions: “Is there ever a relationship between two terms, except in
representation? They are always three.There is always the other.”21 And then he adds
a list of triads that relate to the most varied aspects of reality. Finally mention should
be made of Lefebvre’s fundamental triadic unity of the space–time conception:
space–time–energy.22

THEORY OF LANGUAGE

The first detailed application of this three-dimensional principle occurs in Le langage
et la société, published in 1966. Here Lefebvre develops his own Nietzsche-oriented
theory of language, which in many respects breaks with the basic premises of
contemporary semiotics.With its three-dimensional construction, this forms a kind
of preliminary stage in the theory of the production of space, even if Lefebvre does
not explicitly refer to it.

The point of departure of Lefebvre’s theory of language is Nietzsche’s poetics,
especially his text “On Truth and Lie in an Extra-Moral Sense,” published in 1873.23

Lefebvre holds that Nietzsche alone posed the problem of language correctly in
proceeding from the actually spoken word and not from a model, and by linking,
from the very beginning, meaning with values and knowledge with power. Lefebvre
refers especially to the classical concept of metonymy and metaphor that took on a
radical meaning in Nietzsche’s work. Words here go beyond the immediate, the
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sensuous, the chaos of impressions and feelings.They replace this chaos with an
image or a spoken representation, a word, and thereby a metamorphosis.The words
of a language thus give us possession only of metaphors of things, and concepts
grow out of an identification of the non-identical, and therewith, of a metonymy.24

Nietzsche wrote:“We think we know something of the things themselves, when we
speak of trees, colors, snow and flowers, and yet possess nothing but metaphors of
things, which do not by any means corresond to their original essence.”25 For
Nietzsche, “every word immediately becomes a concept, not in having to serve as
a reminder of the unique and fully individualized original experience to which it
owes its birth, but in having simultaneously to fit innumerable more or less similar
cases, that is, strictly speaking never equal, thus altogether unequal ones. Every
concept comes into being by equalizing the unequal.”26 What, then, is language?
Lefebvre answers with Nietzsche’s definition of truth:“What, then, is truth? A mobile
army of metaphors, metonyms, anthropomorphisms, in short, a sum of human
relations that have been poetically and rhetorically heightened, transposed, and
embellished, and which seem to a people, after a long usage, fixed, canonical and
binding.”27 Lefebvre, then, views metaphor and metonymy in the original sense as
acts that become rhetorical figures only through use. Accordingly, he understands
society as a space and an architecture of concepts, forms, and rules whose 
abstract truth prevails over the reality of the senses, of the body, of wishes, and of
desires.28

Starting from such considerations Lefebvre develops a theory of the three-
dimensionality of language in his Le langage et la société. The first, the syntactic or 
syntagmatic dimension, is here, so to speak, the classic dimension of linguistics and
grammar. It deals with the formal rules of combination that determine the
relationship between the signs, their possible combinations, sentence structure, and
syntax.29

Lefebvre differentiates in addition a paradigmatic dimension.This concept refers
to Roman Jakobson, who developed a two-dimensional theory of language,
distinguishing between two kinds of classification of a linguistic sign.30The first is
the combination or the context; every sign consists of a combination of signs or
appears in combination with other signs. Every linguistic unit therefore serves as a
context for simpler units or occurs in the context of more complex units.This first
classification of the sign that corresponds to a metonymic process can be assigned
to the syntagmatic dimension. Jakobson then differentiated a second linguistic
operation: selection or substitution. This operation implies the possibility of
substituting one term for another that is equivalent to the first from one point of
view and different from it when viewed from another angle. This second
classification of the sign corresponds to a metaphorical process and relates to a code,
a system of meanings: paradigms. Lefebvre terms this dimension, accordingly, the
paradigmatic dimension.
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Finally, Lefebvre adds a third dimension to these two: the symbolic dimension. As he
himself admits, the concept of the symbol is confusing here, since various meanings
can be attributed to it. On the one hand, it denotes the formalized sign of
mathematics; on the other, it is also charged with images, emotions, affectivity, and
connotations. Lefebvre is aiming at precisely this second meaning of the symbol: that
is, its substantiality, its ambiguities, and its complexity that are integral to the lived
and living language. Even philosophy has not succeeded, in his view, in dispensing
with images and symbols and, therefore,with poesy, although it has committed itself
to discursive rigor. Thus, even within philosophy there are ambiguities and
misunderstandings, “a happy ambiguity, the chance of a misunderstanding.That
discourse proceeds from the master to the pupil happens not in spite of but on the basis
of these ambiguities and misunderstandings: on the basis of spoken words which
underpin discourse, and of images or symbols which lend force to the concepts.”31

Hence, Lefebvre does not by any means intend lapsing into irrationality and
mysticism. On the contrary, he wants to investigate the instinctive, the emotional,
and the “irrational” as social facts. It is only in this sense that he intends taking up
the symbol again: in its significance for human beings in a given society.The symbol
thus enters into social structures and ideologies and serves as a pillar for allegory
and fetish. It constitutes the basis of the social imaginary that is different from the
individual imaginary. Consequently, there is also a clear distinction between the
philosophical function of the imaginary and the social function of the symbol.That
symbols are inexhaustible is for Lefebvre of decisive significance here.Accordingly,
their formalization is not possible.32

LANGUAGE AND SPACE

The application of this schema to space would now seem literally obvious. Thus,
Lefebvre postulates repeatedly that activity in space establishes a system that
corresponds to the system of words up to a certain point.33 From this perspective
the three-dimensional analysis of spatial production appears as follows:

• Spatial practice: this concept designates the material dimension of social activity and
interaction.The classification spatial means focusing on the aspect of simultaneity
of activities. Spatial practice, in analogy to the syntagmatic dimension of
language, denotes the system resulting from articulation and connection of
elements or activities. In concrete terms, one could think of networks of inter-
action and communication as they arise in everyday life (e.g., daily connection
of residence and workplace) or in the production process (production and
exchange relations).

• The representation of space: representations of space give an image and thus also define
a space. Analogous to the paradigmatic dimension of language, one spatial
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representation can be substituted by another that shows similarities in some
respects but differences in others. Representations of space emerge at the level of
discourse, of speech as such, and therefore comprise verbalized forms such as
descriptions, definitions, and especially (scientific) theories of space. Further-
more, Lefebvre counts maps and plans, information in pictures, and signs among
representations of space.The specialized disciplines dealing with the production
of these representations are architecture and planning, but also the social sciences
(and here of special importance is geography).

• Spaces of representation: the third dimension of the production of space is defined
by Lefebvre as the (terminological) inversion of “representations of space.”34This
concerns the symbolic dimension of space. According to this, spaces of repre-
sentation do not refer to the spaces themselves but to something else: a divine
power, the logos, the state, masculine or feminine principle, and so on. This
dimension of the production of space refers to the process of signification that
links itself to a (material) symbol.The symbols of space could be taken from
nature, such as trees or prominent topographical formations; or they could be
artifacts, buildings, and monuments; they could also develop out of a com-
bination of both, for example as “landscapes.”

According to this schema, (social) space can be analyzed in relation to these three
dimensions. In the first, social space appears in the dimension of spatial practice as
an interlinking chain or network of activities or interactions which on their part rest
upon a determinate material basis (morphology, built environment). In the second,
this spatial practice can be linguistically defined and demarcated as space and then
constitutes a representation of space.This representation serves as an organizing
schema or a frame of reference for communication, which permits a (spatial)
orientation and thus co-determines activity at the same time. In the third, the
material “order” that emerges on the ground can itself become the vehicle conveying
meaning. In this way a (spatial) symbolism develops that expresses and evokes social
norms, values, and experiences.

PHENOMENOLOGY

If Lefebvre’s theory of language is seen as one source of the theory of the production
of space, the other source can be located in phenomenology.The phenomenological
reference points also become clear in the basic terms: the perceived, the conceived,
and the lived.

Perception is a central concept of phenomenology. How does a subject perceive an
image, a landscape, a monument? Evidently perception depends upon the subject:
a peasant does not see “his” landscape in the same way as a city-dweller enjoying a
walk there.35 Nevertheless, Lefebvre’s attitude towards the phenomenological version
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of perception is quite skeptical.Therefore, he combines it with the concept of spatial
practice in order to show that perception not only takes place in the mind but is
based on a concrete, produced materiality.36

The concept of the lived (le vécu) too reveals a phenomenological point of reference.
Lefebvre thinks that the lived cannot be understood historically without the
conceived. According to his understanding, the separation of the conceived from
the lived occurred first in Western philosophy.This is how the basic contradiction
between living and thinking arose, between “vécu” and “conçu.” Rob Shields asserts,
without any reference, that Lefebvre adopted the “central dualism” between lived and
conceived from Nietzsche and Spinoza.37 However, Lefebvre himself relates the concept
of the lived to phenomenology and existentialism, especially to Jean-Paul Sartre. In
Métaphilosophie he regards the lived as the philosophical term for everydayness (la
quotidienneté).38

Even the interlinking of the lived with space, and so the concept of lived space,
was not created by Lefebvre. The problem of lived space was taken up at the
beginning of the 1930s, not least on account of observations of anomalies of spatial
experience in psychiatry, under hypnosis and the consumption of psychedelic
substances.39

Descriptive phenomenology was of greater importance for Lefebvre, however. In
Phenomenology of Perception, published 1945,40 Maurice Merleau-Ponty had developed
a theory grounded on the basic concepts:“space,”“time,” and “lived world” (monde
vécu). Already explicit here is the difference between a lived world and a perceived
world; as well as the thought that, on the one hand, science refers to an experience
of the world (and so the lived world) without which the symbols of science would
have no meaning and that, on the other hand, science is a determination and an
explication of the perceived world. Correspondingly, Merleau-Ponty distinguishes
a physical space constructed by perception, a geometrical space conceptually
comprehended, and, finally, a lived space (espace vécu): the mythical space, the space
of dreams, of schizophrenia, and of art.This space is based on the relationship of the
subject to his or her world and is embodied in the corporeality of this subject.41

Nevertheless, Lefebvre’s theory is grounded much more in Heidegger and
Bachelard, whose thoughts especially on living and dwelling he emphasizes. Of
particular significance in this context is Gaston Bachelard’s The Poetics of Space, the
classic phenomenological analysis of lived space, published in 1957. In this work
Bachelard pursues the demanding project of drafting a phenomenology of the
imagination based on poetic images of “felicitous space” in literature.42 Over long
stretches in this work there are reflections that already mark out Lefebvre’s three-
dimensional concept of space.These images of felicitous space seek to define the
human value of “possessed space” (espaces de possession). Bachelard means here spaces
defended against hostile forces, beloved spaces, or extolled spaces. “Attached to its
protective value, which can be a positive one, are also imagined values, which soon
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become dominant. Space that has been seized upon by the imagination cannot
remain indifferent space subject to the measures and estimates of the surveyor. It has
been lived in, not in its positivity, but with all the partiality of the imagination.”43

Thus, there appears here the first distinction between a “real” (or material) aspect
of space and a lived aspect whereby it is clear that both aspects could refer to one
and the same “space.” Felicitous space is not merely imagined or lived but has an
original, real protective value.Thus, it also corresponds to spatial practice.

The third aspect of space, conceived space, also appears in Bachelard’s work, and
indeed is explicitly demarcated from imagined space. In the context of the aesthetic
of the hidden, that deals with chests, wardrobes, and drawers, Bachelard writes:“an
empty drawer is unimaginable. It can only be thought of.And for us, who must describe
what we imagine before what we know, what we dream before what we verify, all
wardrobes are full.”44 Lefebvre’s following passage, intended as critique, reads like
a continuation: “Empty space in the sense of a mental and social void which
facilitates the socialization of a not-yet-social realm is actually merely a representation
of space.”45

Thus, a second central reference point of the theory of the production of space
is revealed in this way: (French) phenomenology. Nevertheless Lefebvre regards this
approach quite critically; in his opinion, it is an approach that is as yet very strongly
influenced by Descartes’s separation of subject and object.Accordingly, he criticizes
Husserl, the founder of phenomenology, as much as his pupil Merleau-Ponty, above
all because they still make the subjectivity of the ego the central point of their theory
and so cannot overcome their idealism.46 Lefebvre’s aim is, so to speak, a materialist
version of phenomenology—a project Merleau-Ponty pursued too but could not
complete.

THE DIALECTICAL TRINITY OF MAN

Lefebvre marks the phenomenological access to the three dimensions of the
production of space with the concepts of the perceived (perçu), the conceived (conçu),
and the lived (vécu). This trinity is at once individual and social; it is not only
constitutive for the self-production of man but for the self-production of society.All
three concepts denote active and at once individual and social processes.

• Perceived space: space has a perceivable aspect that can be grasped by the senses.This
perception constitutes an integral component of every social practice. It
comprises everything that presents itself to the senses; not only seeing but
hearing, smelling, touching, tasting.This sensuously perceptible aspect of space
directly relates to the materiality of the “elements” that constitute “space.”

• Conceived space: space cannot be perceived as such without having been conceived
in thought previously. Bringing together the elements to form a “whole” that is
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then considered or denoted as space presumes an act of thought that is linked
to the production of knowledge.

• Lived space: the third dimension of the production of space is the lived experience
of space.This dimension denotes the world as it is experienced by human beings
in the practice of their everyday life. On this point Lefebvre is unequivocal: the
lived, practical experience does not let itself be exhausted through theoretical
analysis. There always remains a surplus, a remainder, an inexpressible and
unanalysable but most valuable residue that can be expressed only through artistic
means.

Viewed from a phenomenological perspective, the production of space is thus
grounded in a three-dimensionality that is identifiable in every social process.
Lefebvre demonstrates this by using the example of exchange. Exchange as the
historical origin of the commodity society is not limited to the (physical) exchange
of objects. It also requires communication, confrontation, comparison, and,
therefore, language and discourse, signs and the exchange of signs, thus a mental
exchange, so that a material exchange takes place at all.The exchange relationship
also contains an affective aspect, an exchange of feeling and passions that, at one and
the same time, both unleashes and chains the encounter.47

SPATIO-TEMPORAL DIMENSIONS OF SOCIAL REALITY

The fundamental principles of Lefebvre’s theory of the production of space are now
clear.What is space? Lefebvre understands it as a production process that takes place
in terms of three dialectically interlinked dimensions. He defines these dimensions
in two ways: on the one hand, he uses the three concepts “spatial practice”,“repre-
sentation of space,” and “spaces of representation” that are grounded in his own
three-dimensional language theory. The special feature of his language theory
consists, on the one hand, in its three-dimensional basic dialectical construction,
and, on the other, in his “symbolic” dimension oriented to Nietzsche. However,
the theory of the production of space goes one decisive step further than the three-
dimensional language theory. It seeks to encompass the entirety of social practice
and not merely a partial aspect of this practice. It is thus directed towards the crucial
point of every theory of space: the materiality of social practice and the central role
of the human body.

Lefebvre now comes to a second set of concepts: “the perceived,” “the con-
ceived,” and “the lived.”As shown already, these concepts are derived from French
phenomenology, especially from Bachelard and Merleau-Ponty. Compared to these
approaches, however, Lefebvre attempts consistently to maintain his dialectical-
materialist standpoint. In this way the epistemological perspective shifts from the
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subject that thinks, acts, and experiences to the process of social production of
thought, action, and experience.

When applied to the production of space this phenomenological approach leads
to the following conclusion: a social space includes not only a concrete materiality
but a thought concept and a feeling—an “experience.”The materiality in itself or
the material practice per se has no existence when viewed from a social perspective
without the thought that directs and represents them, and without the lived-
experienced element, the feelings that are invested in this materiality. The pure
thought is pure fiction; it comes from the world, from Being, from material as well
as from lived-experienced Being.And pure “experience” is in the last analysis pure
mysticism: it has no real—that is, social—existence without the materiality of the
body on which it is based and without the thought that structures and expresses it.
These three dimensions of the production of space constitute a contradictory
dialectical unity. It is a threefold determination: space emerges only in the interplay
of all three.

The core of the theory of the production of space identifies three moments of
production: first, material production; second, the production of knowledge; and,
third, the production of meaning.This makes it clear that the subject of Lefebvre’s
theory is not “space in itself,” not even the ordering of (material) objects and artifacts
“in space.” Space is to be understood in an active sense as an intricate web of
relationships that is continuously produced and reproduced. The object of the
analysis is, consequently, the active processes of production that take place in time.

DIALECTICAL CONFUSIONS

This contextual reconstruction of the theory of the production of space shows clearly
how some of today’s most influential interpretations of it have considerable
shortcomings and contribute more to confusion than to clarification.

Even David Harvey, who had creatively appropriated so many of Lefebvre’s
concepts, had problems with the three-dimensionality of Lefebvre’s theory. He
concludes his one short excursus on this question with the following argument:
“But to argue that the relations between the experienced, the perceived, and the
imagined are dialectically rather than causally determined leaves things much too
vague.”48 This skepticism of the three-dimensionality of Lefebvre’s theory is
particularly noteworthy, despite Harvey’s later revisions (see Chapter 1, this volume).
However, this dialectical theory was precisely what helped Lefebvre advance beyond
a narrow Marxism and the limitations of the classical critique of political economy.
To follow this would have compelled Harvey to scrutinize closely the basic premises
of his own theoretical edifice. According to Lefebvre’s own analysis, this question
forms the dividing line between the theory of the production of space and a
“political economy of space” as it was subsequently further developed by Harvey.49
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Major problems are posed particularly by Edward Soja’s interpretation, which has
been extremely influential both within and without the field of geography.50 The
basic problem with this postmodern appropriation of Lefebvre’s theory lies in the
fact that it constructs, so to speak, independent spaces out of the three dimensions
or moments of the production of space. Soja postulates the autonomous existence
of three spaces: a first physical space, a second mental space, and a third social space.
He sees a strategic importance in the social space and coins it “thirdspace.” He
understands it to mean a comprehensive space, a lived space of representation, and
sees it as a place from where all spaces can be grasped, understood, and transformed
at one and the same time.51 Corresponding to his schema of three spaces, Soja also
distinguishes specific spatial “epistemologies” that are meant to investigate,
respectively, the first, the second, or even the third space. In Postmetropolis he uses
this differentiation in order to divide the different approaches of urban research into
three basic categories.Although such a conception may seem interesting, it does not
have much in common with Lefebvre’s theory.According to Lefebvre, there cannot
be a “third space,” nor a first or second space. As demonstrated conclusively here,
Lefebvre never proceeds from three independent spaces but from three dialectically
interconnected processes of production.Although Soja repeatedly cites Lefebvre, his
spatial theory is, in the last analysis, fundamentally different from Lefebvre’s theory
of the production of space.

Yet, Soja is not alone in having difficulties with understanding Lefebvre’s dialectic.
Rob Shields, who brought out the first comprehensible exposition of Lefebvre’s work
in English, also experiences considerable problems with this dialectic. In his
interpretation, partly inspired by Soja, he asserts that Lefebvre has not fully exhausted
the meaning of his “spatial dialectic.”52 He asserts without any evidence that the
“usual interpretation” of Lefebvre’s dialectic is a thesis with two antitheses: the thesis
is “everyday practice and perception”; the first antithesis is “analytical theory and
institutions”; and the second antithesis comprises the “fully lived moments.”
However, Shields himself considers such an exposition confusing, and then attempts
to retranslate Lefebvre’s dialectic back to the classical Hegelian schema of affirmation,
negation, and negation of negation.To complete this schema, Shields then finds a
fourth, transcendental concept that he terms “the spatialisation.” Grappling with
Lefebvre’s dialectic finally ends—in Shields’s case—in total confusion.

Even Stuart Elden has considerable difficulty in coming to terms with Lefebvre’s
dialectic.53 In his critique of Soja and Shields he correctly states that Lefebvre’s
conception neither replaces dialectical thinking nor signifies the introduction of
space into the dialectic. He locates “Lefebvre’s problems with dialectical materialism
in its tendency towards a linear, teleological picture of historical change.”Therefore,
he argues, Lefebvre posits that “the third term is not a result of the dialectic . . . it
is there but it is no longer a culmination.”54 The dialectic is thus not simply the
resolution of two conflicting terms but a three-way process, where the synthesis is
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able to react upon the first two terms.Yet, it is questionable if such a construction
could still be termed dialectical, because dialectical thinking is fundamentally based
on the dynamic of contradictions and is not restricted to the mutual interaction of
elements. Correspondingly, Elden asserts that Lefebvre’s dépassement (the French term
for sublation) is more a translation of Nietzsche’s Überwinden (overcoming) than the
Hegelian or Marxist Aufhebung (abolition and preservation).55 However, as I have tried
to show, this interpretation cannot be supported by Lefebvre’s work.Thus, even
Elden’s exposition fails to reduce the confusion concerning Lefebvre’s dialectic.

FUTURE PERSPECTIVES 

The decisive conclusion to be drawn from the analysis and reconstruction of
Lefebvre’s theory of the production of space is the following: the three dimensions
of the production of space have to be understood as being fundamentally of equal
value. Space is at once perceived, conceived, and lived. None of these dimensions
can be posited as the absolute origin, as “thesis,” and none is privileged. Space is
unfinished, since it is continuously produced, and it is always bound up with time.

I hope that with the present “third wave” of Lefebvre interpretation his theoretical
project will be better understood.To this end, three tasks will be vital. First, it is
important to grasp the basic construction of Lefebvre’s epistemology in order to
achieve a sound theoretical basis for empirical analyses. Second, fruitful applications
of Lefebvre’s theory have to be found. Manifold possibilities have arisen for this
purpose, which remain to be fully explored. Some promising analyses do exist,
however.56 Third, the crucial point of Lefebvre’s approach should be taken into
consideration: to go beyond philosophy and theory, and to arrive at practice and
action.
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READING THE URBAN REVOLUTION

Space and representation

Walter Prigge
(translated by Bandulasena Goonewardena)

The present age may be the age of space . . . We are in the era of the simultaneous, of
juxtaposition, of the near and the far, of the side-by-side, of the scattered.

Michel Foucault, 19671

We have often been told . . . that we now inhabit the synchronic rather than the
diachronic, and I think it is at least empirically arguable that our daily life, our psychic
experience, our cultural languages, are today dominated by categories of space
rather than by categories of time, as in the preceding period of high modernism.

Fredric Jameson, 19842

Appropriated space is one of the sites where power is consolidated and realized, and
indeed in its surely most subtle form: the unperceived force of symbolic power.
Architectonic spaces whose silent dictates are directly addressed to the body are
undoubtedly among the most important components of the symbolism of power,
precisely because of their invisibility . . . Social space is thus inscribed in the
objective nature of spatial structures and in the subjective structures that partly
emerge from the incorporation of these objectified structures. This applies all the
more in so far as social space is predestined, so to speak, to be visualized in the form
of spatial schemata, and the language usually used for this purpose is loaded with
metaphors derived from the field of physical space.

Pierre Bourdieu, 19913



1

The debate about the social and historical power of the spatial is now more than
twenty years old, but progress in its development has encountered an obstacle.
Undoubtedly this obstacle consists of the significant capacity of spatial structures to
symbolize, in a seemingly natural way, something that cannot be visualized and,
therefore, cannot be perceived: social relations and the distribution of social
positions and roles. Social and cultural scientists have become concerned with this
naturalizing effect:

They have attempted to grasp everything that—through the subconscious
submission to the naturalizing effect that results from the transformation of
social space into appropriated physical space—is often attributed to the
effects of physical or geographical space, but can and also must, in fact, be
derived from the spatial distribution of public and private resources. In turn,
the latter only represents the crystallization of the local basic unit in question
(region, department, etc.) at a definite time in its history, and of its position
within national space and so on. Once the totality of the phenomena that are
apparently bound up with physical space, but in reality reflect economic and
social differences, have been identified and evaluated, an attempt would have
to be made to isolate the irreducible remainder that must be attributed to the
genuine effect of proximity and distance in purely physical space.4

During this critical reduction of physical or geographical to social relations, one
arrives at that irreducible remainder of proximity, distance, or density. But this often
leads to the analytical destruction of space: why still grapple with the problem of
the spatiality of social relations if it can be isolated as a physical and geographical
problem and handed over to the corresponding social disciplines, and if the trap
of the geographical naturalization of the social can thus be avoided?

With this reduction, epistemologically critical social scientists have returned to
the social.They grapple with the objective, economic, political, and cultural practices
that explain social processes, and ultimately also the spatiality of these processes.
They cannot avoid perceiving the everyday power of that naturalization, the practical
“dominance” of categories of space in everyday speech acts.They proceed to banish
the practices of appropriating space that undergird the naturalization to the
imaginary realm of ideologies of space and consider even these ideological and
symbolic discourses as explicable with reference to the objective context of social
relations.

However, it should be noted, with the help of the authors quoted at the beginning
of this chapter, that the power of spatial structures to represent something is an
irreducible feature of the symbolic and imaginary which itself produces social
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meaning that is not explained by an understanding of social processes.The empiri-
cally demonstrable everyday transformation of social space into physical or
geographical space produces the symbolic meaning of a spatial representation of
social reality.This link of social power and representation in the spatialization of
social relations has been the subject of debate among authors who speak of the
epochal dominance of the spatial and of the everyday domination of space in culture
and social relations.

If social power is symbolized in the appropriation of space, the significance of
such spatialization is revealed only through an analysis of these relations as relations
of meaning. In contrast, avoiding the geographical often leads to a sociological
naturalization that defines symbolic reality as more or less embedded in social
context: “the naturalization of social processes conceals from us the process by
which social reality is discursively constituted.”5 How the imaginary and the
symbolic character of the spatial is historically inscribed in social contexts remains
concealed, therefore, if it is not theoretically reconstructed as a real object of
discursive and symbolic practice and therewith recognized as a specific form of
constituting the social. Such an analysis must clarify the daily dominance of spatial
concepts as the discursive hegemony of spatial modes of speech.

2

Lefebvre was aware of the complexity of imaginary and symbolic processes in the
realm of space. His urban theory reconstructs the increasing spatialization of social
relations through philosophy of history and structural analysis. It occupies a central
position in the social-theoretical reflection on space, time, and modernity in
European social theory. In sociology and urban research in the Federal Republic of
Germany, this position was considered as an epistemological hindrance. Dominated
by history and the philosophy of time, vehement discussions about the relationship
between history and structure have prevented reflection about the historical and
structural significance of the spatial in contemporary social formations and thus also
kept intellectuals from recognizing the epochal importance of historical trans-
formations of space and time.

It is amazing how long it has taken for the problem of space to appear as a
historical and political problem. Space was ascribed to “nature,” to the given,
to immediate circumstances, to mere geography, to a part of pre-history, so to
speak. Otherwise, space was conceived as living space and the space for
expansion of a people, a culture, a language, a state. One analyzed space as
land, as surface or as expanse: only space as such and its boundaries were
important. At the same moment when (towards the end of the eighteenth
century) there developed gradually an explicit politics of space, the new
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insights of theoretical and experimental physics deprived philosophy of its
ancient right to speak of the world, of the cosmos, of finite and infinite space.
The problem of space was now tackled in a twofold fashion: on the one 
hand by political technology, on the other by scientific practice. Philosophy,
however, was relegated to the problematic of time. After Kant, time is the
subject that remains for the philosophers, Hegel, Bergson, Heidegger.6

The analytics of space between knowledge and power as an apparatus (dispositif) of
political technologies and scientific discourses has earned Foucault the title “new
cartographer of modern topology,” who “no longer designates a privileged location
as the source of power and no longer accepts any localization of power at one single
point.”7

In contrast to Foucault, Lefebvre sets out to identify this modern topology in
the urban. Foucault analyzes the connection of political technologies and their
associated knowledge strategies as spatio-temporal matrices of power (Poulantzas)
in the transition from the absolutist form of power to disciplinary society (and
thus discovers the industrial “disciplines” as epistemological units of knowledge).
Lefebvre, however, connects the thesis of the dominance of the spatial to the present
stage of capitalist societalization that is characterized, according to him, by the
totalizing tendency of urbanization, and that, therefore, must cause an epistemo-
logical shift. It is no longer the industrial and its disciplines focusing on capital and
labor, classes and reproduction that constitute the episteme (the possibility of
knowing the social formation), but the urban and its forms focused on everydayness
and consumption, planning and spectacle, that expose the tendencies of social
development in the second half of the twentieth century.

The urban is, therefore, pure form; a place of encounter, assembly,
simultaneity. This form has no specific content, but is a center of attraction
and life. It is an abstraction, but unlike a metaphysical entity, the urban is a
concrete abstraction, associated with practice8 . . . What does the city create?
Nothing. It centralizes creation. Any yet it creates everything. Nothing exists
without exchange, without union, without proximity, that is, without
relationships. The city creates a situation, where different things occur one
after another and do not exist separately but according to their differences.
The urban, which is indifferent to each difference it contains, . . . itself unites
them. In this sense, the city constructs, identifies, and sets free the essence of
social relationships9 . . . We can say that the urban (as opposed to urbanism,
whose ambiguity is gradually revealed) rises above the horizon, slowly
occupies an epistemological field, and becomes the episteme of an epoch.
History and the historic grow further apart.10
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Compared to homogeneous industrial space, urban space is differentially con-
stituted.This heterogeneous structure predestines urban space to clarify contem-
porary social forms.

3

The epochal shift from the temporal to the spatial manifests itself in the radical
transformation of the modern social formation.The “postmodern” stands for the
loss of the critical and modern historicity, and a new “spatial” logic of the cultural
representation of the world that reacts to the transformed relationships of image,
language, sound, and reality (Jameson). “Post-Fordism” implies flexible and
qualitative modes of regulating social and political-economic relations that are
restructured in the capitalist apparatus (dispositif) of space—cities, regions, and
nations—and evoke a “revenge of the urban” (Lipietz) at an international scale.
“Information society” denotes the daily technology-intensive transformation of
production and reproduction which infuses modern relations of money, time, and
urban space with information (Castells).And “culture society” (Kulturgesellschaft) refers
to the tendency of social space to differentiate between a plurality of lifestyles that
are symbolized as “fine distinctions” in differential representations of urban life-
worlds (Bourdieu).What are the consequences of this transformed geography and
topology of social relations for the epistemology of the urban? 

Urban research sets out to analyze the epochal shift from the temporal to the
spatial in concrete historical and geographical forms by reconstructing the
theoretical and cultural shift in modernity from the “industrial” to the “urban.” It
thus secures the possibility of positioning the urban as the current apparatus
(dispositif) of capitalist space in the process of urban development. Even if one
considers the theses about postindustrial, postmodern, information, or culture
society, and especially Lefebvre’s claim that they are “ideological,” one can still
produce a varied body of knowledge about the relationship of industry and city and
their representations in modernity, particularly the manifold ideological and real
shifts in contemporary urban structure. In the process, one learns, however, that the
modern, Fordist relationship between industry and city no longer represents the
current social structure in toto, in Althusser’s sense that the modern industrial, urban-
determined ideologies represent knowledge about the imaginary relations of the
subjects to their real living conditions in postmodern culture:

The cognitive map is called to . . . enable a situational representation on the
part of the individual subject to that vaster and properly unrepresentable
totality which is the ensemble of the city’s structure as a whole . . . What is
affirmed is not that we cannot know the world and its totality . . . It has never
been said here that a global world system is unknowable, but merely that it
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was unrepresentable, which is a very different matter. The Althusserian
formula in other words designates a gap, a rift, between existential experience
and scientific knowledge: ideology has then the function of somehow
inventing a way of articulating those two distinct dimensions with each other.
What a historicist view of this “definition” would want to add is that such
coordination, the production of functioning and living ideologies, is distinct in
different historical situations, but above all, that there may be historical
situations in which it is not possible at all—and this would seem to be our
situation in the current crisis.11

In this crisis of representation, the thread has snapped between the real and the
symbolic, between the existential experiences of everyday space and their repre-
sentations in ideology, science, and culture.

4

The irreducible symbolic quality of spatial representations of daily social reality 
(the ideological hegemony of the spatial), the urban as the decisive episteme of
the contemporary social structure (urbanity as the central apparatus [dispositif]
of space) and the gulf between the spaces of subjective experience and objective
perception (crisis of representation): how can this tangle of problems concerning
an epistemology of space be unraveled? Lefebvre’s answer was a differentiated
schema of the social production of space.

a. Spatial practice: the spatial practice of a society secretes that society’s
space; it propounds and presupposes it, in a dialectical interaction; it
produces it slowly and surely as it masters and appropriates it. From the
analytic standpoint, the spatial practice of a society is revealed through the
deciphering of its space. What is spatial practice under neo-capitalism? It
embodies a close association within perceived space between daily reality
(daily routine) and urban reality (the routes and networks which link up the
places set aside for work, “private” life, and leisure). This association is a
paradoxical one, because it includes the most extreme separation between
the places it links together. The specific spatial competence and per-
formance of every member of society can only be evaluated empirically.
“Modern” spatial practice might thus be defined—to take an extreme but
significant case—by the daily life of a tenant in a government-subsidized
high-rise housing project. Which should not be taken to mean that
motorways or the politics of air transport can be left out of the picture. A
spatial practice must have a certain cohesiveness, but this does not imply
that it is coherent (in the sense of intellectually worked out or logically
conceived).
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b. Representations of space: conceptualized space, the space of scientists,
planners, urbanists, technocratic subdividers and social engineers, as of a
certain type of artist with a scientific bent—all of whom identify what is
lived and what is perceived with what is conceived (Arcane speculation
about Numbers, with its talk of the golden number, moduli, and “canons,”
tends to perpetuate this view of matters). This is the dominant space in any
society (or mode of production). Conceptions of space tend, with certain
exceptions to which I shall return, towards a system of verbal (and
therefore intellectually worked out) signs.

c. Representational spaces: space as directly lived through its associated
images and symbols, and hence the space of the “inhabitants,” and
“users,” but also of some artists and perhaps of those, such as a few writers
and philosophers, who describe and aspire to do no more than describe.
This is the dominated—and hence passively experienced—space which the
imagination seeks to change and appropriate. It overlays physical space,
making symbolic use of its objects. Thus representational spaces may be
said, though again with certain exceptions, to tend towards more or less
coherent systems of non-verbal symbols and signs. 

The (relative) autonomy achieved by space qua “reality” during a long
process which has occurred especially under capitalism or neo-capitalism
has brought new contradictions into play. The contradictions within space
itself will be explored later. For the moment, I merely wish to point out the
dialectical relationship which exists within the triad of the perceived, the
conceived, and the lived. A triad, that is, three elements, and not two.12

The reality of everyday life is, not surprisingly, the entry point for urban research.
Today this should hardly be questioned any longer, for it has become the object of
thorough theoretical work in European social theory. As the place where structure
and agency are connected and localized in time and space, the category of everyday
life also discloses the link between urban sociology and social theory. Lefebvre himself
prepares the ground for this. In the opposition between “spatial practice”and “space”
appears the opportunity for subjective action and the objective, functional spatial
structure,which are linked to each other in the perceptions of temporally determined
actions.The competent use of space and, hence, successful everyday acts depend on
trained perception and ways of connecting difference that are made routine.The
modern separation of sites of producing and reproducing life is taken for granted as
the structuring principle of everyday lived space and enters successful spatial practices
as accepted standardization. From the standpoint of the theory of ideology and
reproduction (the theoretical perspective on everyday life), spatial practice is,
on the one hand, subjectivization. Individuals appropriate space and constitute
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themselves as subjects of their space(s) through spatial practice. On the other hand,
spatial practice is at the same time the process by which individual spaces of action
become objectified in spatial structures. Functionalist ideology, for example,
establishes the connection between daily lived space and the structure of separations
that is perceived as urban.These separations are reproduced and objectfied in everyday
modes of speech or in work, living, or leisure spaces, which become objects of
spontaneous knowledge of space. From the standpoint of reproduction, the “satellite
town” is an ideological apparatus where the lived ideology of spatial separation
becomes materialized through everyday practice. Spatial practices thus acquire their
cohesion through the dominant ideologies of lived space. They lead a material
existence insofar as Ford’s Model T becomes a model of lived space.

Modern “functionalism” in architecture and urban planning, for example, is the
representation of this ideology of urban space as it is lived in the material acts of
individuals. It symbolizes the imaginary, “naturally” and normatively separated,
relations of individuals to their real, interdependent living conditions.As ideologies
of urban space, such urban concepts are produced by specialists of space—architects,
urban planners, geographers, urban sociologists—and represented in spatial
constructs: in the disciplines and political technologies of city building, modern
space, its forms and possibilities of use become part of discursive formations. In this
“disciplining” process, specific fields of knowledge are established by way of
observation, maps, surveys, analysis, and representation. These determine the
legitimate objects of knowledge and, at the same time, become practical factors in
shaping space.The spatial disciplines define how space can be talked about and lend
scientific coherence to the spontaneous ideologies of appropriated lived space
(thereby ensuring the cohesion of spatial practice).Through their mechanisms of
exclusion (who has the right to speak about space?), they formulate the dominant
ways of representing and exercising power over space. In these disciplines, political
technologies and means of spatial control, apparatuses (dispositifs) of spatial policy
are formed in which “the formation of knowledge and the increase of power
regularly reinforce one another in a circular process.”13

The “subjective,” lived and perceived spaces of action and the “objective,”
scientifically and technologically conceived spatial structures are coordinated
through ideologies of space. In such ideologies, a society does not generate ideas
about the real conditions of existence of individuals but conceptions about the
relation of individuals to their real conditions of existence:

It is this relation that contains the “cause” which has to explain the imaginary
distortion of the ideological representation of the real world. Or rather, to
leave aside the language of causality it is necessary to advance the thesis that
it is the imaginary nature of this relation which underlies all the imaginary
distortion that we can observe (if we do not live in its truth) in all ideology.14
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Both the real conditions of existence of individuals and their “imaginary” ideas
thereof can be scientifically established. However, one is not therefore in the realm
of truth and outside ideology, for there are no true and non-ideological forms of
knowledge.There are only dominant and dominated ideologies that can never be
divided into two worlds (of “truth” and “ideology”).15 Ideological confrontations
in everyday life seek to increase the(ir) respective room to maneuver and the(ir)
articulation of interests by shifting the frontiers between dominant and dominated
spaces. One possibility for increasing this room to maneuver lies in aesthetic spatial
practices, where the power of images can reach beyond set frontiers towards utopias
free of dominance.This allows people to imagine possibilities banished from the
realm of ideology. An example is the modern imaginaire urbain, where the collective
unconscious of functionalized metropolitan daily life can be made accessible to
the inhabitants by means of shock experiences in language, images, and cinema.
This is to allow inhabitants to set their own ideas of their real conditions of existence
that may contradict the dominant ideological representations of these conditions.

Spatial practice as lived and taken-for-granted space of everyday production and
reproduction denote “the real”; representations of space as conceptual ideologies
of disciplinary and political-technical dominance over space refer to “the symbolic”;
and spaces of representation as experienced and describable imagined spaces of
existential experience of domination deal with “the imaginary.” One can interpret
in this manner Lefebvre’s schema, point to possible links between synchronically
co-present levels of society (with the help of theories of ideology), and analyze
spaces. Such a commentary would have to be carried out and demonstrate its
heuristic quality in competition with other interpretations.The logical sophistication
of this schema is, however, unquestionable. Rival approaches in urban sociology
tend to restrict their analysis to the first two levels (if they do not actually confine
themselves to the first). Hence they remain trapped in the sociological naturalization
of the social by neglecting the discursive constitution of the social: “triad: three
terms and not only two.”

It appears necessary to historicize this synchronic schema and thus connect it
with the problematics of time and space, history and geography, industry and
urbanity. In doing so, one can take up Lefebvre’s own point: space is becoming a
(relatively) independent “reality” as a result of the long process of modernizing
society.The initial question for this sketch is the following: can the epochal shift
from the temporal to the spatial, like the epistemological change from the
“industrial” to the “urban,” be located in the discourses and political technologies
of the modern production of urban space? 

THE MODERNIZATION OF THE CITY

In the process of modernization, the industrial principles of organizing time and
space in the workplace spread beyond the industrial triangle of factory/villa/
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workers’ tenement that determines the city.They tend to take hold of the entire
society and level the class structure of the bourgeois city that is divided into urban
and proletarian spheres. The industrial “disciplines” break out of the “closed
institutions” of “disciplinary society,” penetrate the social body, and homogenize
and standardize the social through separation and individualization:

The direct producer, the worker, is now totally separated from the means of
labour—a situation which is at the root of the social division of labour in
machine production and large-scale industry. The latter involves as its
precondition an entirely different spatial matrix: the serial, fractured, parcelled,
cellular and irreversible space which is peculiar to the Taylorist division of
labour on the factory assembly line . . . The space matrix . . . is composed of
gaps, breaks, successive fracturings, closures and frontiers; but it has no end:
the capitalist labour process tends towards world-wide application . . . The
whole process is inscribed in fresh space . . . In this modern space, people
change position ad infinitum by traversing separations in which each place is
defined by its distance from others; they spread out in this space by
assimilating and homogenizing new segments in the act of shifting their
frontiers . . . Within this very space are inscribed the movements and
expanded reproduction of capital, the generalization of exchange, and
monetary fluctuations.16

The new order of social spatiality can be experienced in the modernization of
metropolitan ways of life, which are already imbued with social homogenization,
individualization, rationalization, the industrial division of labor, the culture of
money, and the “fast” temporality of simultaneity. It is above all the urban
intellectuals who digest these experiences of transition to a new social formation:
Occidental rationalization and bureaucracy (Weber), love, luxury and capitalism
(Sombart), individuality and the unconscious (Freud), heightened nervous
stimulation and money culture (Simmel), historico-philosophical passages and
modernity (Benjamin, Krakauer), political economy and culture of industrialization
(Frankfurt School).These critical treatments of social development constitute the
background for the concurrent practical experiments of the technological and
aesthetic avant-gardes of the early twentieth century to overcome the separations
and specializations of knowledge that result from the social division of labor: science
and technology, art and daily life, and also theory and practice, hand and head. In
this manner, urban specialists attempt to break through the epistemological barriers
of the industrial disciplines of the nineteenth century by means of interdisciplinary
work and cooperative efforts to bring together specialized scientific, technical, and
aesthetic forms of intelligence.

The disciplines of city building are being recomposed.Translated from the sphere
of production, cooperation in the division of labor is the principle for the new,
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Fordist relationship of social knowledge and power, which is redeployed to shape
metropolitan everyday life by means of rationalization, standardization, typification,
and Taylorization. As exemplified by the New Frankfurt of the 1920s, the city is
represented as an enterprise: “What is the city for? It should enable every single
citizen to realize their vocation by allowing them to maximize performance with
minimal effort.This principle must be the guiding star directing all future measures
undertaken by the city builder.”17This performative idea of the “city as enterprise”
regulates the trend towards a new type of social rationalization, for which the New
Frankfurt is paradigmatic. The new methods of planning in architecture, urban
planning, and administration combine organically with the modes of life of the
metropolitan masses, for whom these methods have already become a steady habit
in their working lives. In these processes of modernization, the perceptions of daily
lived spaces are undergoing a fundamental transformation.With this notion of the
city as enterprise, the hegemony of the Fordist model makes itself felt already.
“Enterprise” becomes the regulative idea of the urban that finds its appropriate
symbol in the industrial machine, the engine and the automobile (Fordism).
Mobility, synchronicity, speed, and traffic thus become the predominant themes in
the planning and control of an economy of time that determines the functioning
of metropolitan everyday life. In contrast to the backward-looking science of history
of the nineteenth century, “progress” now constitutes history as an expectation of
future development—and this especially through practices of metropolitan reform,
which relate to the social history of the urban masses and intend to integrate the
latter into society by means of “social efficiency” and “equality.”

THE URBANIZATION OF SPACE

Mass media and automobiles transport modern metropolitan culture to all places
that assume urban qualities through zoning and functional separation.

The problematic of city building intensifies . . . the problems of rural areas are
slowly losing significance . . . This kind of planning leads to the creation of a
formal uniformity . . . But the homogeneity of space does not prevent its
sprawling disarticulation . . . The state authorities and the economy are
responsible for homogeneity while disarticulated sprawl can be attributed to
the market and private initiative. Disarticulated, sprawling space has a
strongly hierarchical structure: there are residential districts, centers for this
and that, more or less refined ghettos, developments subject to various
statutes etc. . . . It can be shown that this space (which was first tested in
spatial planning) has been applied to other fields such as science. The results
were an ever more pronounced homogeneity (identical norms, rules and
restrictions following a uniform logic), differentiation (specialization), and
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hierarchical gradation . . . The schema becomes a model, it shifts from reality
to the sphere of culture, produces ideologies to justify itself (for example,
structuralism). Yet, once turned into a model, it can also explain the collapse
of ideologies.18

“City without limits” reads the motto of the Fordist postwar period.This becomes
evident in the extension of inner-city principles of the production of space to the
peripheries (homogenization and hierarchization) and, in turn, the peripheral-
ization of the center that earlier symbolized the history of city and society.The center
“implodes” in the banality of a modern tertiary architecture. It becomes an empty
foyer that no longer symbolizes the relations of residents to their city but reveals
these in their merely symbolic spatialization: “The urban is, therefore, pure form;
a place of encounter, assembly, simultaneity.This form has no specific content, but
is a center of attraction and life.”19

This empty inhospitability of abstract space results in urban flight and the
suburbanization of the countryside; population dispersion becomes universal.Any
place can become a subcentre, space is hierarchized and dissected into differential
components that are defined in terms of distance (transportation).The institutional
practices of Fordist urban planning overlay the industrial and, through urbanism,
become the dominant ideology of urban everyday life. However, this ideology of
the urban leads to differential thinking that diagnoses a loss of the urban by analyzing
abstract space (fragments, distances, grids). This loss of the urban resulted 
from separations in urban culture and became codified in urban consciousness as
a set of oppositions (private/public, work/residence, individuality/anonymity,
monotony/variety).These are in fact calculated as losses of the urban.The modern
metropolis fails to redeem its “progressive” promise of urbanity. In the urban realm,
the utopia of progress is shattered by the functionalized architecture of the city.

The crisis of the city is of consequence for the representation of space:

The rediscovery of urban space took the place occupied by social utopias
during the times of Neues Bauen . . . In the early sixties, after the essential
foundations for a new concept of architecture were laid in the works of Saverio
Muratoris, Carlo Aymoninos, Aldo Rossi, Oswald Mathias Ungers, the
problematic of architecture undergoes radical change. The significance of
space and its elements come to the fore; the construction of housing is
relegated to second place behind city building.20

The Fordist transformations announce at the same time the end of perspectival space
and of the centre, the end of the power of the enterprise and factory form over urban
space, and of the social as the dominant ideology of city building. In “late capital-
ism,” the principle underlying structures of power and corresponding social
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topologies is no longer penetration but dispersion. In postmodern culture and urban
protest movements, the loss of modern historicity (industry, the labor movement,
intellectuals) and of relatively autonomous cultures (high and low) are being
problematized as the crisis of representation.They dominate current and intellectual-
historical debates between the universal intellectuals representing “the social” and
specialist intellectuals. Of the latter, the architects, designers and urbanists, rather
than the planners, technicians and engineers, have taken over the ideological
leadership in the production of space.The modern culture of the social is being
pushed to the edge of urban discourse. In contrast, “urbanity” becomes the
regulative idea of the urban, hence a spatial form that replaces the historical-temporal
(continuity, living standard) with a structural-spatial way of thinking difference and
understanding modes of life. In addition, the crisis of Marxism casts doubt on the
economy being the deciding factor in the last instance and foregrounds
superstructures and representations. Historical sciences (especially the French, with
the Annales), Anglo-American geography and urban sociology, American cultural
science (Jameson, Berman, Sennett, as well as Foucault,Virilio, De Certeau, and
others in Paris), and European sociology (Giddens, Bourdieu, Frisby, the regulation
school) theorize representations of space and thereby discover the transformed
urban forms, which allow one to concretize the general cultural and political crisis
of representation. We can say that the urban (as opposed to urbanism, whose
ambiguity is gradually revealed) rises above the horizon, slowly occupies an
epistemological field, and becomes the episteme of an epoch.

THE MATERIALITY OF THE IMMATERIAL

Such an analytical strategy of deciphering social forms with reference to
representations of space, especially spatial images of the urban, can certainly fall back
on epistemological traditions of modernity:

Just as Benjamin argues that “the flâneur is the priest of the genius loci,” so
too is Simmel’s account of modernité located in specific spatial configura-
tions. Simmel was the first sociologist to reveal explicitly the social
significance of spatial contexts for human interaction. Spatial images of
society were later to be crucial to Kracauer’s own “topography of social space”
as well as Benjamin’s analysis of the relation between the flâneur and the
arcades, the bourgeois intérieur and the spatial location of commodities. But
no other social theorist was so preoccupied with social distance, with
detachement from reality, with “the intersection of social circles” as was
Simmel. In the analysis of modern society, all are located primarily within an
urban context.21
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Simmel analyzed the “separation from reality” as the dominance of the “objective”
(objectified) culture of the rationalist money economy over “subjective” urban
human relations which are forced into blasé self-preservation and nervous
distantiation: “atrophy of the individual through the hypertrophy of objective
culture.”22The crystallization of objective culture, created by individuals themselves,
is so far advanced that they no longer have a relationship to the individual practices
of perception in quotidian urban life-worlds. Much the same applies to the diagnosis
of space today.There is no coherent representation of space (the symbolic) that
mediates between the existential experiences in the spatial practice of urban life-
worlds (the real) and the spaces of imagining the world and nature (the imaginary).
Image, concept, and reality are dissociated to the point of provoking a crisis of
meaning and representation.

What such a reality almost devoid of any reference to reality lacks is, above all,
the dimension which used to be captured by manifold and differentiated
metaphors of “depth.” The play of signifiers divorced from meaning and
reference takes the place of semantic depth. In this way, and akin to the
screens of the electronic media, the dimension which was earlier defined by
bodily imagination implodes. The screen is in several respects an appropriate
metaphor for the new form of experiencing reality . . . Spatial and temporal
“orders of things” have dissolved into a movement of freely appearing
occurrences from which one can expect little . . . Locating a place where the
body can register itself is as difficult as finding “spatial depth” in meaning and
signification . . . In a flat world, meaning is produced and distributed in any
location. The body, which emerges from this meaning, rests nowhere.
Mobility is its primary characteristic.23

Technological spaces of robotization and computerization get superimposed onto
working and living conditions; genetic engineering conquers biological corpo-
reality; semiological image spaces replace the hermeneutic cultures of the written
world; apparatuses of artificial intelligence produce hyperspaces of experience
(Erlebnis), cyberspace. Such phenomena produce an immaterial spatiality of
networked information, free-floating signs and codifications, which can no longer
be symbolized with conventional representations of space, time, and world. In the
“symptomatology of the present” (Gumbrecht) there is, next to de-temporalization
(loss of historicity), de-totalization (heterogeneity of life-worlds) and de-
naturalization (fusion of man, machine, nature), an uncorporeal process of
spatialization whose material consequences for the relationship of individuals to
their real conditions of existence can be represented at the most virtually, as
transformations of a “process by which space becomes an autonomous ‘reality’”
mediated by images.24
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Such a loss of “sensible” reference points also characterizes the contemporary
funfair of urban ideologies. In the rapid succession of “re-construction,” “de-
construction,” and “neo-construction,” the merry-go-round of prefixes of the
architecture of the city spins out of control. Even the fanciful magic of postmodern
architecture (buildings with computers between the pillars) cannot put a stop to
the swindle of ideological representations.

Other spaces or urban revolution? The universal intellectual Lefebvre never
stopped insisting on the implications of theories of revolution, and thus the utopia
of a non-alienated urban society that for him was virtually present and so could be
theorized.With his happily positivist, purely descriptive grasp of power-knowledge
complexes as the absent causes of social relations, Foucault, the specific intellectual,
intervenes subversively in dominant discursive practices in order to restore practical
power to subjected knowledges in heterogeneous sites.There does not appear to
be another alternative at present. In their reflections on spatiality, both aimed at
another kind of historicity and showed that the relationships between spatial
practice, representations of space and the spaces of representation cannot be reduced
through either ideology or cultural critique without running the risk of ignoring
the critical epistemology of time and space, history and geography, industry and city
of the past twenty years. Insofar as they formulated their theses of the materiality
of the immaterial two decades ago, one should begin re-reading Lefebvre and
Foucault.
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4
SPACE AS CONCRETE 

ABSTRACTION
Hegel, Marx, and modern 

urbanism in Henri Lefebvre

Lukasz Stanek

INTRODUCTION

With the current success and proliferation of Henri Lefebvre’s phrase “the
production of space,” it becomes increasingly necessary to oppose its banalization
by revealing the philosophical sources of this concept and preventing the isolation
of the thesis that space is socially produced from other dimensions of his theory.
Of paramount import in this regard is Lefebvre’s argument that space is a concrete
abstraction.1 In this chapter I would like to assert that the concept of concrete
abstraction brings together the most vital elements of Lefebvre’s theory of
production of space, relating it to his rethinking of the philosophies of Hegel and
Marx as well as studies of postwar French architecture and urbanism. In so doing,
I wish to show in particular how Lefebvre’s approach to space as a product of
historically specific material, conceptual, and quotidian practices was facilitated by
his use of the concept of concrete abstraction.This requires a brief discussion of its
Hegelian origins, before examining three appropriations of concrete abstraction
by Marx to highlight their mobilization in Lefebvre’s theory.

I will first argue that Marx’s definition of concrete abstraction as an “abstraction
which became true in practice” was developed by Lefebvre into the claim that the
space of capitalism is an abstraction that “became true” in social, economic, political,



and cultural practice. Next, I will show that Marx’s understanding of concrete
abstraction as a “sensual-suprasensual thing” inspired Lefebvre to theorize the
paradoxical character of contemporary space as simultaneously homogeneous and
fragmented. Finally, I will claim that Marx’s analysis of concrete abstraction as “form”
allows us to grasp Lefebvre’s thesis on the dialectical “form” of space. Significantly,
Marx proposed these three ways of defining concrete abstraction in order to analyze
labor and commodity in the conditions of the nineteenth-century capitalist
economy. Here I will show that Lefebvre’s argument about space as concrete
abstraction, formulated during his Nanterre professorship (1965–73), was
contextualized likewise by his empirical studies of urbanization in the trente glorieuses,
his critiques of postwar functionalist urbanism, and the revision of Modernist
architecture in France in the late 1960s and early 1970s.

HEGEL’S CONCRETE UNIVERSAL AND LEFEBVRE’S 
PRODUCTION OF SPACE

In the first chapter of The Production of Space (1974), Lefebvre writes that his aim is to
develop a theory that would grasp the unity between three “fields” of space: physical,
mental, and social.2 They are distinguished not only by disciplines such as
philosophy, mathematics, and linguistics, but by functionalist urbanism, which
assigns specialized zones to everyday activities such as work, housing, leisure, and
transportation. Critically reacting to the post-structuralist rethinking of the tradition
of Western philosophy, and writing in the wake of the urban crisis in the 1960s
and 1970s, Lefebvre considers this fragmentation of space as a theoretical fallacy
with practical ramifications and also a symptom of the economic, social, political,
technological, and cultural reality of twentieth-century capitalism. With the
envisaged “unitary theory” of space, he sought to theorize space as the shared aspect
and outcome of all social practices, investigating what remains common to spaces
differentiated by historically specific conditions of their production. Lefebvre
suggests that these demands can be addressed by a theory based on Hegel’s category
of concrete universal: “Does what Hegel called the concrete universal still have any
meaning? I hope to show that it does.What can be said without further ado is that
the concepts of production and of the act of producing do have a certain concrete
universality.”3

The category of concrete universal stems from Hegel’s distinction between the
abstract and the concrete. In the instructive article “Wer denkt abstract [Who Thinks
Abstractly]?”4 (1807) Hegel addresses this distinction in a way that announces the
intuitions developed in his subsequent philosophical work. He writes that those
who think abstractly are the “common people”: the saleswomen in the market thinks
abstractly by considering the convicted criminal just as a murderer—that is, by one
isolated feature of the individual in question; by contrast, the “knower of men”
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thinks concretely, by considering the crime as a product of the conditions of the
criminal’s life—that is, his poor education, family, injustice he suffered, and so on.
This initial distinction between the concrete, as embedded in a variety of relations,
and the abstract, as impoverished, one-sided and isolated, can be applied to describe
features of things, phenomena, thoughts, and experiences. It clearly influenced
Lefebvre, who writes that spaces considered in isolation are “mere abstractions,”
while they “attain ‘real’ existence by virtue of networks and pathways, by virtue of
bunches or clusters of relationships.”5

In Hegel’s philosophical writings there is an important line of development
leading from this preliminary distinction between the concrete and the abstract to
the theory of concrete and abstract universals.An abstract universal is an isolated feature
shared by a collection of objects, while a concrete universal (das konkrete Allgemeine)
refers to an essence of a thing considered as embedded into and constitutive of the
world of related and interacting things: that is, dialectical totality.6 This distinction
was underscored by Hegel in his lectures on aesthetics where he describes a concept
(der Begriff) as a concrete universal: “Now, as regards the nature of the Concept as
such, it is not in itself an abstract unity at all over against the differences of reality;
as Concept it is already the unity of specific differences and therefore a concrete
totality.”7

Michael Inwood explains the difference between those two types of universal
by contrasting redness and life. Redness is a feature shared by all things red; this feature
does not significantly influence the nature of a red thing and its relationships with
other red things; thus it is an abstract universal. By contrast, life, as a concrete
universal, “constitutes, in part, an essence of living things, directing their internal
articulations, and living things are essentially related to each other in virtue of their
life: different species feed off, and occasionally support, each other, and species
reproduce themselves.”8 This understanding of the concrete universal—as the
internal principle of development, or a driving force of an examined thing—will
be crucial for Marx’s unfolding of this concept.

Following Hegel, in The Production of Space Lefebvre wrote that a concrete universal
is constituted by three “moments”—those of universality (or generality), parti-
cularity, and singularity.9They are called “moments” by Hegel in order to underscore
that universality, particularity, and singularity cannot be sharply distinguished and
to stress their logical, ontological, and epistemological interrelationships.10

According to Hegel, the universal moment is the general principle of development
of things of a certain type.The particular moment is determined by the universal
moment, but at the same time it is a differentiation of the universal moment and
thus, in Hegel’s words, its negation.The singular moment is an individual thing that
is concrete in the previously explained sense—it exists in a determinate
embeddedness in the world.The singular is thus the final step in the differentiation
of the universal moment and, simultaneously, its realization.That is why Hegel writes
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that “the concrete is the universal in all of its determinations, and thus contains its
other in itself”:11 the concrete is the differentiated, or negated, universal.

Lefebvre experiments with this understanding of the moments of universality
(generality), particularity, and singularity in his theory of production of space.12

Accordingly, he distinguishes the “level of singularities” on which space is
experienced sensually by endowing places with opposing qualities, such as
masculine and feminine, or favorable and unfavorable. Furthermore, the “level of
generalities” relates to the control and distribution of bodies in space by dominant
powers, often by mobilizing symbolic attributes. Finally, the “level of particularities”
is linked to smaller social groups, such as families and to spaces “which are defined
as permitted or forbidden.”13 In another attempt, Lefebvre divides space into “logical
and mathematical generalities” (thus, representations elaborated by scientific
disciplines), particular “descriptions” of space, and singular places “in their merely
physical and sensory reality.”14 It is not easy to relate these two rather scarcely
explained claims to each other, and their fluidity was noticed by Lefebvre himself,
who argues that a literal application of Hegelian terms to the theory of space would
lead to a “new fragmentation.”15Thus, when Lefebvre uses the Hegelian term moment
in his theory of production of space and invokes the perceived, conceived, and lived
moments of space, he intends to stress their tight bond rather than their corres-
pondence to the three moments of the concrete universal.

Lefebvre was especially influenced by Hegel’s theorizing of the internal dynamics
of the concrete universal, described as a development from the universal to the
singular via the particular.This dynamic shaped Lefebvre’s concept of production,
and, specifically, of the production of space. Lefebvre explains this by referring to
Hegel: “In Hegelianism, ‘production’ has a cardinal role: first, the (absolute) Idea
produces the world; next, nature produces the human being; and the human being
in turn, by dint of struggle and labour, produces at once history, knowledge and
self-consciousness.”16Thus,Hegel’s concept of production refers to the development
of the concrete universal from the universal moment through the particular to the
singular moment. In Lefebvre’s view, it is this broad scope of the concept of
production, which is not restricted to manufacturing, that makes it most inspiring.
He regrets that this breadth,openness, contingency, and lack of sharp borders between
the three moments of the concrete universal were lost in some strands of Marxism.

It is this internal dynamic of the concrete universal that above all influenced
Lefebvre’s theorizing of space. It characterizes the description of the production of
space in his short preface to Philippe Boudon’s Lived-in Architecture: Le Corbusier’s Pessac
Revisited (1979 [1969]). Boudon’s book is an empirical study about the Quartiers
Modernes Frugès in Pessac, France, designed by Le Corbusier and opened to
residents in 1926. Making a common cause with the critical rethinking and
reevaluation of Modernist architecture after the death of Le Corbusier (1965),
Boudon investigated the changes introduced to the neighborhood’s houses by their
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inhabitants, focusing on the relationship between the alterations of particular
houses, their designs, and their positions in the district.17Accepting Boudon’s results,
Lefebvre stresses three levels on which space is produced in Pessac: in his view, the
original Modernist project of the architect was initially transformed because of the
site conditions and the requirements of the client, and then, after construction,
appropriated by the inhabitants to their own purposes.The practice of appropriation,
Lefebvre writes, manifests “a higher, more complex concrete rationality than the
abstract rationality” of Modernism.18 Significantly, as in Hegel’s category of concrete
universal, these steps from the abstract to the concrete are seen as a sequence of
differentiations: Lefebvre writes explicitly that the inhabitants “produce differences
in an undifferentiated space.”19

The Production of Space credits Marx with discovering the “immanent rationality”
of the Hegelian concept of production.20 This “immanent rationality” allows the
theorization of production neither as determined by a preexisting cause nor as
teleologically guided, but as organizing “a sequence of actions with a certain
‘objective’ (i.e. the object to be produced) in view.”21 Lefebvre writes that even the
most technologically developed system “cannot produce a space with a perfectly
clear understanding of cause and effect, motive and implication.”22 These
formulations may well have been inspired by Lefebvre’s acquaintance with Boudon’s
research on Pessac: in the preface he underscores that the “concrete rationality” of
production of space cannot be identified with the rationality of any one particular
subject—the architect, the occupant, or the critic.

MARX’S GRUNDRISSE AND SPACE AS AN “ABSTRACTION 
TRUE IN PRACTICE”

Even though he tried to retrieve some of the initial features of Hegel’s concrete
universal that were lost in Marxism, Lefebvre shared Marx’s critique of Hegel’s stress
on the intellectual characteristics of production.23Thus, following Hegel and Marx,
Lefebvre develops a materialist interpretation of this concept that could be applied
to space.24 The need for a reconceptualization of space emerges from Lefebvre’s
empirical study on the new town of Lacq-Mourenx in the Pyrénées Atlantiques,
which initiated his research about urban space.25 The paper “Les nouveaux
ensembles urbains,” published in La Revue Française de Sociologie (1960), is based on
interviews with the inhabitants carried out in 1959, two years after the construction
of this city of 4,500 inhabitants. Pierre Merlin, in his 1969 book Les villes nouvelles,
characterized the problems of Mourenx by noting the insufficiency of facilities,
monotony of architecture, and separation of functions.26 Lefebvre’s text, however,
goes beyond a critique of functionalist urbanism as it was emerging at that time in
France in the publications of Pierre Francastel or the group around Paul-Henry
Chombart de Lauwe.27 He grappled with a statement of one of the interviewees—
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“ce n’est pas une ville, c’est une cité”28—and speculated that the negative connotation of
the term cité might resonate with the concept of the “workers’ city” (cité ouvrière).
Even if the specific meaning attributed to this opposition is ambiguous, the message
given by the inhabitant was clear: Mourenx was not what a city was supposed to
be. Lefebvre attributes this dissatisfaction to the meaninglessness of spaces in the
city and the boredom of everyday lives deprived of any unexpected and ludic
situations.These interviews demonstrate that it is not enough to distribute amenities
in the city: the production of urban space also involves practices of representation
of space as well as the appropriation of what Lefebvre later called “spaces of
representation.”Thus, his research about Mourenx can be read as an anticipation
of the triad of spatial practice, representations of space, and spaces of representation
that Lefebvre formulated during his Nanterre professorship.

While the study of Mourenx inspired Lefebvre’s subsequent theorizing of space
as a product of heterogeneous, historically specific social practices, it was his reading
of Marx’s analysis of labor from the Grundrisse as an “abstraction which became true
in practice” that provided him with a model for such a new concept of space.29

Lefebvre’s description of the emergence of the concept of space is analogous 
to Marx’s theorization of labor, which considered every theoretical concept as 
a symptom of a larger social whole and related the emergence of the concept to
the social, economic, political, and cultural contexts of its appearance. Although
humankind has always been working, the emergence of the concept of labor is a
historical fact: Marx writes that labor could have been conceptualized only when
the general features conveyed by this concept became decisive in social practices,
most importantly in economic reality. Thus, he claims, it is no accident that the
concept of labor as a wealth-creating activity regardless of its specificity was
“discovered” by Adam Smith in eighteenth-century Britain, where industry required
labor to be reduced to its bare features and stripped of the personality of the worker.
This type of labor—malleable, quantifiable, divisible, and measurable by time—was
compatible with newly introduced machines and thus most efficient in the
economic conditions of early industrialization. Marx writes that under such
conditions “the abstraction of the category ‘labour,’‘labour as such,’ labour pure and
simple, becomes true in practice [praktisch wahr].”30Thus, labor is seen as consisting
of two aspects: the specific labor of a particular worker (in Capital it is called “concrete
labour”—a “productive activity of a definite kind and exercised with a definite
aim”31) and the non-specific “abstract labour,” defined as “the expenditure of human
labour in general.”32 Labor becoming “true in practice” is concrete abstraction: an
abstraction “made every day in the social process of production,” as Marx writes in
the Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy(1859):

The conversion of all commodities into labour-time is no greater an
abstraction, and is no less real, than the resolution of all organic bodies into
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air. Labour, thus measured by time, does not seem, indeed, to be the labour of
different persons, but on the contrary the different working individuals seem
to be mere organs of this labour.33

This definition was borrowed by Lefebvre, who in De l’État (1977) defined concrete
abstraction as an abstraction that “concretizes and realizes itself socially, in the social
practice.”34 He adds that concrete abstraction is a “social abstraction,” which “has
a real existence, that is to say practical and not conventional, in the social relationships
linked to practices.”35

Analogous to Marx, Lefebvre looks for the “moment of emergence of an
awareness of space and its production.”36 He sees this moment at the Bauhaus:

For the Bauhaus did more than locate space in its real context or supply a new
perspective on it: it developed a new conception, a global concept, of space.
At that time, around 1920, just after the First World War, a link was discovered
in the advanced countries (France, Germany, Russia, the United States), a link
which had already been dealt with on the practical plane but which had not yet
been rationally articulated: that between industrialization and urbanization,
between workplaces and dwelling-places. No sooner had this link been
incorporated into theoretical thought than it turned into a project, even into a
programme.37

This discovery of a “global concept of space” was a recognition of the spatial
interconnections between locations of work, habitation, and consumption in
advanced capitalism.While Adam Smith demonstrated that different professions are
facets of work in general, the architects, artists, and theorists gathered at the Bauhaus
(particularly during the phase under Hannes Meyer’s directorship) showed that
different places are interrelated and are thus parts of one space.38

This project of designing space as a whole comprised of interdependent processes
and locations was shared by progressive architects between the world wars. Ludwig
Hilberseimer in his Grossstadt Architektur(1927) argued that every urban structure must
be developed in relation to the whole city:“The architecture of the large city depends
essentially on the solution given to two factors: the elementary cell of space and
the urban organism as a whole.”39 Hilberseimer writes that the space of a single
house should become a design determinant for the whole city, while the general
plan of the city should influence the space of the house.40 This continuity between
all scales of a city was sought by the film Architecture d’aujourd’hui (1930), directed by
Pierre Chenal with a script by Chenal and Le Corbusier. It developed a polemical
narrative against the nineteenth-century city, suggesting the necessity of an organic
link between the private house, represented by Le Corbusier’s villas, the neigh-
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borhood, epitomized by the Quartiers Modernes Frugès in Pessac, and the urban
plan, exemplified by the Plan Voisin (1925).

K. Michael Hays, in his Modernism and the Posthumanist Subject (1992), argues that
Hannes Meyer’s aim was to design space as a whole that not only encompasses
interrelated economic, social, and cultural processes but strives to make those
relationships visible. Meyer’s projects—such as the Palace of the League of Nations
in Geneva (1927), the Petersschule in Basel (1927), and the school in Bernau
(1928–30)—were designed as indexes that reflected the processes of their
production and thus as machines of a new, performative perception, in which the
functional diagrams of the building, the transformation of raw materials and their
assembling in the processes of construction are visually reestablished. For Hays,
Meyer’s projects seek to move their viewers “to critically produce or (re)invent
relationships among the architectural fact and the social, historical, and ideological
subtexts from which it was never really separate to begin with.”41

The emergence of space and labor as general concepts in the conditions of
capitalism shows the intrinsic connections between them. Whereas Adam Smith
“discovered” abstract work—the aspect of work that is conditioned by the capitalist
mode of production and that facilitates the capitalist development—the intellectuals
at the Bauhaus “discovered” abstract space—the space of developed capitalism. In
La pensée marxiste et la ville (1972), a response to and unfolding of Marx’s and Engels’s
theorizing of the city, Lefebvre described urban space and urban life as the place,
tool, milieu, negotiator, and scene of the transition from feudalism to capitalism.42

Elsewhere he developed a similar argument about the relationship between
twentieth-century capitalism and abstract space. In his view, the new planning
procedures and new systems of representing space invented at the Bauhaus were
essential for the emergence of abstract space, the space of contemporary capitalism:

If there is such a thing as the history of space, . . . then there is such a thing as
a space characteristic of capitalism—that is, characteristic of that society
which is run and dominated by the bourgeoisie. It is certainly arguable that the
writings and works of the Bauhaus, of Mies van der Rohe among others,
outlined, formulated and helped realize that particular space—the fact 
that the Bauhaus sought to be and proclaimed itself to be revolutionary
notwithstanding.43

This argument was strengthened by the architectural theorist Manfredo Tafuri,
whom Lefebvre met in person in the late 1960s during the activities of the Unité
Pedagogique d’Architecture n°8 in Paris.44 Tafuri linked the new understanding of
space held by the most progressive Modernist architects to the capitalist reorgan-
ization of Europe. In Toward a Critique of Architectural Ideology (1969) he underscores
Hilberseimer’s understanding that “once the true unity of the production cycle has
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been identified in the city, the only task the architect can have is to organize that
cycle.”45 Both Lefebvre and Tafuri recognize that this supposedly revolutionary way
of producing space served the economic and political system.46 This new unity of
space was in fact accompanying and facilitating the unity of the processes of
production, distribution, and consumption.

Abstract space and abstract labor are thus both the result of a series of economic,
social, political, technological, and cultural developments. Marx and Lefebvre show
that these developments were followed by a shift on an emotional and personal level:
they are not only perceived and conceived but lived in the everyday. Marx describes
the worker’s feeling of “indifference” toward a specific type of work, which cannot
provide him or her with personal identity any more.47A hundred years later, Lefebvre
wrote that abstract space is not just a perceived product of capitalist spatial practices
and a projection of the representations of space conceived by planners, but that the
lived practices of those inhabiting this space are themselves abstract: his examples
include the one-sided perception of space by a driver or the reductive use of space
in functionalist urbanism.48

MARX’S CAPITAL AND SPACE AS A “SENSUAL–SUPRASENSUAL
THING”

The emergence of abstract space meant not only the mobilization of space in the
chain of production, distribution, and consumption, but a transformation of space
itself into a commodity: produced, distributed, and consumed.The consequence
of this is the twofold character of abstract space that Lefebvre examined as being at
the same time homogeneous and fragmented—a description applied to Mourenx
in his Introduction to Modernity (1995 [1962]).49This investigation of abstract space is
based on Marx’s analysis of another concrete abstraction—the commodity.

As with every commodity, space reflects the duality of the abstract and concrete
aspects of labor by which it is produced. In Capital (1867), Marx theorizes this dual
character of a commodity as a concrete abstraction—a “sensual–suprasensual thing”
(sinnlich–übersinnliches Ding).50The concrete (“useful”) labor produces the use value of
a commodity, while its exchange value is determined by the amount of abstract labor
socially necessary for its production.

In Capital, Marx writes: “As use values, commodities are, above all, of different
qualities, but as exchange values they are merely different quantities, and
consequently do not contain an atom of use value.”51Thus, the development of the
commodity economy was conditioned by the development of universally accepted,
practically applicable, and quantitative systems of representation and procedures
which, applied to the goods, would allow for comparison between them.

Accordingly, in order to become a commodity, space must have been subjected
to systems of representation and procedures that allow it to be divided, measured,
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and compared.52Thus—as in Marx’s example of abstract labor measured by time—
the historical process of the commodification of space was paralleled by an
implementation of a system of representation, which would depict different “pieces
of space” as distinct and endowed with comparable features. Represented by this
system, a “piece of space” must radically differ from the “place” traditionally
understood as characterized by blurred borders, and qualitatively defined by identity,
natural peculiarities, topography, authority, religion, tradition, and history.An early
symptom of this transition “from nature to abstraction” is the evolution of systems
of measurements, which proceeded from measuring space with parts of the body
to universal, quantitative, and homogeneous systems.53 These requirements were
fulfilled by the system within which a point in space can be determined by three
coordinates, as developed over the centuries by philosophers and mathematicians,
most famously by Descartes. Lefebvre writes that the space of developed capitalism
“has analogical affinity with the space of the philosophical, and more specifically
the Cartesian tradition.”54

The reductionism of the Cartesian system of representation (the very cause of
its practical success), which became “practically true” in the social practice of
capitalism, endowed space with a simultaneous tendency towards homogenization
and fragmentation. In his diagnosis of abstract space, Lefebvre writes:

Formal boundaries are gone between town and country, between centre and
periphery, between suburbs and city centres, between the domain of
automobiles and the domain of people . . . And yet everything (“public
facilities,” blocks of flats, “environments of living”) is separated, assigned in
isolated fashion to unconnected “sites” and “tracts”; the spaces themselves
are specialized just as operations are in the social and technical division of
labour.55

Lefebvre argues that these two tendencies are interdependent: “It is impossible to
overemphasize either the mutual inherence or the contradictoriness of these two
aspects of space . . . For space ‘is’ whole and broken, global and fractured, at one and
the same time.”56 Abstract space, writes Lefebvre,“takes account of the connections
and links between those elements that it keeps, paradoxically, united yet disunited,
joined yet detached from one another, at once torn apart and squeezed together.”57

This simultaneity of homogeneity and fragmentation is determined by features
intrinsic to the Cartesian model itself: homogeneity results in fragmentation, and
fragmentation determines homogeneity.As a system of representation, it is unable
to give an account of any other features of “pieces of space” than their location
expressed with three coordinates of the analytic geometry; areas or volumes
differing in location differ in “everything,” have “nothing in common” besides
being part of the “entirety of space.”Thus, space appears as fragmented: it is an
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aggregate of independent, distinct areas or volumes. At the same time this system
of representation offers no intrinsic criteria for delineating areas or volumes of space;
by eliminating “existing differences and peculiarities”58 this system does not suggest
any intrinsic differentiation.Thus, it lends itself to any parceling required by land
speculation, functionalist zoning, or segregation by the state. Deprived of intrinsic
differentiations, the “entirety of space” is endowed with a “geometric homo-
geneity,”59 which means both a representation and a practical attitude to the
management of space.These descriptions of space as simultaneously homogeneous
and fragmented are clearly inspired by other concrete abstractions discussed by
Lefebvre: money, capital, and the market.60

The process of erasing differences—of homogenizing space—may be executed
only by force.61That is why Lefebvre claims that “there is a violence intrinsic to abstraction,
and to abstraction’s practical (social) use.”62 For Lefebvre, abstraction supported
by science and technology is a tool to develop oppressive, classificatory, and phallic
space.63 At the same time, in De l’État, Lefebvre adds one more characteristic of
postwar space: this space is characterized not only by a homogeneity of inter-
changeable places and by a fragmentation of allotments caused by real-estate
speculation but by hierarchization: sensitized by the recent gentrification of the
Marais and Quartier Les Halles in Paris, Lefebvre writes that the distinction between
center and periphery becomes translated into social hierarchy.64

MARX’S FORM OF VALUE AND LEFEBVRE’S FORM OF SPACE

The historically specific analysis of abstract space—the space of capitalism—is
developed in The Production of Space into a wider project of addressing the shared
characteristics of all spaces, produced in various historical conditions by various
social practices. This argument is facilitated by Lefebvre’s concept of space as a
concrete abstraction and by his application of the method Marx developed in Capital
in order to describe the universal characteristics of all commodities.

According to Marx, the feature shared by every commodity is its twofold
character consisting of use and exchange value. In Capital he writes:

A commodity is a use value or object of utility, and a value. It manifests itself
as this twofold thing, that it is, as soon as its value assumes an independent
form—viz., the form of exchange value. It never assumes this form when
isolated, but only when placed in a value or exchange relation with another
commodity of a different kind.65

Marx arrives at the definition of the “general form of value” (allgemeine Wertform)
and explains it with the example of linen: its general form of value “expresses the
values of the whole world of commodities in terms of a single commodity set apart
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for the purpose, namely, the linen, and thus represents to us their values by means
of their equality with linen.”66 Thus, the exchange value of a commodity is
established in relation not to some specific commodities but precisely to all of them,
and it becomes manifest only in the context of all other commodities.

According to Marx, the principle of development of capitalism is the con-
tradiction between use value and exchange value, which characterizes every
commodity and every act of exchange. In the act of exchange, the owner of one of
the exchanged objects considers his or her object as deprived of use value (otherwise
the owner would not exchange it) but endowed only with exchange value, while
considering the object of the other owner as having only use value but no exchange
value; an analogous view is held by the owner of the second exchanged object.There
is a contradiction between the empirical fact of substituting the exchange and use
values and the theoretical impossibility of combining both value forms in one
commodity. For Marx, this contradiction points to the real impossibility of a precise
measurement of value in bartering.67

Marx’s method is to investigate how this contradiction is dealt with in social
practice. He concludes that the introduction of money should be interpreted as an
attempt to mediate between use and exchange values. Money is the “means by which
use value begins to transform itself into exchange value, and vice versa.”68 However,
the initial contradiction is not solved by money, but dialectically preserved and
internalized in commodities (and generating more mediating links, like labor power,
a unique commodity whose use value consists precisely in the fact that in the course
of its consumption it is transformed into its counterpart—exchange value); in
Marx’s view this contradiction can be resolved only by the socialist revolution.69

Just like a commodity characterized by the general form of value, space for
Lefebvre is defined by its form.Whereas the form of the commodity characterizes all
commodities regardless of their specific features, the form of space is the most general
relationship between locations that can be attributed to every location independently
of the differences between them. Lefebvre describes the form of the commodity as
the possibility of exchange conceived independently of what is exchanged,while the
form of space is defined as the possibility of encounter, assembly, and simultaneous
gathering regardless of what—or who—is gathered. Lefebvre writes that socially
produced space “implies actual or potential assembly at a single point, or around that
point.”70This fundamental feature of such space is called centrality.

Drawing an analogy to the form of the commodity, which is characterized by a
dialectical contradiction between use and exchange value, Lefebvre describes
centrality as dialectical: there is a dialectic of centrality “because there is a connection
between space and the dialectic.”71The “dialectical movement of centrality” consists
of gathering “everything” in space and of the simultaneity of “everything.”72

Lefebvre’s work on space and the urban society from the late 1960s and early 1970s
can be read as unfolding, developing, and differentiating this claim. In The Urban
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Revolution (1970) he writes that in a city characterized by centrality, things, objects,
people, and situations “are mutually exclusive because they are diverse, but inclusive
because they are brought together and imply their mutual presence.”73 He adds that
conflicts in urban space arise from differences, which recognize and test each
other.74 Thus, centrality consists of a collection of contradictory and mutually
conditioned elements.

In The Production of Spaceyet another aspect of the dialectic of centrality is addressed.
The process of centralization is described as conditioned by the process of
dispersion:“the centre gathers things together only to the extent that it pushes them
away and disperses them.”75 On the same page Lefebvre uses different wording to
describe this interdependence: centrality “is based on simultaneous inclusion and
exclusion precipitated by a specific spatial factor.”76Thus, the “dialectic of centrality”
consists not only of the contradictory interdependence between the objects gathered
but of the opposition between center and periphery, gathering and dispersion,
inclusion (to center) and exclusion (to periphery).

The descriptions of centrality from The Production of Space and The Urban Revolution
resemble Lefebvre’s depiction of Paris from his text “The Other Parises,” published
originally in Espaces et Sociétés(1974/5), the journal he co-founded with Anatole Kopp
in 1970.77 In this text, the various centers of Paris are addressed as gathering and
dispersing living beings, things, ideas, signs, symbols, representations, projects, and
ways of life.78The social practices of gathering and dispersion can be seen as practices
of producing space—transforming the physical environment, representing space,
and appropriating it in everyday life. Material practices may include or exclude not
only by building bridges or walls but by making strategic investments in the built
environment that render particular areas in the city central while excluding others.
Representational practices develop new theories of space and set some of them in
the center of public attention, damning others to library back shelves. Practices of
everyday life appropriate places and ideas—giving meaning to some, while
rendering others obsolete.

Lefebvre’s discovery of the form of urban space as dialectical parallels the
transition in his thinking from an early review “Utopie expérimentale: pour un
nouvel urbanisme” (1961) to his writings in the late 1960s. Published in La Revue
Française de Sociologie, it sympathetically discusses an urbanistic project for a new city
in the Furttal valley near Zürich.79The authors of the project, presented in the book
Die neue Stadt (1961), express the ambition to develop a paradigmatic solution for the
problems of congestion, traffic, and housing and to tackle the aesthetic challenge of
inscribing modern architecture into the Swiss landscape.The main principle of the
design is the concept of a balance that regulates the social, economic, emotional,
political, and aesthetic aspects of the new city.80 In his review Lefebvre embraces this
principle, praising the project for proposing “an equilibrium, at the same time stable
and vivid, a sort of self-regulation.”81 This support for the project, which exposed
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Lefebvre to the accusation of reformism by the Internationale Situationniste,82 was soon
withdrawn. In “Humanisme et urbanisme: quelques propositions” (1968), he notes
that it is deceptive to envisage a perfect equilibrium between architectural
concepts,83 and in The Urban Revolution he claims that the concept of a “programmed”
and “structured” equilibrium, as proposed by the planners, is an even greater risk
for a city than chaos.84 This revision in Lefebvre’s thinking might have been
influenced not only by his reevaluation of the postwar urbanism in France and 
an examination of the urban crisis of the 1960s but by the development of 
his theoretical interests: his critique of the functionalist concept of needs, his
adherence to the ludic and the unforeseen as necessary aspects of urban space, his
research on the Paris Commune,85 and his rethinking of the concept of concrete
abstraction.

The analysis of the form of urban space as dialectical allows Lefebvre to sharpen
his claims about the role of space in the processes of capitalist production, distribu-
tion, and consumption.Whereas the contradiction between use and exchange values
was shown by Marx to be the engine of the development of capitalism, Lefebvre
enriches this picture by describing the contradictions inherent to space also as
contributing to this development.86The method of both Marx and Lefebvre is based
on the rather counterintuitive assumption that the principle of capitalism is
preserved throughout its whole development, becoming manifest in its most
advanced and complex stage.The Soviet philosopher Evald Ilyenkov demonstrated
that this method is made possible by the structural features of the concept of concrete
abstraction. By assuming the commodity as a concrete abstraction, Marx was able
to consider it as the universal expression of the specific nature of capital, and, at
the same time, as an empirical fact: a commodity exchanged in a particular act. In
“Dialectics of the Abstract and the Concrete in Marx’s Capital” (1960), Ilyenkov writes
that the historically necessary conditions of emergence of every concrete abstraction
are “preserved in its structure throughout its development”; thus, the development
of capitalism is conceived as a reproduction of its original principle.87 Similarly,
centrality as a form of space is considered by Lefebvre as a feature of a particular
location, and, at the same time, as a facilitator of economic, social, political, and
cultural development.

CONCLUSION: LEFEBVRE’S THEORETICO-EMPIRICAL METHOD 

This chapter has argued that Lefebvre’s theory of production of space is structurally
based on the concept of concrete abstraction developed by Hegel in his theorization
of the concrete universal and further developed by Marx. Lefebvre refers to Hegel’s
dynamic and open-ended concrete universal in order to theorize space as a dynamic
entity produced by historically contingent social practices. Following Marx’s
theorization of labor as a concrete abstraction, Lefebvre demonstrates that space is
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an “abstraction which became true in practice”—produced by material, political,
theoretical, cultural, and quotidian practices. In analogy with Marx’s analysis of
abstract labor as conditioned by capitalist development and facilitating its further
success, Lefebvre sees abstract space as enabling the capitalist processes of pro-
duction, distribution, and consumption. In the course of the development of
capitalism, space itself was turned into a commodity—a concrete abstraction
described by Marx as a “sensual–suprasensual thing”—becoming at the same time
homogeneous and fragmented. Like the commodity that in its most developed and
differentiated stage reveals its most universal characteristics, the space of the capitalist
city manifests a fundamental dialectic between the processes of centralization and
dispersion, inclusion, and exclusion.This concept of space as a concrete abstraction
—socially produced and thus historically contingent and yet characterized by a
universal feature called centrality—is the basis of the “unitary theory of space”
envisaged by Lefebvre at the beginning of The Production of Space.

Significantly, this argument that Lefebvre developed in the late 1960s and early
1970s was prepared and informed by his earlier empirical studies as well as critiques
of urbanistic and architectural projects. Ilyenkov demonstrated that Marx’s method
in Capital mobilized both theoretical and empirical research and the procedures of
induction and deduction.88 In Lefebvre’s writings one can find a similar approach,
albeit not as rigorous as that of Ilyenkov. His theorization of space as concrete
abstraction—developed by a close reading and appropriation of the philosophical
sources in Hegel and Marx—was not merely accompanied, informed, and inspired
by his texts on Mourenx, Furttal, Pessac, and Paris but questioned by them.
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5
MONDIALISATION BEFORE 

GLOBALIZATION
Lefebvre and Axelos1

Stuart Elden

INTRODUCTION

One of the key themes of De l’État is the question of the world.The world, le monde,
figures both in the notion of l’échelle mondiale—the worldwide scale—and in that of
mondialisation, which can only imperfectly be translated as globalization. Instead,
mondialisation is the process of becoming worldwide, the seizing and grasping of the
world as a whole, comprehending it as a totality, as an event in thought.The spread
of economic and political phenomena across the surface of the globe, which English-
language readers have known as globalization since the 1980s, is a development that
is made possible by this prior comprehending of the world,mondialisation.This chapter
seeks to understand Lefebvre’s notion of mondialisation, suggesting that it provides a
philosophical and practical account, theoretically grounded and politically aware.
In addition it seeks to account for the genesis of the term in Lefebvre’s writings,
opening up a perspective on the philosophy of the world more generally.

In thinking about the question of the world, as with his work more generally,
Lefebvre is seeking to develop claims from within what is generally called Western
Marxism. His reading of Marx is to see his works as a whole, neither privileging
the earlier “humanist” writings nor the later “scientific” ones.2 But for Lefebvre
the single most important line from Marx on the question of the world is from an
earlier work, his doctoral dissertation. In this dissertation, Marx declares that “the



world’s becoming philosophical is at the same time philosophy’s becoming worldly,
that its realization is at the same time its loss.”3 What this means for Marx is that in
its actualization or realization, philosophy is transcended and overcome. Lefebvre
regularly cites this line from Marx,4 and his work as a whole can be understood as
an attempt to understand the relation of philosophical thought to its realization, a
development he calls metaphilosophy.5 For Lefebvre, the concern is with a critical
reflection on philosophy, seeing how philosophy can be transcended or overcome.
This is as much a Nietzschean or Heideggerian überwinden—to overcome or twist free
from—as a Hegelian or Marxist aufheben—a word Lenin glossed as “to supersede, put
an end to, but simultaneously to conserve, to maintain.”6

In understanding the world, Lefebvre thinks that Heidegger also has an important
role to play, particularly in the suggestion he makes in the 1929 essay “On the
Essence of Ground” that the “world never is, but worlds.”7This phrase is often reduced
to the shorthand the “world worlds,” die Welt weltet, and is intended to understand
the way in which the world operates independently of an external cause or trigger.
The standard French translation is “le monde n’est jamais, le monde se mondifie”;8 an
alternative is that “le monde se mondialise.”9 For Lefebvre, this is close to a tautology,
but “has great sense.” He takes it to mean that 

The world-wide [le mondial] conceives itself in and by itself and not by 
another thing (history, spirit, work, science, etc.). The world becomes world,
becoming what virtually it was. It transforms itself by becoming worldwide. 
In it discovery and creation converge. It does not exist before it creates itself,
and yet, it proclaimed itself, possible-impossible, through all the powers,
technology, knowledge, art.10

But the heritage goes back much further, and it is therefore no surprise that Marx’s
doctoral dissertation was on pre-Socratic thought, and that Heidegger’s reflections
often return to such ancient sources.11 Indeed, the spur for Lefebvre and Heidegger
here is Heraclitus, and in particular his fragment that suggests that eternity, or time
(aion), standing as a cipher for the world, is “like a child playing a game.”12 In a 1973
piece Lefebvre declares that this fragment is the first beacon or marker; the second
is Heidegger.13

A number of themes thus arise: the distinction between globalization and
mondialisation, and the way in which the latter may be said to provide the conditions
of possibility for the former; the internal logic of the process of becoming
worldwide; and the role of play or the game in understanding this. It is at this point
that juxtaposition of Lefebvre’s work with another thinker is useful.This thinker is
Kostas Axelos, a Greek émigré who arrived in France in 1945, fleeing from the
Royalist victory in the civil war, who studied at the Sorbonne before meeting and
befriending both Heidegger and Lefebvre. Lefebvre and Axelos met in 1955 at the
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Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique (CNRS), when the former was in
charge of the sociology division and the latter was a researcher.14They took part in
a couple of interviews together,15 and, as will be discussed below, Lefebvre wrote a
number of short pieces on Axelos’s work. Lefebvre’s admiration for Axelos is
somewhat unusual, given how critical he was of most of his contemporaries, but
Lefebvre particularly liked the way in which Axelos analyzed Marx and brought his
thought into conflict with contemporary problems.16This respect goes deeper than
a shared approach to reading Marx. Indeed, for Lefebvre,Axelos is the only thinker
who has really come close to thinking the question and distinction of thought of the
world and thought in the world, as initiated by Heraclitus.17 Lefebvre regularly refers
to Axelos’s writings in his own works, and indeed at one point refers to him as the
“new Heraclitus.”18

KOSTAS AXELOS AND THE PLAY OF THE WORLD

Axelos, born in 1924, is a generation younger than Lefebvre, and, although still
largely unknown in the English-speaking world, has been a major intellectual figure
and facilitator in his adopted homeland of France. He edited the important journal
Arguments between 1958 and its close in 1962, and still runs the book series of that
name with Éditions de Minuit, in which three of Lefebvre’s books—Introduction à la
modernité, Métaphilosophie and La fin de l’histoire—appeared.19 Many other key figures in
French and European thought had volumes appear in that series, including Gilles
Deleuze, Maurice Blanchot, Georg Lukács, Herbert Marcuse, and Karl Jaspers. In
his own writings, notably Le jeu du monde, influenced by Marx, Heidegger, and Eugen
Fink,Axelos discusses the process of becoming worldly, and provides some valuable
insights into this question that are of interest both in their own right and because
of their impact on Lefebvre’s work.20 For Axelos, reflecting in 2004 on the advent
of thought of globalization, mondialisation has a connection to the notion of the
“world” that the more recent term no longer preserves.21 In part this is a nuance
of translation, and one that can be understood through the lens of Anglo-American
cultural imperialism as Derrida suggested toward the end of his life.22Axelos claims
that mondialisation, which was extensively discussed in the pages of the Arguments
journal as early as the late 1950s, is worth preserving precisely because it retains the
notion of the “world”:

Globalisation names a process which universalises technology, economy,
politics, and even civilisation and culture. But it remains somewhat empty.
The world, as an opening is missing. The world is not the physical and
historical totality, it is not the more or less empirical ensemble of theoretical
and practical ensembles. It deploys itself. The thing that is called globalisation
is a kind of mondialisation without the world.23
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The world is an object of thought in its own terms, rather than understandable
through other means or ciphers; and is a necessary prerequisite before thinking
the extension of other phenomena over it, taking into account the material and
conceptual basis of the world and the understanding of space upon which it relies.24

Indeed, Pierre Fougeyrollas’s “Thèses sur la mondialisation,” published in Arguments,
suggests that “to the mondialisationof problems we must respond with the mondialisation
of thought and action.”25 For Axelos, the human is not in the world but of the world,
a relation that cannot be reduced to an identification.

Axelos is concerned with overturning the vulgar materialist reading of Marx,
suggesting that it was precisely this realist, objectivist, material understanding that
idealism was developed to avoid.26 For Axelos, just as Lefebvre, the key to an
unorthodox, truly Hegelian Marxism is to recognize the dialectical relation between
the ideal and the material. Again, like Lefebvre, Axelos recognizes that we must 
seek the answer to this relation through the problematic of alienation, but not 
through an exclusive reading of this in the early works.Axelos declares that “Marx’s
starting point is economic alienation, the splitting of the world into the world of
the structure (real) and the world of the superstructure (ideological). His work
consists in reducing the ideological, idealistic, and ideal world to its profane
foundation.”27Axelos wants to undertake this move, but also its reverse, to recognize
the ideological underpinnings of the foundation. For Axelos, the key is to situate the
questions of human being, economic production, and concrete society within the
wider problematic of the world. Indeed, his detailed study of Marx, profoundly
influenced by Heidegger, is, in the original French title, explicit:Marx as a Thinker of
Technology: From the Alienation of Man to the Conquest of the World.28 For Axelos, while Marx
and Heidegger do not say the same things, they are both thinkers of great crisis:“one
speaks of the alienation of man and the other of the darkening [obscurcissement] of the 
world.”29

As the 1959 interview Lefebvre and Axelos undertook with Jean Beaufret and
François Châtelet demonstrates, this is a relation they considered of crucial
importance. Lefebvre declares that there is “no antagonism between the cosmic-
historic vision of Heidegger and the historic-practical conception of Marx” in terms
of conceiving of the relation of humans to technology, but merely that their work
approaches it from different directions.30 Axelos adds that in order to think about
these figures historical-political issues need to be considered, including German
idealism and the failure of romanticism.31 And of course the question of National
Socialism looms large. Lefebvre notes that his initial rejection of Heidegger was
before the latter’s support of the Nazis, and Axelos and Beaufret add some detail to
the picture of that support.32 If those details are now somewhat more complicated
by newly released writings and documents, what is clear is that the encounter they
staged between Heidegger and Marx was not politically naïve.33 Instead Heidegger
could be used to shed light on Marx himself, to understand Marx better, particularly
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in terms of Heidegger’s sustained discussion of things that Marx treated only in
summary fashion, such as, for Axelos and Lefebvre, technology and the world. None
the less, as Axelos states in this interview, “neither Marx nor Heidegger exhausts
the problem of the totality of the world.”34

How then are we to understand the world? For Axelos the world deploys as a
game (jeu). He suggests that this a central question of Western metaphysics: “Being
becoming totality, the supreme game.”35The 1969 book Le jeu du monde,Axelos’s most
important work, can thus be translated as “the game of the world,” but also as “the
play of the world,” and my translations from it and other works use “game” and
“play” interchangeably for jeu, depending on context.There are other related words
in Axelos’s conceptual armory, particularly l’enjeu, stake, and jouet, plaything. Le Jeu du
monde is a profoundly challenging book, written in a fragmented, almost aphoristic
style.Yet, like Nietzsche’s works, these are fragments of a whole, and can only be
separated from the totality with violence.36 Other writings are presented in a more
traditional and accessible way, such as Systématique ouverte, which re-presents many
of the ideas from the earlier work.37 Axelos’s key claim is that the world can only
be understood on its own terms, or rules, an internal logic of interplay, rather than
on the basis of anything exterior to it:

The play of the world attempts to think the game inside of which all games and
all rules, all transgressions and all calculations, all significations and all
interpretations (global and particular) appear, disappear, are reborn . . .
which moves the pawns and figures, figurative or not, on the chessboard of
the world, according to contingency or necessity. The pawns and figures are
only parts of the game, just as truth is only the triumphant figure of errancy,
corresponding to it. Thus a polyvalent combination of theoretical and
practical games opens up, which from including the play of the world, remains
contained and crushed by it.38

The world as a game develops claims made in brief summary form by
Heidegger—“the essence of being is the game itself [das Spiel selber]”39—and in much
more detail in works by Eugen Fink.40 Drawing, again, on the fragment of Heraclitus,
Fink wonders if “play can become the symbolic theatrical enactment of the universe,
the speculative metaphor of the world.”41 Fink is perhaps best known in the English
language for his work continuing the studies of Husserl and for his seminar on
Heraclitus with Heidegger,42 although he is an important phenomenological thinker
in his own right, several of whose works would merit English translation.This is
perhaps especially true of Spiel als Weltsymbol, a complex analysis of the notion of play
in myth, ritual, and philosophy which explores the relation of the play or the game
to the world.43 If a detailed analysis of this book is beyond the scope of this chapter,
it is important to note its crucial role in a mediation between ancient, French, and

84 stuart elden



German sources for thinking these issues. Its final chapter, “The Worldness of the
Human Game,” is particularly important.

The making worldly of phenomena through a logic implicit only to itself, without
external cause or purpose, also draws upon Heidegger’s echo of Angelus Silesius’s
line about the rose, suggesting that the child of the play of the world“plays, because it
plays.”44 “The ‘because’ is subsumed [versinkt] in the game.The game is without
‘why’.”45 For Heidegger, the play of the world is the “sending [Geschick] of being”; for
Axelos, it means that the world in a much more tangible sense can be understood
only through this continual process of becoming.46This is what he means in the idea
that the world “deploys itself [se déploie],” the world unfolds and unfurls itself “as 
a game.That means that it refuses any sense, any rule which is exterior to itself.”47

Deployment is an important term in Axelos, forming the unifying theme of the three
trilogies he saw as the architecture of his principal works. Each of these trilogies was
given a title: the unfolding, unfurling, or deployment [déploiement] of errance, of the
game, and of an inquiry.48

Within this architectonic, which Axelos calls an “open systematic,”49 the question
of the world, the play or the game, and the relation of the human to that world of
which they are both part and creator is the central theme. For Deleuze, Axelos’s
notion of errance, errancy, is a substitution for the “metaphysical opposition of true
and false, error and truth,” just as the play of the world between fragment and whole
replaces the “metaphysical relation of the relative and the absolute.”50 In this we can
see the way in which the process of becoming worldwide is both in opposition to,
and the foundation of, philosophical notions of totality and globality, and a challenge
to the equation of universality–rationality–totality.51 Being is in the process of
becoming a fragmentary totality, precisely through this notion of mondialisation.52This
is the sense of his claim that “being becoming totality” is “the supreme game.”53

Totality is an aspiration rather than an intellectual step in the process of thought.

THE WORLD SCALE AND THE PROBLEM OF THE STATE

Lefebvre’s interest in Axelos’s work is pronounced, something that can be found in
a number of pieces he wrote on his work, and in references elsewhere in his corpus.
Two of his most explicit analyses are found in reviews of Axelos’s Marx, penseur de la
technique and Vers la pensée planétairefor the journal Esprit;54 another is found in a long 1986
essay devoted to him which first appeared after Lefebvre’s death.55 Lefebvre praises
the way thatAxelos is able to shed new light on well-known texts of Marx, and brings
this reflection on technology to bear on the history of the world.56 He reads
technology, in part through Axelos, as not merely a cause of alienation, but also as a
potential liberation, as through technology humans are in the process of “becoming
worldwide and planetary [devenu mondial et planétaire],” and then may “finally be able
to enjoy or command [jouir] the Earth.”57 Yet this ability to command, or truly to
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“enjoy,” the earth comes at a profound cost.Rendering the world amenable to control
and command is at the root of a number of contemporary phenomena that are
injurious to communal well-being and to the health of the earth itself. There is
therefore an important distinction between the earth—le terre—and the world—le
monde.The earth is the foundation, “a unity [ensemble] of cycles, stable systems, self-
regulation: waters, winds, air light, soils, sediments.”The world is “the whole of
the devices [l’ensemble des dispositifs] assembled by man beginning to cover the earth.”58

Thus, the earth, the Planet Earth, becomes the world through our intervention:

Technology unifies the terrestrial world only while plunging the man of this
earth into anguish.

Tragic vision? Yes and no. Because this drama of stability, this stability in
errancy, is a “game.” The tragic contradiction is the contradiction (the anta-
gonistic unity) of the play and seriousness [gravité]. Man is a serious being [un
être sérieux], but nothing is more serious than the game. Man plays his destiny
seriously, and the universe plays with the planet earth, man, gravities and
human games. Appearance and apparition play with reality, because reality is
only the play of appearances. Being? Nature? The absolute? Let us not speak
of these. When we play, without speaking of them, we are there. “It” is an
eternal child, collecting his dice to launch them into the infinite.59

Although this is not always recognized in his contemporary Anglo-American
reception, Lefebvre distinguishes between the level and the scale. Level is a mode
of understanding that takes into account the range from the private, the realm of
habitation, to the global or total, via the mixed, meditating level of the middle.60

When Lefebvre talks of scale, the largest is not the global, but the world.The world
scale, l’échelle mondial, or the simple notion of le mondial, the “worldwide,” which is
neither fixed nor accomplished, needs to be introduced as a third term in the
conflicting relation of the country and the city.61Thus the distinction:“the total, the
global, is the totality of knowledge and the world as a totality.”62 Like Axelos, then,
Lefebvre wants to understand totality both as an aspiration of revolutionary praxis,
but as something that cannot be grasped through totalizing thought. As Lefebvre
notes, “when taken in isolation, in other words speculatively, outside of praxis, the
theories of alienation and totality become transformed into systems which are very
remote from Marxism—into neo-Hegelianism.”63 In distinction, in practice totality
comes to us in fragments, out of partial determinisms, and is an ongoing process
rather than an accomplishment:64

At the world scale, the system of states introduces the worldwideness
[mondialité] against historicity; it delineates the contours of planetary space,
which does not result from the historical past but from new factors (energy,
techniques, strategies, productive forces).65
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This relation between the questions of spatiality and temporality is revealing. For
Lefebvre, talk of the worldwide is tied more to spatiality than to temporality,66 yet
the crucial analysis will be of their overall interrelation. In De l’État, which is where
Lefebvre most thoroughly treats these relations, the state seeks to transcend both
history and to exploit the past.67The notion of the state mode of production, where
the state takes responsibility for the creation and development of markets, is an
inherently spatial issue. Lefebvre argues that the conflict between the worldwide and
historicity, the limits of the political, is resolved “in and by the production of
worldwide space, the work of a historical time in which it is realized.”68

In this understanding we can gain a number of insights. First, the world scale or
the notion of the worldwide in no way implies a transcending of spatial, territorial
problematics. Rather it requires a thinking of the scale to which they are applied,
and a reflection on the remaking of spatial relations. Lefebvre argues that Marx sees
the world as first and foremost the world market, a worldly form that pre-dates
others. But this too is a “spatial configuration,” of which Marx himself offered only
initial indications.69As Lefebvre notes:“The world market world involves a territorial
distribution . . . of productive forces, flow and stocks . . .The world market is not
detached from space; there is no ‘deterritorialised’ abstraction, even if some extra-
territorial forces (the heads of some so-called supra-national businesses) operate
there.”70 Second, the process of mondialisation requires an acceleration of the homog-
enization of space and time,71 a process that, ontologically, began in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries with the advent of the scientific revolution and modern
physics. For Lefebvre, following much of the analysis of Heidegger, the key figure
in this story is Descartes, whose casting of material as res extensa paves the way for a
particular way of grasping the world.To see extension as the primary characteristic
of matter is to make it amenable to science through geometry and the notions of
measure and calculation.72 Nature becomes controllable as resource, stock for the
disposition of technology; a Heideggerian claim that is radicalized through a twofold
process—first the recognition of the role of capital and second the refusal to
entertain a regressive, reactionary return. Lefebvre was always interested in
transforming the mode of urban life, and of the understanding of the world, rather
than a retreat to the rural or the local.Thus, for Lefebvre, the notion of the worldwide,
le mondial, is important but it is not without both conceptual and political problems:

Sometimes it obscures, sometimes it illuminates: global by definition, it does
not just deal with the economic, nor the sociological in isolation; neither
demography separately, nor traditional historicity taken as criteria of direc-
tion. It implies the criticism of separations, especially if they have had their
moment and their need. Here we try to grasp it through a process of
becoming worldwide, of the State, which supposes the world market, world
technicality, etc. but which goes beyond these determinations.73
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CONCLUSION

As well as illustrating the connections between Lefebvre and Axelos on a theoretical
level, this chapter has sought to document their intellectual friendship through the
lens of a topic of shared interest, the question of the world and its impact on the full
range of spatial scales, from the global to the local and the urban. Axelos provides
the intellectual and conceptual apparatus, developing from Fink and Heidegger,
although, for Lefebvre, he is still prone to lapse into speculative metaphysics.74 In
distinction, Axelos’s view of Lefebvre was that he was a more concrete figure, and
that ultimately the differences were profound:

With Lefebvre I had many productive discussions. Three of his books were
published in the Arguments collection. Bonds of friendship united us. But I
consider Lefebvre, if not exclusively, as above all a theorist of Marxism, of
society, the city, everyday life. What I have tried to do is different. This became
clear in the course of our long conversation.75

Undoubtedly the two approaches are necessary together, and this is why a dialogue
between Axelos and Lefebvre, and further back involving Heraclitus, Marx,
Heidegger, and Fink is useful.The principal insight that such analysis provides is that
the phenomena that we have taken to discuss as globalization is the political 
and economic outcome of a prior grasping and comprehending of the world as 
a globe, of the world seen as a totality or a whole. Lefebvre’s analyses of the 
notion of mondialisation, developing from the abstract theorizing of Axelos, provide
some insights into how that came about. The process of mondialisation is one that
requires further study, but for Lefebvre this is tied in two ways to a historical
investigation. On the one hand we should think about how globalization is
dependent on mondialisation; on the other the conditions of possibility of mondialisation
itself, without a lapse into either linear causality or mechanistic determinism,76

the vulgar historical idealism or materialism he had done so much to challenge
throughout his career.

Such a shift to the abstract, the thought, is a necessary, and a necessarily political,
move in understanding the contemporary. In this context we would do well to
consider the eleventh of Axelos’s “Theses on Marx,” which declares that tech-
nological operations require thought; and Lefebvre’s view of the eleventh thesis of
Marx himself:

Technologists only transform the world in different ways in universalised
indifference, what matters now is to think it, and to interpret the trans-
formations in depth, by grasping and experiencing the difference which unites
being to nothingness.77
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Philosophy makes itself world: it makes the world and the world is made
through it. The world is produced to the exact measure whereby philosophy is
realized, and realizing, becomes world. Philosophers have interpreted the
world: now it must be changed; can this change be accomplished without
philosophy?78

What matters now is to think the world, and the process of becoming worldwide,
the notion of mondialisation, in order that we may better understand globalization.
Perhaps then, and perhaps only then, will we understand how to change or
transform it for more radical, progressive, political goals. Radical politics requires
a radicalization of the political, as we need to ask how revolutionary thought is
rendered possible.79 As Lefebvre puts it, “Kostas Axelos opens the horizon, shows
the way.”80
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6
LEFEBVRE WITHOUT HEIDEGGER

“Left-Heideggerianism” qua contradictio 
in adiecto

Geoffrey Waite

For Ayça Çubukçu

This is the magic and the metaphysics of shit.
Henri Lefebvre, 19461

Heidegger is the most profound modern philosopher.
Henri Lefebvre, 19802

I’m tired of Nietzsche and I’m scared shitless of Heidegger.
Louis Althusser, 19843

EXHIBITING DEMARCATION LINES

Hijacking and detouring a technique from phenomenology, I’ll exhibit a hegemonic
tendency in contemporary Lefebvre studies: the promotion of Left-Heideggerianism.4

(Articulators of Lefebvre with Left-Nietzscheanism appear uncommitted to their
effort.)5 My aim is to deconstruct and destroy this project insofar as my incapacity
for Gelassenheit(letting-be or releasement) allows.Adhering to a fundamental Leninist
principle, I draw demarcation lines between “Left” and “Heideggerianism” on the one
axis, Lefebvre and Left-Heideggerianism on the other: the crosshairs of my gun sight.6

My nominal target is the combination of anti-thinking (taking Heidegger’s side) with
anti-communism (taking the side of communism’s impossible possibility), which is



a Left-Heideggerianism guilty of anti-communist thoughtlessness.My ultimate target
is traditionally communist: “the thing itself” that is State and capitalism.7

Lefebvre was a sometimes avid and always mediocre and careless reader of
Heidegger. He did not need to be a careful reader for his productive appropriations
(not least or most of Heidegger) because he adhered to that dominant line of reading
in our era which dictates that one cannot, need not, or should not understand
authors as they understand themselves, though such understanding must include
what they leave unsaid, for whatever reason.Thus Lefebvre might have been better
off without Heidegger—perhaps his “inherent dark underside”8—but that was
impossible for him. Lefebvre studies could acknowledge his incapacity and be better
off without Heidegger until it can read him. Meantime, Lefebvre should not be
employed to promote Left-Heideggerianism as is being done by Left-Liberal
intellectual historians and radical geographers (or antipodes) in a garden-variety
academic variant of “capitalo-parliamentarianism” that Marxism must combat as
being non-Marxist and non-communist.9 Simultaneously, their logic is non-
philosophical or rather non-thinking insofar as authentic questioning and thinking
are opposed to philosophy and vice versa.10 Because the promotion of Left-
Heideggerianism is part of a strangulating weed system that is anti-communist and
anti-thinking, the task of thinkers and communists—not necessarily the same—is to
exhibit this rhizome and eradicate it. “Hermeneutics manages its task only on the way of
destruction,”11 and the task of us communists is to “smash” the “bureaucratic-military
machine” of State and capitalism.12 In order to create.

Additionally at stake are two related but separate issues: the Marxist philosopher
Lefebvre’s view of Heidegger compared to Heidegger’s view of Marxism and
philosophy; and the structure of Left-Heideggerianism independent of reference to
Lefebvre, since this project substantially pre-dates and exceeds his work.

LEFT-HEIDEGGERIANS, NOW AND THEN

The first Left-Heideggerian was Kiyoshi Miki (1897–1945), before the publication
in 1927 of Being and Time,13 one of several Japanese philosophers, all contemporaries
of Lefebvre (1901–91), who in the 1920s studied with or read Heidegger
(1889–1976)—not all Marxists, and not all the Marxists Heideggerians. (Most
significant in the latter group was Tosaka Jun [1900–45] with his thesis—decades
before Lefebvre—that “thought has become quotidianized” and that “everydayness
was a philosophic category that needed immediate attention.”)14 Then followed
Marcuse in Germany (1928) and Kojève in France (1931).15There have been many
Left-Heideggerians, though this is rarely a self-designation, with Sloterdijk (in the
1980s) an exception.16 Right-Heideggerians include Nolte, with his refreshingly
candid thesis that “insofar as Heidegger resisted the attempted communist solution
he was historically correct,” and that “committing himself to the National Socialist
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solution . . . in no way made him historically wrong at the outset.”17 The major
recently anointed Left-Heideggerian is Badiou on the grounds that he shares with
Heidegger a resolute post- (not anti-) foundationalist conception of thought-and-
action, due to comparable views of contingency and the aleatory (“there is”:es gibt,
il y a;“world worlds”:es weltet,monde mondanise) and “event” (Ereignis, événement).18 Badiou
doubtless rejects this interpellation quite rightly, but it has conceptual clout, which
cannot be said for how Lefebvre’s handlers are training him in the ring of Left-
Heideggerianism, crucially because contingency and the aleatory are not operative
problems for Lefebvre.

Heidegger tends to reduce Marx to the young (Hegelian or Feuerbachian) co-
author of Thesis XI: “The philosophers have only interpreted the world differently;
the point is to change it.”19 Fighting for his own anti-humanism, Heidegger ignores
the mature Marx (Notes on Wagner) and adopts the humanist Marx represented by
Marcuse, his student, whose first publication, “Contributions to a Phenomenology
of Historical Materialism” (1928), affirms that Being and Time “marks a turning 
point in the history of philosophy: the point where bourgeois philosophy dissolves
itself from within and clears the way for a new ‘concrete’ science,” adding that “to
every concrete-historical Dasein belongs a concrete-historical ‘living-space’
[‘Lebensraum’]”20—an ill-starred term that Marcuse means as constructive criticism.
Hereby the first significant European Left-Heideggerian is instrumental in
unwittingly but forcefully nudging the teacher toward political commitments the
student soon sees as opposed, indeed lethal, to his own. (Revolutions produce
counterrevolutions, Left-Heideggerians produce Right-Heideggerians and vice
versa.) This is before Lefebvre read Heidegger for the first time in 1930, only to reject
him as nihilistic and quietist.21That year Benjamin hatches his scheme with Brecht
to “smash that Heidegger to bits,” which immediately comes to naught.22 From the
start, Left-Heideggerianism is aligned with Left-Hegelianism or Left-Kantianism; to
attack the one requires attacking the other(s).

But my more important contention is that Heidegger is responsible for Left-
Heideggerianism, more than for Right-Heideggerianism.23 Soon after his de-
Nazification hearings and under the irrevocably setting sun of the history of Being,
Heidegger’s successful attempt to orient his thinking westward toward France
required displacing (not replacing) Nietzsche by Marx. In the 1960s he states:“with
the reversal of metaphysics that Karl Marx already accomplished the most extreme
possibility of philosophy is reached. It has entered into its end.”24 High praise. His
new-found interlocutors Beaufret and Char had been résistants; as was Axelos in
Greece, additionally a communist.—One of Heidegger’s several “turns” and
inceptions of Left-Heideggerianism.

Lefebvre’s position on Heidegger appears to have shifted abruptly, from hostile
rejection in 1930 (reading Being and Time as an apology for nihilistic political
inactivism) and 1946 (when Lefebvre was basically a highbrow Stalinist stooge)25
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until ecstatic embrace in 1959 upon encountering Holzwege, essays written from
Heidegger’s ostensible retreat from the Nazi Party in 1935/6 up to 1946, beginning
with “The Origin of the Artwork.” Reading Holzwege within the year of his quasi-
voluntary and definitive expulsion from one Communist Party, Lefebvre likely drew
an analogy between Heidegger’s commitment to the NSDAP and his own to the
Stalinist PCF.There followed the requisite synthesis of the two Lefebvrean positions,
as expressed most extensively in Métaphilosophie (1965) and appropriated most
creatively in La production de l’espace(1974), among other writings preceding his timely
death in 1991. But this only apparent shift was dictated by his consistent inability
to read Heidegger as he understood himself, supplemented by tendentious purposes.

CONTRA SYLLOGISM, OR COLLAPSING NEW BRIDGES

Calibrating my gun sight, here is the targeted Left-Heideggerian syllogism (actually
an enthymeme): 1) X is crucially Y; 2) Z is crucial for X, but Z is crucially not Y; 3)
ergo Y-X is crucial.

1. Lefebvre was a Marxist philosopher. Negatively stated by a leading booster in the
industry, Lefebvre is too important to be left to “pick ’n’ mix” postmodernism,
and must be extracted from dominant “attention . . . in the field of geography,
or related areas such as urban sociology or cultural studies.”26 In opposition I
hold that this is grosso modo exactly where Lefebvre’s authentic influence should
remain; the absence of Lefebvre from major histories of Heidegger’s influence
and of Marxism and philosophy is not a market niche to be exploited, but a
reasonably accurate picture of where Lefebvre’s originality does not lie. Positively
stated by the same booster,“Lefebvre described himself, not just as a Marxist, but
as a Marxist philosopher.”27 Neither key term, “Marxist” or “philosopher,” is
adequately defined by such non-Marxist non-philosophers, though they appear
favorably disposed to both Marxism and philosophy, which they therefore talk a lot
about.This leads me to question “who is competent to judge,”28 insofar as from
a Marxist perspective liberals are of the class enemy, and from Heidegger’s
perspective philosophers are enemies of thinking and questioning. “Heidegger
never thinks ‘about’ something,” Arendt observed, “he thinks something,”29

which for him entails being gescheitert(shattered) and verrückt(displaced, insane).30

The insistence by non-philosophers on the import of (Heideggerian) philosophy
is succinctly explained in sociological terms elsewhere.31 Lefebvre is no longer
important as a “Leftist philosopher” (compared to Althusser, Badiou, Deleuze,
Derrida, Karatani, Negri, and several New-Spinozists) but his remarkable thick
descriptions of place (lieu) should continue to be tested and applied creatively,
particularly outside and in comparison with the so-called first world.
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2. “Heidegger was the twentieth-century philosopher with whom Lefebvre most
engaged.”32 (Lefebvre much preferred nineteenth-century philosophers—but
no matter.) “Lefebvre can therefore profitably be read on a political and
philosophical level as operating between Marx and Heidegger.”33 So it is profitable to
read Heidegger when reading our Marxist philosopher, and assuming that
Heidegger was a philosopher but not Marxist. Far worse, we hear that Heidegger’s
“philosophy” entailed a “conservative politics”34 and “respect for Nazism.”35

Profit motive aside, these Left-Liberal claims are made despite Heidegger’s
loathing of what he branded “conservatism” for its incapacity to embrace “the
Revolution,”36 by which he meant, still in 1937/8, the National Socialist revolu-
tion that he did not necessarily “respect” but had aggressively tried to lead.The
same claims are also made despite Heidegger’s increasingly ferocious animus
against philosophy on behalf of what he called simply questioning and thinking—an
animus irreducible to sociological explanation.

Lefebvre just barely engaged what is most required to read Heidegger.Against
French or English, Heidegger wrote in untranslatable Greco-German; against the
insistence on public, exoteric expression, he wrote in the ancient traditions of
esotericism and “efficacious speaking” (κραινειν); against dialectics, he
affirmed tautology; and against more potent challenges to his thinking and
questioning, he aimed to produce the comparatively impotent and relatively
harmless phenomenon that has always been Left-Heideggerianism.

My last thesis crucially supplements the view that Heidegger’s position on
politics (le politique et la politique) was primarily passive, defensive or prophylactic.
In that view, instead of attacking the Left directly, Heidegger’s Being and Time
“removed the possible resistance of, so to speak, regular and extreme con-
servatives on the Right against National Socialism,” since he “explicitly criticizes
the theoretical framework” that allowed Right-wing intellectuals “to keep their
distance from National Socialism.”37 Concomitantly, “the decision to cancel
society does not prevent the authentic Daseine [English plural of Dasein] from
taking over modern technology and capitalism as an economic system.”38 But
Heidegger’s position was also proactive.

3. Voilà Left-Heideggerianism. Following from 1) and 2), and assuming “Marxist”
and “Leftist” to be convertible terms (contestable!), our syllogism in dispute
“presupposes the possibility of somehow bridging the Marxian and Heideggerian
conceptions within a new kind of radical politics.”39 “Citing” this remark as best
he can,40 our spokesman responds, “in some respects this is what Lefebvre has
already done: he appropriated a number of ideas from Heidegger, whilst
subjecting them to a Marxist critique.”41 And since Lefebvre’s place is “between
Marx and Heidegger,” it is from here we are to construct a bridge “toward a Left-
Heideggerianism.”42Wherewith we have reached the conclusion of our syllogism
or enthymeme.
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I respond with a demarcation line. “Left-Heideggerianism” is contradictio in
adiecto from both sides of the term—except that Heidegger programmed the project,
with lots of unwitting assistance from the Left. Otherwise, the concept is
philologically, hermeneutically, philosophically, and politically without an object.
As for any bridge,“when it is an authentic bridge,” it “is never first a symbol and
then a thing” or “first a thing and then a symbol.”43 Since “science does not
think,” which absolutely includes intellectual history and geography,“there is no
bridge away from the sciences to thinking, but instead only the leap [nur den Sprung]
. . . which brings us not only to the other side but to a totally different
Ortschaft”44—a “place” ultimately different from Left-Heideggerianism or
(bridges lead in two directions) Right-Marxism.

AMBUSHING LANGUAGE

Exhibiting that place requires exhibiting Marxist philosopher Lefebvre’s view of
Heidegger in comparison to Heidegger’s view of Marxism and philosophy, but also
of politico-philosophical rhetoric, which entails deceit and entrapment. Heidegger
says it seldom (once would be almost excessive), but he hints that λογος (logos)
is related etymologically to λοχος (ambush).45

Notwithstanding his fluency in “normal” German, Lefebvre remained clueless
how to read Heidegger’s peculiar language. One of the Molotov cocktails the then
Stalinist philosopher hurls in L’existentialisme (1946) at “the profascist philosopher”46

reads: “It is not the Hitlerian politics or the racism that the analyst re-encounters
in the philosophy of Heidegger: more profoundly, more seriously [gravement], it is
the ‘style’ of Hitlerism, that of the SS.”47 More grave than my inability to differentiate
Hitler’s SS from his politics and racism is the fact that, however we describe it,
Heidegger’s style must be precisely analyzed.Which is impossible unless we recognize
its untranslatable Greek-cum-German and retrofitted variation on ancient esoteric
speaking, also called “the rhetoric of silence” (Sigetik).

As the Ruse of Reason dictates, Lefebvre publishes L’existentialisme the same year
Heidegger has begun publicly to woo mostly Left-leaning French intellectuals with
his “Letter on ‘Humanism,’” but also the year he writes, apparently for his eyes only:

I am silent in thinking not only since 1927, since the publication of Being and
Time, but indeed in it itself and prior to that constantly. This silence is the
preparation for the Saying of That-Which-Is-To-Be-Thought and this
preparation is the Ex-perience, which is a Doing and an Action. To be sure,
“existing” without necessarily having to have an [overtly political or public]
engagement [any longer].48

Within a year, recovering from psychosomatic collapse during his de-Nazification
hearings, Heidegger pens From the Experience of Thinking (privately published, 1949)
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with its dictum,“Wer groß denkt,muß groß irren.”49 Understood or translated as “He who
thinks greatly errs/strays greatly,” this has scandalized readers because it has been
read as craven justification for Heidegger’s Nazism and the Holocaust.50Yet the real
scandal lies between the lines. Heidegger uses the verb irren not merely in the double
(modern and exoteric) sense of “error” and “errancy” but in the supplemental
(ancient and esoteric) sense of “trickery,” “deceit,” “trap,” “ambush.”The Æneid’s
Trojan horse “conceals error” (latet error, viz., “Minerva’s gift of death”) but also
incarnates error because this is howVirgil translates the equivalent Greek term,δολος,
in the Iliad and Odyssey for that horse.51 (Historically, epistemology follows stratagem.)
In 1949 Heidegger hinted in a newspaper that a name for error in this sense is Holzweg.52

Reading Holzwege in 1959 and comparing it to Being and Time (i.e., his own hostile
reaction in 1930) leaves Lefebvre puzzling if there are not “plusieurs Heidegger.”53 His
French is unwittingly precise because, for Heidegger, in the exoteric many there is
indeed esoterically One, whereas for Lefebvre, there must be basically two: so-called
Heidegger I and Heidegger II, the typology Heidegger explicitly rejects in 1962,
affirming that he always maintains a single “standpoint.”54 In Métaphilosophie (1965),
his only sustained analysis (such as it is) of Heidegger, Lefebvre predictably concocts
a synthesis:“In the Heideggerian meditation is concealed something of the best and
something of the worst: the archaic and the visionary, the world of discourse and
at the same time the poetic word.”55The erstwhile “worst” Heidegger, the SS stylist,
goes incognito in “the world of discourse” but now policed by the “best” Heidegger
of “the poetic word,” the author of Holzwege and other anthologies, notably the 1954
Vorträge und Aufsätze(including the favorite of impressionable architects, planners, and
geographers, “Building Dwelling Thinking”).What the “visionary” envisioned is
Lefebvre’s peculiarly Marxist concepts of “place,” “worlding,” “dwelling,” “everyday
life,” etc. But Heidegger’s language—whether understood as “style” or “world of
discourse” or “poetic word”—remains at once studiously unanalyzed and nonetheless
or therefore incorporated into what will henceforth be Lefebvre’s lifework, his corps/e.

ON THE CONCRETE

A decade later in Hegel–Marx–Nietzsche (1975), Lefebvre justifies excluding Heidegger
from his troika or “constellation” Hegel–Marx–Nietzsche because Heidegger “draws
a disquieting apology for the German language,” which “prohibits him from making
a radical critique of the Occidental (European) Logos, though he comes close.”56

The idiocy that Heidegger’s critique is insufficiently “radical” in this regard begs the
question of Lefebvre’s capacity to judge and of his own radicality given his
inattention to Heidegger’s language (λογος) also as ambush (λοχος), thus leaving
whatever is truly disquieting in Heidegger as effective as ever.The accompanying
charge that Heidegger is insufficiently “concrete” misses the precise linguistic place
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where he is more concrete than his benighted readers. Lefebvre wrote, somewhere,
a remark seminal for the Left-Heideggerian project:

Heidegger, now, shows us a world ravaged by technology, that through its
ravages leads us towards another dream, another (as yet unperceived) world.
He warns us: a lodging built on the basis of economic or technological
dictates is as far removed from dwelling as the language of machines is from
poetry. He does not tell us how to construct, “here and now” buildings and
cities.57

Dreaming aside, what is odd in Lefebvre’s statement is that Heidegger never intends
to “tell us how to construct” any object hic et nunc and specifically not cities and
buildings. “Building Dwelling Thinking” (1951) began:

In the following we will attempt to think about dwelling and building. This
thinking about building does not presume to discover ideas for building let
alone to give rules for building. This attempt to think does not at all represent
building from out of architecture or technology, but instead traces building
back into that realm toward which everything belongs that is.58

Whatever Heidegger does “construct” (Latin constructio is also syntax) is within what
the “Letter on ‘Humanism’” (1946/7) nominates as the House of Being or
Language, adding crucially that “in its saying thinking brings only the unspoken word
of Being into language.”59 It is insufficient listening to what Heidegger says; you
must attend to what he precisely does not say.Pace Lefebvre, Heidegger is concrete
and elusive where it matters most—the very language you are reading, though mainly
inscribed between the lines, never in translation.

Heidegger states early on that “purely theoretical assessment” and “affective
engagement with things and with others” both derive from that “equiprimordiality”
of politics and language which is quintessentially “everyday.”60 Inattentive, the mantra
chanted by Lefebvre scholars, meditating close as they dare to their guru, is that
“because of his abstraction and mystification,Heidegger needs to be constantly stood
on his feet, grounded, rooted in material reality”61—by means of which presti-
digitation, aided by “the Marxist philosopher Lefebvre,” “Left-Heideggerianism”
is to be (re)produced. (Perchance this scholar could explain his vapid conclusion,
“If Lefebvre’s politics were Marxist, his view of the political was close to both Marx
and Heidegger,”62 after telling us what the latter’s views of the political really were.)
Apart from the fact that anybody stood on her or his feet remains the same body in
all other respects, Heidegger is eminently concrete and rooted, unless one illicitly
abstracts language from material reality.63The radical phenomenological exhibitions
of the lecture-room chalk quickly followed (NB!) by the gun in The Question of the Thing
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(1935/6)64 rival (when they do not surpass) any description produced by Lefebvre
or certainly Lefebvreans, unless bourgeois proclivity requires that un habitat pavillionnaire
(summer house, bungalow, or dacha)65 be “more concrete” than chalk and a gun
(or jug, shoes, temple), not to mention a word’s trajectory from Anaxamander to
the present. The concrete is where we typically don’t look while walking and
therefore trip—as over the writing between the lines before our eyes.

Lefebvrean Left-Heideggerians acknowledge that Heidegger’s own thick
descriptions are concrete when they agree with or learn from them, and their
maestro’s admiration is on record in La production de l’espace and elsewhere. But all wax
especially befuddled when Heidegger becomes politicallyconcrete, incapable of seeing
how this dual-concreteness works. Radical geographers are duly warned that
Heideggerian

sentiments easily lend themselves to an interpretation and a politics that is
both exclusionary and parochialist, communitarian if not intensely nationalist
(hence Heidegger’s respect for Nazism). Heidegger refuses to see mediated
social relationships (via the market or any other medium) with others (things
or people) as in any way expressive of any kind of authenticity.66

This silliness would not be worth citing were it not accompanied by the project of
“finding some sort of bridge between the concerns [about place] expressed in the
Marxian and Heideggerian approaches.”67 The axiomatic evidence that Heidegger
did not refuse to see mediated relationships with others lies precisely in his concrete
politics as noted. Read the extensive and profound exhibitions of “being-in-the
world” and “being-with-others” in Being and Time, followed by the articulation of
Dasein to that quintessential “social relationship” called Volk.68 Left-liberals may have
their reasons today (though many did not in the late 1920s and early 1930s) to
disapprove of Heidegger’s “mediated social relationships” when they become
politically radical (Nazi), but at least they should understand this for what it is—
the only politico-ethical decision in his life—and not assume that Lefebvre provides an
alternative on the grounds that

the strength of the Lefebvrian [sic] construction . . . is precisely that it refuses
to see materiality, representation and imagination as separate worlds and that
it denies the particular privileging of any one realm over the other, while
simultaneously insisting that it is only in the social practices of daily life that
the ultimate significance of all forms of activity is registered.69

Not only is there no contrast here with Heidegger, who also refuses to see these as
“separate worlds” (he did not radicalize phenomenology for nothing); the graver
problem is that, if we were ever to deny “the particular privileging of any one realm
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over the other, while simultaneously insisting that it is only in the social practices of
daily life that the ultimate significance of all forms of activity are registered,” then
oppositionto the violently “particular”Nazi and/orcapitalist realm reduces to historicistic
and relativistic impotency.70 This is doubtless the best Left-Heideggerianism
Heidegger could have hoped for. But where is Lefebvre in this problematic?

TERRORIZING TAUTOLOGY

Heidegger’s es weltet (it worlds) or Welt weltet (world worlds)—giving “middle-
voiced” verbal impulsion to the substantive—emerges in the aftermath of the First
World War. Another Lefebvre contemporary, Gadamer (1900–2002), pre-dates to
the War Emergency Semester of 1919 the “turn” (Kehre) that Heidegger first mentions
publicly in “Letter on ‘Humanism’” (1946/7),71 so precipitously misread by
Lefebvre to demarcate “Heidegger I” from “Heidegger II.” The first French
translation of Heidegger’s 1929 version, “Welt ist nie, sondern weltet,” is in 1932;
but a misleading definite article is interpolated that Lefebvre usually retained,
Lefebvreans typically ape, and Heidegger never intended:“Le [sic] monde n’est point,
mais mondanise.”72 (Add this definite article and—presto!—you get a “globalization”
with nothing serious to do with Heidegger,pace the Lefebvre Industry.) That year Marx’s
Paris Manuscripts appeared, so seminal for Marcuse, Lefebvre, and yet another
“origin” of Left-Heideggerianism. By the time of its reappearance in the now Nazi
Heidegger’s 1935/6 essay “The Origin of the Artwork,” the key phrase has decidedly
theologico-political valence.73 Reading this text in 1958, in the Dionysiac rapture
Bourdieu justly finds risibly elitist, Lefebvre recalled:

I was enchanted and taken by a vision—this word is not quite accurate—all
the more gripping in contrast to the triviality of the majority of the
philosophical texts appearing in those years . . . There is no antagonism
between the cosmic-historical vision of Heidegger and the historical-practical
vision of Marx.74

Call him Henri (a.k.a. “Left-Heidegger”) Lafièvre.
During his long life, he may have abandoned as impossible his Marxist combat

against the overwhelming odds of a comparatively early stage of mondialisation or,
more precisely, mondialatinisation (“this strange alliance of Christianity, as the
experience of the death of God, and tele-technoscientific capitalism”).75 At age
seventy-seven, he sighs:

The Revolution was depended upon to create the “world” [le “monde”] and
“worldliness” [la “mondialité”]. It was the worldwide revolution [la révolution
mondiale]. Nowadays we must realize that the worldwide and worldliness,
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with their features, hazardous and unforeseen, constitute the “revolution”
itself, instead of concluding it.76

It is hardly fortuitous that Lefebvre had misappropriated this concept of “world” from
Heidegger. Voilà again Left-Heideggerianism. In the same 1978 text we read:

When philosophy has explored worldliness, it establishes significant proposi-
tions. When Heidegger says “Die [sic] Welt weltet” [le monde se mondifie], this
statement, which is nearly a tautology, makes great sense. He means that the
worldwide conceives itself in and by itself and not through another thing
(history, spirit, work, science, etc.). The world becomes world, becoming what
it was virtually. It transforms itself by becoming worldwide. In it, discovery and
creation converge.77

Several curiosities operate Lefebvre’s self-prescribed “dialectical” (or “trilectical”)
distinction between le monde and la mondialité, which has annihilatingly absorbed la
révolution mondiale.The distinction appears homologous with his hackneyed version of
the distinctions between le politique and la politique and between theory and practice—
the exact distinction Heidegger does worse than disdain because it is always already
obviated in what he calls presencing.78 (As Althusser’s Pascal remarked,“put yourself on your
knees, move your lips in prayer and you’ll believe.”)79

Heidegger is constitutively tautological, in explicit opposition to dialectics—not
strategically tout court but against the Hegelo-Marxian, no matter how fine-tuned.The
asseveration that Heidegger’s phrase is “nearly a tautology” is symptomatic of
Lefebvre’s absorption of Heidegger into his own dialectic, a gesture mimicked
mindlessly in Lefebvre studies.

In a statement first published in French (1976), Heidegger avows:

The thinking we are asking after I call tautological thinking. That is the
primordial sense of phenomenology. This manner of thinking maintains itself
on this side of any possible distinction between theory and praxis. To
understand that, we have to learn to distinguish between path and method. In
philosophy, there are only paths; on the contrary, in the sciences there are only
methods, that is, modes of procedure in the primordial sense of pheno-
menology. Moreover, this kind of thinking is prior to any possible distinction
between theory and praxis.80

He reiterates his position in Being and Time that dialectical thinking is “a genuine
philosophical embarrassment,”81 and now, nearing death, he reaffirms that “we must
recognize completely that tautology is the only possibility for what dialectic can
only veil.”82
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What the logical structure of the tautology veils is theologico-political (not onto-
theological) violence.Tautologies are ultimately traceable to “God is God” (“I am
that I am/was/will be”); and “the name of God is a veritable bomb” due to “the
rapport that unites violence and monotheism.”83 From my position: all monotheists
are potential terrorists, all actual terrorists are not monotheists.

Heidegger’s style, discourse, or word is radically tautological. Its potential for
terrorism obtains even (if not especially) when the late Heidegger speaks sotto voce
of letting-be or releasement (Gelassenheit) and of in-dwelling (Inständigkeit) as the places
where “something akin to power of action and decisiveness rule [walten].”84 For
the very early Heidegger (1919), too, “dialectic in the sense of the dissolution of
contradictions that are ever newly posited” both “conceals a non-dialectical
principle” (his brilliant insight) and “is factually uncreative.”85 In opposition, tautologies
are factually destructive-creative—like thinking and/or communism.

THE ERROR OF DWELLING

As for that desired bridge “between Marx and Heidegger,” for Heidegger (and likely
Marx) any bridge is an Ort, a place, site, or locale for “the production of space”—
much as Lefebvre understood it.86 In the decisive Schmittian formula of 1950,

All subsequent regulations of a written or unwritten kind derive their power
from the inner measure of an original, constitutive act of spatial ordering. 
This original act is nomos. All subsequent developments are either results 
of and expansions on this act or else redistributions (anadasmoi)—either a
continuation on the same basis or a disintegration of and departure from 
the constitutive act of the spatial order established by land-appropriation, the
founding of cities, or colonization . . . Thus, for us, nomos is a matter of the
fundamental process of apportioning space that is essential to every historical
epoch.87

Originary acts of founding are, as such, violent.88 Not least the nomos (law or custom).
“Law, the lord of all,mortals and immortals, carries everything with high hand, justi-
fying the extreme of violence.”89 As Heidegger also knows, Ort (Germanic *uzda-)
originally signified a weapon tip, specifically the spoils of battle with which the victor
stakes out the footprint for a monument, temple, or entire city—globe even.90

In La révolution urbaine (1970), Lefebvre appropriated Heideggerian Wohnen to
remark that “the misfortune of architecture is that it wanted to construct
monuments, but the idea of habiting them was either conceived in terms of those
monuments or neglected entirely.”91 Yet Lefebvre, like the next-best Left-
Heideggerian, just misses the salient Heideggerian point, so to speak, regarding
Ort as site of inaugural and perduring violence.92This seminal misprision produces,
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especially in La production de l’espace (1974), several mistaken impressions about place
that are potentially devastating—not to his own thick descriptions necessarily but
certainly to the notion that one can appeal to Heidegger to produce them. (Japanese
philosophers had learned this lesson before Lefebvre had heard of Heidegger.)

Lefebvre imagines that for Heidegger “dwelling stands opposed to errancy
[contrastant avec l’errance].”93 This makes good common or rather Hegelian sense, but
is metaphysical claptrap for Heidegger. Lefebvre’s demeure translates Heidegger’s
Wohnen, whose Irre or Irrnis becomes l’errance. Lefebvre makes much of what he 
calls the “contradiction” between “the ephemeral and the stable (between Dwelling
[la Demeure] and Wandering [l’Errance], in the philosophical terminology of
Heidegger).”94 But this is not Heidegger’s point on Ort. Lefebvre’s relentlessly Hegelo-
Marxian ideology, no matter how non-teleological it figures itself to be, is compelled
to see everything in terms of contradictions somehow to be synthesized in his own
work, constantly laboring to show that the tautologies in Heidegger were only nearly
or apparently such, when this is what they are precisely.

Wherever Lefebvrean dialectics proposes, Heideggerian tautology disposes.
Wohnen is wholly“opposed” to habitation inasmuch as it always already signifies errancy—
the errancy that leads one to take, more or less violently, ownership of food, loot,
bodies, or land on which to dwell. Heidegger knows that the signifier wohnen derives
from gewinnen (to win, conquer) and from the Indo-European root, *uen[∂ ]-, “to
travel in search of something,” originally food and weapons to stake out any Ort,
including linguistic ambushes. Pace Lefebvre, wohnen in no sense is “opposed” to
errancy, particularly in the ancient senses of error as trap (δολος) and of language
(λογος) as ambush (λοχος). They are all of One tautological and therefore
potentially violent essence.

Heidegger displaces “philosophy” by “thinking and questioning,” but still
adheres to one law stated in 1927: “In the end the business of philosophy is to
protect the force of the most elemental statements, in which Dasein expresses itself, from
becoming leveled off by common understanding.”95 If that is true, the task of us
terrorist (not just counterterrorist) philologists thinking with clenched fist is to
exhibit this “force” and use it to empower “common” people.96

IMPOSSIBLE POSSIBILITY VERSUS CAGED BIRDS

Nearing (non)conclusion, my salient objection to “Left-Heideggerianism” and its
current boosters in Lefebvre studies specifically is that this term is philologically
incompetent and philosophically incoherent. From the perspective of communism and
thinking, “Left-Heideggerianism” is contradictio in adiecto. Left-Heideggerianism in
skewed alliance with Right-Heideggerianism has also shown itself to be politically and
militarily destructive since its inception in the 1920s—first in Japan, later in Germany
and France, most recently in the bloodbath of ex-Yugoslavia.97We cannot say that Left-
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Heideggerianism is necessarily destructive insofar as with eso/exoteric systems it 
is impossible to know apodictically their political “content.”We can exhibit their
“form,” drawing this demarcation line. Accepting Heidegger’s insistence that
“higher than actuality stands possibility,”98 Left-Heideggerianism might be competent,
coherent, even creative, but “serious meditation” on the “reciprocal fascination–
repulsion between Marxism and Heideggerianism” has indeed not begun.99 Pace
Lefebvre and Lefebvre studies.

I began with the term exhibition (Aufweisung) because it began the first self-
conscious attempt to produce Left-Heideggerianism in the so-called Occident.
Marcuse’s first publication attempted to appropriate Being and Time to “exhibit” what
he called “the fundamental situation of Marxism,” viz.,“its central concern with the
historical possibility of the radical act—an act that should [or shall: soll] clear the
way for a new and necessary reality, as it brings forth the realization of the whole
person.” Moreover,“The exhibition of this fundamental situation . . . does not intend
to make the aim of this investigation that of establishing from the outset the sense
of Marxism, but rather to demarcate the ground from which such an interpretation
must proceed.”100 If this demarcation in 1928 continues in the twenty-first century,
it is because Marcuse was right: “The question of the radical act can only sensibly
be posed where the act is grasped as the decisive realization of the human essence
and simultaneously precisely this realization appears as factual impossibility, i.e., in a
revolutionary situation.”101 Not long after reading this text, Heidegger intervened as
a Nazi leader in his own and ever possible revolutionary situation. Whereas on the
properly communist side, our project in a precise sense remains impossible.

The possibility of the impossible is the foundation of politics. This is opposed
massively to everything one teaches us today, which is that politics is the
management of the necessary. Politics begins with the same gesture with
which Rousseau clears away the ground of inequality: by leaving to one side all
the facts.

It is important to leave to one side all the facts, for an event to eventuate
[pour qu’advienne l’événement].102

Communism’s authentic task is never the impossible construction of heaven on earth
but the ever possible combat against hell; to this end, however, there is great heuristic
value in some kinds of fact, if that means philological probity.“To read a text as text, without
interpolating an interpretation, is the last form of ‘inner experience’—perhaps one
that is hardly possible.”103 (Welt weltet is not LE monde SE mondifie.)

Humankind is better off without capitalism and any State; Lefebvre’s legacy is
better off without Heidegger (or Nietzsche), which I say as no bad friend 
of Lefebvre. Philologically and philosophically careful—in that sense factual—
readers prefer to subtract other authors from their main ones, whom they strive to
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understand as they understood themselves, also in the unsaid of their saying, to
exhibit what the Greeks called το πραγµα αυτο (a matter of common concern),
and only then begin combat if necessary. Such readers reject the multiplication of
intertextual references (“X with Y” or “X and Y”) at the least provocation, an
occupational hazard of speed-reading producers of flashcards without philological
probity in the agora.

In the Politeia Socrates informs us that, were he ever to speak “without image or
symbol of my meaning” of what lies “outside the cave at the end of the dialectic,”
he would speak αλλ αυτο το αληθες.104 This is commonly translated “the very
truth.” Schleiermacher translated αληθειαhere not as Wahrheit (truth) but as die Sache
selbst (the thing itself)105—the shibboleth of radical phenomenology.And this is how
Heidegger translates το πραγµα αυτο in Plato’s Seventh Letter—“the matter itself”
or “the case itself” being whatever Plato says he will never render into writing.106

Compare the root of “tautology”: το αυτο + λογος. Die Sache selbst is at once
“theoretical” and “practical,” in that sense tautological, and in any case the last thing
to be said, if ever. Destructively terrorist, it can be creative.

The prefix “Left-” affixed to Heidegger “adds nothing to that garbage-bin style
[ce style de poubelle] used to spare oneself of any reflection.”107 To hijack and detour
Lefebvre’s own polemics, what have contemporary Left-Heideggerians done “but
thrown into circulation the small change of Heidegger . . . with some counterfeit
coins of their own”?108 This was Lefebvre’s own economy of reading Heidegger. But was
Lefebvre therefore a Left-Heideggerian? That case I must leave open. Kafka knows: “A
cage went looking for a bird.”109With his Left-Heideggerians, Heidegger still finds
easy marks, including a disproportionate number of Marxs. This case is closed
henceforth.
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PART II

RHYTHMS OF URBANIZATION 
AND EVERYDAY LIFE





7
MARXISM AND EVERYDAY LIFE

On Henri Lefebvre, Guy Debord, and some 
others

Kanishka Goonewardena

Man must be everyday, or he must not be at all.
Henri Lefebvre

1

Marxism and everyday life.The two seem unlikely bedfellows in the amnesiac age
of postmodernism, divulging little of their intimate and revolutionary relationship
in the first decades of the last century.According to the politically correct sensibilities
of late, the quotidian is too precious and sublime an object to be exposed to the
concerns of a doctrine convicted so soundly of (class) essentialism, (economic)
reductionism, and (historical) determinism. Better to entrust it to something as
pluralist and post-Marxist as cultural studies.Yet it was less than a century ago that
the objective of socialist revolution was visible as the radical reconstruction of
everyday life. And even—or especially—after attempts to change the world
miscarried, the link between this keenly contested level of social reality and the
struggle for socialism was not lost on a few thinkers known as Western Marxists.
Henri Lefebvre stood out among them when he said: “Marxism, as a whole, really
is a critical knowledge of everyday life.” Guy Debord and the Situationists agreed,
when a talking head in their “detourned” cartoon strip said: “Yes, Marx’s thought
is really a critique of everyday life!”1



2

The ties that bind Marxism and everyday life are old and varied.They go back to Marx’s
and Engels’s early writings, including Marx’s Paris Manuscriptsand Engels’s The Condition
of the Working Class in England(both 1844). In their first collaborative and pivotal work
The German Ideology(1845/6) a note of “self-clarification” asserts that “[t]he premises
from which we begin are not arbitrary ones, not dogmas, but real premises from
which abstraction can only be made in the imagination.They are the real individuals,
their activities and the material conditions under which they live, both those which
they find already existing and those produced by their activity.”2 Several Marxists have
taken to heart this methodological point,which is all about being grounded in reality,
but also about overcoming existing relations—separations—between abstract
processes and concrete life. In this spirit if not letter, the Russian cultural avant-
garde—in an instructive moment of alliance with the political vanguard—pursued
seriously the task of erasing in particular three separations upon which the bourgeois
social order was premised: one between art and life, another between politics and
society, and one more between art and politics. In this eminently practical “critique
of separation,” the revolution included aesthetic as well as political dimensions: the
“end of art” and the “withering away of the state.” Such was the conjuncture of the
first influential Marxist theorization of the concept of everyday life—involving art,
politics, and their dissolution into a radically democratized daily life.3

Referring to this context in his illuminating book Philosophizing the Everyday, John
Roberts aptly points out that “one should not underestimate the utopian content
of the Russian embrace of the ‘everyday’” in the aftermath of 1917, which in “Soviet
culture was subject to an extraordinary theoretical elaboration and scrutiny,”4

especially in Trotsky’s contributions to Pravda in the early 1920s. These writings
anticipate Lefebvre’s later insistence that everyday life presents the ultimate standard
by which socialism’s accomplishments must be judged. Although rarely noted in
contemporary theory,Trotsky thus ranks as one of the first Marxists to take everyday
life as the terrain of revolution and site for building socialism.This is not to say that
the notion of everyday life was invented by the Russian Revolution; but instead to
note the decidedly positive value accorded an existing concept by one momentous
and unexpected historical event. In its pre-revolutionary days, especially in the hands
of young Georg Lukács and in Martin Heidegger’s critique of the quotidian in Being
and Time, everyday life reeked of negative connotation, highlighting its “inauthen-
ticity” in the modern world. So the Russian Revolution it was that subjected to “a
massive cultural and political haemorrhaging” the “early existential marriage
between ‘everyday life’ and ‘inauthentic’ experience.”5

In Lukács’s case, unlike Heidegger’s, the Soviet experience prompted a more
dialectical understanding of everyday life in capitalism, which informs his seminal
work and founding text of Western Marxism. True, its concept of reification
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(Verdinglichung), an original if partial extension of Marx’s concepts of alienation and
fetishism, condemns everyday life to the foreboding category of “second nature”—
one that, like “first nature,” works according to its own objective laws, independent
of subjective will. But Lukács also sees in the tendency of reification its dialectical
other, namely, the “class consciousness of the proletariat.” For in History and Class
Consciousness—key to Debord’s concept of the spectacle and Fredric Jameson’s
theorization of postmodernism—the very dynamic of reification enables Lukács
to identify a revolutionary subjectivity emerging from the everyday life of the
worker, thanks precisely to the worker’s total subjugation by the commodity form.
If the key to the secret of capitalism lies in the commodity, argues Lukács, then no
one is better placed to make sense of it than the thoroughly commodified worker,
the concrete laborer turned into abstract labor power, because the worker’s own
“lived experience” best embodies—and therefore explains—the social order
premised on the commodity: “The self-understanding of the proletariat is . . .
simultaneously the objective understanding of the nature of society.”6

Lukács’s immanent critique of everyday life remains as abstract as it is messianic,
however. The teleological tone of “Reification and the Consciousness of the
Proletariat” seems to stand in compensation for the absence in it of a sufficiently
mediated analysis of the formation—and deformation—of working-class con-
sciousness: an adequate account of the transition from the workers’ “empirical”
existence to their “imputed” consciousness, that is, from the class “in itself” to the
class “for itself.”This limitation is remarkable, considering Lukács’s richly mediated
analyses of the “antinomies of bourgeois thought” in this essay and his awareness
of the “consciousness of the proletariat” as an immanent tendency of reification,
not the actual course of history. Striking also is how closely Lefebvre later echoes
him:

The proletarian “condition” has a dual aspect—more precisely, it implies a
dialectical movement. On the one hand it tends to overwhelm and crush the
(individual) proletarian under the weight of the toil, the institutions and the
ideas which are indeed intended to crush him. But at the same time, and in
another respect, because of his incessant (everyday) contact with the real . . .
through work, the proletarian is endowed with . . . a sense of reality which
other social groups lose in so far as they become detached from practical
creative activity. The petty bourgeois, the bourgeois, the intellectuals and the
specialists—they all degenerate, decay and wither . . . The deprivation of the
working class is rich in possibilities. For the individual proletarian to become
conscious of the proletariat as a class, of its social reality, and thus of society
as a whole, of its action, and therefore of its political future, is to have already
superseded the proletarian condition. It is to have achieved a great and true
thought: that of the social and human totality, of creative labour.7
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3

In his theory of hegemony,Antonio Gramsci turned to these issues about a decade
after Lukács, within a historical context marked by fascism. Here he asked: how
did fascism, not socialism, become hegemonic in Italy through the 1930s? Gramsci’s
interrogation of politics, culture, and ideology with this question proposes the
categories of common sense and good sense designating the contradictory consciousness
of everyday life as not only a vital ingredient of bourgeois hegemony but also the
substance out of which a revolutionary counter-hegemony of—and for—the
subaltern classes must be forged. The consciousness of everyday life remains
contradictory, Gramsci opined in the Prison Notebooks, because it includes both good
sense and common sense. In the everyday life of the worker, he sees not one but
“two theoretical consciousnesses . . .: one which is implicit in his activity and which
in reality unites him with his fellow-workers in the practical transformation of the
real world; and one, superficially explicit or verbal, which he has inherited from the
past and uncritically absorbed.”8The former offers the raw material for a conception
of the world that is superior and opposed to the one professed by the latter—the
popular view of the world according to the ruling class. Given the durable opposition
between the two, Gramsci astutely highlights the dynamic character of everyday life:
“Common sense is not something rigid and immobile, but is continually
transforming itself, enriching itself with scientific ideas and with philosophical
opinions which have entered ordinary life.”9 A counter-hegemonic politics must
therefore involve the “criticism of ‘common sense,’ basing itself initially, however,
on common sense in order to show that everyone is a philosopher and that it is not
a question of introducing from scratch a scientific form of thought into everyone’s
individual life, but of renovating and making ‘critical’ an already existing activity.”10

4

A seemingly more one-sided treatment of everyday life—recalling the early Lukács
and Heidegger’s Being and Time, but premised on quite different theoretical and
political commitments—returns with certain strands of the Frankfurt School as well
as the Spinozist Marxism of Louis Althusser. For the former, represented by Dialectic
of Enlightenment (1944), the everyday life of mass consumerism appears in a mostly
depressing light, although Theodor Adorno in particular is too clever a dialectician—
and an unrepentant utopian at heart—to be (mis)labeled a pessimist. None the less,
the degradation of Enlightenment reason into mass deception emerges as the
overarching thesis in this text co-authored with Max Horkheimer, written in the
wake of the trauma of fascism, while experiencing the banalities of Los Angeles in
exile. Its famous “culture industry” chapter struck a concluding note not of utopia
but despair: “the triumph of advertising in the culture industry is that consumers
feel compelled to buy and use its products even though they see through them.”11
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This regime of cynical reason—or enlightened false consciousness—anticipates the
gist of postmodernism as the cultural logic of late capitalism with indubitable acuity,
as does Lukács’s reified totality, but suggests no political exit from it.

More than a decade later followed Althusser’s powerful definition of ideology
as a “representation of the imaginary relationship of individuals to their real
conditions of existence.”12 Notwithstanding his structuralist reputation, this positive
conception of ideology was no less successful than the “culture industry” thesis in
pulling everyday life into questions concerning “ideological state apparatuses” and
“the reproduction of the relations of production.” Much of its appeal lay, as Jameson
perceptively suggests, in the gap it posits between the phenomenological reality of
“lived-experience” and the “unrepresentable” totality of social life.13 But the anti-
humanist register within which Althusser inscribes his problematic of ideology
tends to be less sharply attuned to the contradictions of lived-experience than either
Gramsci’s historicism or Lefebvre’s own study of the “reproduction of the relations
of production”: The Survival of Capitalism (1973). On the whole, Althusser excels at
explaining how we become ideological subjects in daily rituals. By the same token,
however, subjects mired in ideology struggle to produce a mass-based counter-
hegemony worthy of socialism.

5

Antithetical in spirit and method to denigrations of everyday life,Walter Benjamin
undoubtedly is.As Susan Buck-Morss shows in The Dialectics of Seeing:

Benjamin’s trip to Moscow had convinced him that seizing political power
and nationalizing the economy, while [providing] the preconditions for
socialist transformation, were not its guarantee, and that so long as the Soviet
government repressed cultural innovation, the political revolution was itself in
danger of being lost . . . Whereas Marx had discovered in the capitalist
economic base not only the creation of conditions which would lead to
increasing exploitation of the proletariat but also those “that would make it
possible to abolish capitalism itself,” Benjamin argued that within the
superstructure there was a separate (and relatively autonomous) dialectical
process, “no less noticeable [. . .] than in the economy,” but proceeding “far
more slowly.” It is this dialectic that makes possible the transition to a socialist
society.14

This novel theorization of the transition to socialism also enabled Benjamin to see
capitalist mass culture in a dialectical perspective, reminiscent of Lefebvre’s
understanding of everyday life as not just bourgeois but human. His reading of late
capitalist modernity, unlike Lukács’s,“takes mass culture seriously not merely as the
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source of phantasmagoria of false consciousness, but as the source of collective
energy to overcome it.”15 In so doing he aims “precisely . . . to bridge the gap
between everyday experience and traditional academic concerns, actually to achieve
that phenomenological hermeneutics of the profane world which Heidegger only
pretended.”16

Benjamin and Lefebvre share not only an interest in everyday life, then, but also a
dialectical standpoint on even its most alienated manifestations.And neither, contrary
to widespread opinion,offers a critique of modernity that may be termed “nostalgic.”
Benjamin’s betrays rather a profoundly utopian—redemptive—sensibility that
enthusiastically greets the new techno-culture ushered in by modernity, the “new
nature”; though not the capitalist social relations with which it is gratuitously
entangled. But he does not stop at making the vital distinction between the two—
productive forces and production relations—within the “base”of the emergent social
totality. Benjamin’s contribution here lies in discerning a new movement in its
“superstructure”—between the “new nature”and collective “fantasy.”The latter refers
to humanity’s “unconscious” yearning for a better life, the material evidence for
which he assembled in the incomparable Arcades Project, in the profane place of
urban everyday life. On Benjamin’s enormously suggestive insight concerning the
“superstructural dialectic,” Buck-Morss is prescient:

The relationship between art and technology is a central theme in the
Passagen-Werk . . . It identifies a structural transformation in the relationship
of consciousness to reality—specifically, fantasy to productive forces—that
has general theoretical significance, and that is capable of informing every
sort of critical cultural practice. It could be said that for Benjamin progressive
cultural practice entails bringing both technology and imagination out of their
mythic dream states, through making conscious the collective’s desire for
social utopia, and the potential of the new nature to achieve it by translating
that desire into the “new language” of its material forms.17

6

“Let everyday life become a work of art! Let every technical means be employed
for the transformation of everyday life!”18 These are Lefebvre’s words, uttered in
unison with Benjamin’s.Their convergence on matters of art and technology avoids
the conflation of productive forces with production relations—which is fatal for
Marxism, although central to the ideology of modernization. Both Lefebvre and
Benjamin take the seduction of mass culture as a problem: a false deliverance of
alienated desire that always leaves something to be desired. For Lefebvre, “everyday
life is the place of desire, so long as we specify that it is also—indeed primarily—
the non-place [u-topia] of desire, the place where desire dies of satisfaction and
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reemerges from its ashes” in “The Bureaucratic Society of Controlled Consump-
tion.”19 For all this, the “culture industry”à laAdorno and Horkheimer strikes neither
Benjamin nor Lefebvre (or indeed even Adorno himself) as just“false consciousness.”
To the extent that people actively participate in it, rather, it represents for them an
unconscious revolutionary desire for an unalienated life sublimated in commodity
form—a utopian promise that remains to be redeemed. For Lefebvre,“needs—even
if they are provoked and prefabricated—can not all be equally phony and artificial.”20

Accordingly, critics of everyday life

must . . . start from the fact that they contain within themselves their own
spontaneous critique . . . They are that critique in so far as they are other than
[bourgeois] everyday life, and yet they are in [human] everyday life, they are
alienation. They can thus hold a real content, correspond to a real need, yet
retain an illusory form and a deceptive appearance.”21

This formulation accords clearly with Benjamin’s call—as explicated by Buck-
Morss22—to take mass culture as a dream, from which humanity must wake up.
Benjamin himself here heeds Marx’s famous letter to Arnold Ruge of 1843, quoted
in the section on method (Konvolut N) in the Arcades Project:

Our motto must . . . be: Reform of consciousness not by means of dogmas,
but by analyzing the mystical consciousness unclear to itself, whether it
appears religiously or politically. It will then become clear that the world has
long possessed in the form of a dream something of which it only has to
become conscious in order to possess it in reality.23

7

If everyday life is not the first thing that comes to mind when contemplating
Marxism, then the historical reasons for this include some afflictions suffered by the
socialisms that actually existed: economism, productivism, and evolutionism.These
ideologies rooted in the uneven development of capitalism dominated left politics
throughout the last century, and thus formed a common enemy against which
constructivist critiques of everyday life were issued from within the Marxist
tradition.Writing soon after the Second World War, Lefebvre cut an oppositional
figure in the French Communist Party (PCF) by explaining why “it is ludicrous to
define socialism solely by the development of productive forces” and why
“[e]conomic statistics cannot answer the question: ‘What is socialism?’” “Men do
not fight and die for tons of steel, or for tanks or atomic bombs,” he claimed;“they
aspire to be happy, not to produce.” For him, “socialism (the new society, the new
life) can only be defined concretely on the level of everyday life, as a system of
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changes in what can be called lived experience.”24 Which leads to his poignant
question:“What did Marx want?”And response:“Marx wanted to change everyday
life,” because “to change the world is above all to change the way everyday, real life
is lived.”And Lefebvre goes “so far as to argue that critique of everyday life—radical
critique aimed at attaining the metamorphosis of everyday life—is alone in taking
up the authentic Marxist project again and in continuing it: to supersede philosophy
and to fulfill it.”25

The odds stacked against the concept of everyday life came not only from
Comintern orthodoxy, however, but also from Western Marxism’s institutional bases
in academia.The latter afforded no escape from the social division of labor, as it
manifested itself in the realm of thought, with some help from narrow-minded
professors representing variously bounded disciplines.A notorious attack on them
came from Debord, at a (taped) lecture hosted by Lefebvre in 1961, singling out
those critics who “are only too inclined to remove from everyday life things that
happen to them every day, and to transfer them to separate and supposedly superior
spheres.” This habit “masks [the] reality [of everyday life] behind privileged
conventions”—of politics, economics, culture, and other such separate and superior
activities—all understood within the confines of a “few professional concepts” that
are “produced by the division of labour,” social and intellectual. Everyday life no
doubt exists in relation to higher and specialized spheres studied by academic experts:
the state (the object of political science), the economy (the domain of political-
economy), or culture (the province of anthropology). It cannot be reduced,
however, to such specialized activities or theoretical objects. “The majority,”
complains Debord, “recognize specialized activities everywhere and everyday life
nowhere.” But “[e]veryday life is everywhere,” he retorts. Hence the simplest and
best-known definition of everyday life that Debord took over from Lefebvre: namely,
“whatever remains after one has eliminated all specialized activities.”26

8

Yet this definition still begs the question: what is everyday life? Acknowledging that
his “first definition of everyday life is a negative one,” Lefebvre invites us to “remove
the highly specialized occupations” from our lives and imagine what would be left:
“an apparently very scanty residue.”This “so-called residue contains a ‘human raw-
material’ which holds hidden wealth,” however: a utopian substance that points to
all that is possible contained and hidden in the real.27 According to him:

Everyday life, in a sense residual, defined by “what is left over” after all distinct,
superior, specialized, structured activities have been singled out for analysis,
must be defined as a totality. Considered in their specialization and their
technicality, superior activities leave a “technical vacuum” between one
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another which is filled by everyday life. Everyday life is profoundly related to all
activities, and encompasses them with all their differences and their conflicts;
it is their meeting place, their bond, their common ground. And it is in
everyday life that the sum total of relations which make the human—and every
human being—a whole takes its shape and its form. In it are expressed and
fulfilled those relations which bring into play the totality of the real, albeit in a
certain manner which is always partial and incomplete: friendship,
comradeship, love, the need to communicate, play, etc.28

To make sense of this novel conception, several clarifications are in order—
concerning the relations between “distinct . . . activities” and everyday life; urban
life and everyday life; and revolution and everyday life. Best to begin, then, with
the notion of totality underlined here, which brings together all of these apparently
disparate things in unexpected ways. For as Debord notes, everyday life is a concept
“some people are averse to confronting” in spite of its “residual” content precisely
“because it at the same time represents the standpoint of the totality” involving “an
integral political judgment.”29 Wherever “[m]odern society is viewed through
specialized fragments that are virtually incommunicable,” it comes as no surprise to
him that “everyday life, where all questions are liable to be posed in a unitary
manner, remains the domain of ignorance,” much like “the urban phenomenon”
that for Lefebvre “cannot be grasped by any specialized science” or by “bring[ing]
specialists (in the fragmentary sciences) together around a table.”30 Everyday life
calls for totalization, Debord declares, because “it is the measure of all things: of
the fulfillment or rather the nonfulfillment of human relations; of the use of lived
time; of artistic experimentation; of revolutionary politics.”31

9

The centrality of the category of totality to the understanding of—and the call to
transform—everyday life shared by Lefebvre and Debord signals their fundamental
difference from an array of contemporary theoretical fashions.The standpoint of
totality invoked here demands not only an account of how the everyday can be
conceived of as a totalizing phenomenon but also an explication of how it relates to
society as a whole. Of crucial import in this regard is Lefebvre’s The Urban Revolution.32

For his theorization in it of the global(G), urban (M-mixed) and everyday life (P-private)
as levels of social practice related through mediation represents an original con-
tribution to a Marxist theory of totality—the standard structure of which is usually
designated by the (in)famous base-superstructure model. Lefebvre makes good
dialectical use of the latter, but above all to argue here against “the pseudo-Marxist
theory” claiming that “the urban and the process of urbanization are simple super-
structures of the mode of production” (15, 139, 164). He rejects, that is, the view
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that “[u]rbanization . . . is the excrescence of the circulation of capital.”33This reflects
in no way any ignorance on his part regarding the political-economic determinants
of urban space, which have been elaborated most influentially by David Harvey.
Lefebvre writes lucidly about the “role played by urbanism and more generally real
estate (speculation, construction) in neocapitalist society” (159):“As the principal
circuit [of capital]—current industrial production and the movable property that
results—begins to slow down, capital shifts to the second sector, real estate.”
Anticipating certain post-1973 realities, he also observes how “[i]t can even happen
that real-estate speculation becomes the principal source for the formation of capital,
that is, the realization of surplus value” (160). Against the excrescence thesis of
neoclassical Marxism, however, Lefebvre argues that “[s]pace and the politics of
space” not only “‘express’ social relationships” but also “react against them.” In so
doing, space “becomes a productive a force, like science.”This dialectical perspective
also explicates how “[u]rban reality modifies the relations of production without
being sufficient to transform them” (15), in the absence of critical interventions
from everyday life.

10

Although such observations effectively draw a line between economism and
Marxism, they do not indicate with sufficient precision where in the base-
superstructure model we may locate the urban as such. If not in the superstructure,
then could it be in the base, in-between, or somewhere else? It is in response to
this nagging question that Lefebvre approaches totality by means of the concept of
level, the choice of which he justifies at some length in his second volume on
everyday life.34 Geographers in particular may find it worthy of note how and why
he consciously chooses level over scale, especially in light of Neil Smith’s remarks
in the foreword to The Urban Revolution, when he asserts that Lefebvre’s distinction
between the levels of G, M, and P represents “an oblique effort to distinguish
between scales of socio-spatial reality,” that is, “a halting effort at what might now
be called a ‘politics of scale’” that fails to “allow . . .‘levels’ to crystallize into anything
approaching coherent spatial entities” (xii, xiv). But Lefebvre himself claims to 
have had other ideas concerning a path to totality. For a dialectical conception of the
latter, he reckons that “[t]he schematic of scale . . . is much too static,” whereas
“levels can interact and become telescoped, with differing results according to what
the encounters and circumstances are.”The Hegelian-Marxist notion of mediation,
that is to say, works better with levels (possessing “thresholds” discernible by
“analysis and experiment”) than scales (however “fixed” in space) or other
alternatives (instances, stages, aspects, etc.):“the idea of level encompasses the idea
of differences between levels,” such that “[w]herever there is a level there are several
levels, and consequently gaps, (relatively) sudden transitions, and imbalances or
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potential imbalances between these levels,” which however “cannot be completely
dissociated” from each other because the “idea of a structural set of precise and
separate levels is untenable.” The concept of level thus becomes most useful in
“expressing a complexity which is differentiated yet structured within a whole (a
totality)”; and it “has the merit of uniting mobility and structure” while helping
to elaborate the realities of uneven development and contradiction pertaining to the
social totality in new ways.The resultant view of totality, moreover, brings to light
those (possible and real) conjunctures in which, as Lefebvre puts it, “one level
mediates another.” Indeed, the revolution, for him as much as for Debord, is
premised precisely upon the prospect of level P acting upon M, and M upon G:
P>M>G. A revolution is possible, that is, only if “the level of the everyday and the
level of the historical can interact.”35

11

If the highly suggestive “Levels and Dimensions” chapter of The Urban Revolution
clarifies in essence the mediated relations between everyday life in and of the city,
the urban itself, and global neoliberalism (market) and neo-dirigisme (state)—
the two foundations, respectively, of what Debord famously identified as the
“diffused” and “integrated” moments of the spectacle—then how does Lefebvre
differentiate between the everyday level of praxis and what he calls “distinct,
superior, specialized, structured activities”? This question recalls the memorable
imagery invoked by Lefebvre to draw the shifting line between the everyday and the
non-everyday, arguing that all non-everyday (higher) activities derive from everyday
(residual) activities, for the former to exist as both critical and alienated expressions
of the latter:

There is a cliché which with a certain degree of justification compares creative
moments to the mountain tops and everyday time to the plain, or to the
marshes. The image the reader will find in this book differs from this generally
accepted metaphor. Here everyday life is compared to fertile soil. A landscape
without flowers or magnificent woods may be depressing for the passer-by;
but flowers and trees should not make us forget the earth beneath . . .36

Lefebvre carries this metaphor through all of his writings on everyday life, with
dialectical twists and turns. Everyday life, he says, “surrounds us, it besieges us, on
all sides and from all directions”; but “no so-called ‘elevated’ activity can be reduced
to it, nor can it be separated from it.”These specialized activities “emerge” out of
what is “born” and “grown” in everyday life; and “once they have left the nourishing
earth of their native land” to become distinguished as “higher” levels of praxis,“not
one of them can be formed and fulfilled on its own account,” apart from “this earth”
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on which “they are born.”37 “Fulfillment” is only possible at the level of the everyday.
Nor can any specialized activity—fetishized economy, bureaucratic state, rarefied
culture, l’art pour l’art, dominant ideology or urbanism—fully sever its umbilical
link to everyday life in (spite of) its alienated form. But then why characterize these
“elevated” activities as alienated—indeed, as “those cancerous monstrosities” of “art
for art’s sake, thought for thought’s sake, power for the sake of power over men,”
whose “disappearance” is the explicit objective of Lefebvre’s critique of everyday
life as much as Debord’s “critique of separation”?38 This question returns us to the
heart of Marx. For alienation, as Lefebvre interprets Marx’s early writings, resides
in the (relative) autonomy and (incomplete) detachment of “elevated” activities
from everyday life, that level of praxis within—or starting from—which “genuine
creations are achieved.”These last are the “creations which produce the human and
which men produce as part of the process of becoming human,”39 that is, while
“appropriating their own nature” in the actualization of the historically produced
essence of humanity’s “species-being.”40

12

That Marx’s concept of alienation played a leading role in nearly everything that
Lefebvre or Debord wrote is widely acknowledged. Less is written about how it
clarifies the relationship between the everyday (“fertile soil”) and the non-everyday
(“flowers and trees”).At the most general—basic—level, Lefebvre’s elaboration of
alienation deals with the “will to abstract” manifest in capitalist-industrial rationality,
which he explicates most forcefully with reference to urbanism. “Innumerable
human beings have been tortured by innumerable conflicts,” Lefebvre notes,“since
abstract (rational) social processes became detached from” the “realm” of
“immediate and direct relations between individual people,” a “realm” that is
“situated within the everyday.”41 And he follows Marx closely with regard to the
manifold forms such alienation assume—fetishism, reification, estrangement—all
of which involve the confrontation of our “species-being” in the process of being
“humanized” with an array of hostile social forces feeding on our own essence while
hovering over us rather like a “vampire of the non-human.”42

The human, stripped bare and projected outside itself, was and remains at the
mercy of forces which in fact come from the human and are nothing but
human—but torn apart and dehumanized. This alienation was economic (the
division of labour; “private” property; the formation of economic fetishes:
money, commodities, capital); social (the formation of classes); political (the
formation of the State); ideological (religions, metaphysics, moral doctrines).
It was also philosophical: primitive man, simple, living on the same level as
nature, became divided up into subject and object, form and content, nature
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and power, reality and possibility, truth and illusion, community and
individuality, body and consciousness . . . With its speculative (metaphysical)
vocabulary, philosophy is itself a part of human alienation. But the human has
developed only through alienation.43

In case the demarcation drawn here between the everyday and the non-everyday
resembles something like Jürgen Habermas’s famous demarcation between
“lifeworld” and “system,” that impression must be quickly dispelled, along with
any moralistic alignment of the former with “good” and the latter with “bad.” For
the distinction in question, in Lefebvre’s case, falls well short of an absolute division;
and the link between the everyday and the non-everyday, especially as everyday life
in the modern world increasingly involves “social relations more complex than the
immediate relations of kinship and primitive economy,” turns out to be dialectical.44

To push his metaphor a little further, we might say that while “flowers and trees”
of the (alienated) non-everyday grow out of the “soil” of the (non-alienated)
everyday, they also cast long and dark shadows on their native ground, and
disintegrate into it, altering its composition and fertility.This “soil” is not virgin;
“flowers and trees” enter into it. So, writes Lefebvre, “the non-everyday [appears]
in the everyday.”45 By the same token, he eschews every notion of pure alienation.
If alienation means “man torn from his self, from nature, from his own nature, from
his consciousness, dragged down and dehumanized by his own social products,”
then we can observe all that in our alienated world, no doubt. But for all that it
remains our alienated world: a world that human beings have created in their
everyday life, while producing as well whatever actually exists in the name of their
own “species-being.”To wit: “Man attains his own reality, creates himself through,
within and by means of his opposite, his alienation: the inhuman. It is through the
inhuman that he has slowly built the human world.”“Man has been unable to avoid
this alienation” because “[t]he human has been formed through dehumanization—
dialectically.”46

This dialectical perspective complicates the definition of everyday life quoted
(from both Lefebvre and Debord) earlier. Although “residual” with respect to
“distinct, superior, specialized, structured activities,” everyday life cannot be
characterized only as such, because a vital, indeed growing, part of it also lives under
the shade of those “elevated” activities. Hence the need to define everyday life as
“doubly determined”—both as the “residual deposit” and as the “product” of all
“elevated” activities.47 According to philosopher Peter Osborne’s penetrating
reading, in Lefebvre’s concept of everyday life “[t]here is the ‘good,’ but unrealized
universality of an historically produced species-being and the ‘bad,’ abstract but
realized universality of its alienated forms (money, the commodity, the state, etc.).”48

Lefebvre’s own clarification of “everyday life” (la vie quotidienne) aligns “the everyday”
(le quotidien) with the former, the incomplete, embattled yet actually existing “species-
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being,” and “everydayness” (la quotidienneté) with the latter, “the homogeneous, the
repetitive [and] the fragmentary” forms of being-in-the-everyday of modernity.49

Roberts sums up this fundamental contradiction of everyday life—between the
everyday and everydayness—aptly:la quotidiennetérepresents “the modality of capital’s
administration of atomization and repetition”; le quotidien represents “the modality
of social transformation and class resistance.”50 This renders everyday life con-
tradictory to the core: Lefebvre sees it as a “level of levels,” or rather two sub-levels
locked in tense opposition, one corresponding to its “human” and utopian aspect,
the other to the inhuman and “bourgeois” aspect.51 Debord too defines it as the
“frontier between dominated and undominated sectors of life.”52 Indeed, the force
of their writings on everyday life lies in the elaboration of it as the most vital terrain
of struggle and “the inevitable starting point for the realization of the possible.”53

13

What remains today of their critique of everyday life? In the world of critical theory,
Lefebvre and Debord now represent an alternative to three different yet influential
perspectives on the quotidian.The first, perhaps still the most prominent within
Western Marxism, is Adorno and Horkheimer’s theory of the “culture industry,”
which amounts to such a devaluation of everyday life under late capitalism that it
leaves the first author of Dialectic of Enlightenment with little other than autonomous
art as the privileged means for opposing a totalitarian world. Adorno’s great
adversary Heidegger, from an opposed political standpoint, goes even further in his
critique of everyday life in the modern world, by equating it with everydayness
(Alltäglichkeit). The third and more contemporary perspective on the quotidian
involves an inversion of both Adorno and Heidegger, most symptomatically in the
celebration of everyday life as the realm of “resistance” par excellence by Michel
de Certeau.To many he appears as a kindred spirit of Lefebvre and Debord, as often
suggested in writings that lump together all three of these authors—sometimes with
Gramsci and Benjamin also thrown in for good measure.Aside from being French,
however, de Certeau has little to do with either Lefebvre or Debord, given his deeply
anti-Marxist and anti-totalizing view of history as much as everyday life.

How, then, does he appeal to some pluralists who also profess fondness for
Lefebvre and Debord? It was de Certeau’s genius to offer in The Practice of Everyday Life
an attractive alternative, as Roberts points out, to the “notion of the passive consumer
of culture, . . . the mainstay of both 1950s sociologies of mass culture and the
Frankfurt School,”54 and to do so with a concept already popularized by Lefebvre and
Debord also stripped of its totalizingcritique and revolutionarysubjectivity. For the heroic
figure in de Certeau’s celebrated work worries less about changing the world, more
about becoming a creative consumer. In Practice, much of the exalted resistance 
lies in “walking, reading, decorating, cooking” and so on, that is, in the realm of 
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consumption rather than production, making it easier for not only resourceful
subalterns but members of the intellectual establishment to join in the “transgression”
of something. De Certeau’s inflation of “resistance”—matched appropriately by the
intensity of his aversion to “totality”—offers a classic case of the “dissolution of
collective politics into cultural politics,” a postmodern trend wholly alien to Lefebvre
and Debord. Roberts is right:

de Certeau’s . . . Practice . . . is paradigmatic . . . in that it contributes to the
[laudable] postmodern incorporation of the everyday as a site of complex and
differentiated social agency and subjectivity in the “politics of representation”
[that is, however, dubiously] separate from any structural engagement with
the problems of material distribution and economic justice.55

In contrast to the mainstream of contemporary cultural studies, roads not taken
yet in the critique of everyday life offer much more promise. One wonders, for
example, about the prospects of introducing Dorothy Smith’s groundbreaking
feminist-socialist exploration of the quotidian—The Everyday World as Problematic,
accomplished without much engagement to speak of with Western Marxism—to
Lefebvre’sCritiques, which have their own proto-feminist moments; or the potentially
global implications of elaborating the relevance of writers like Frantz Fanon and
Mike Davis for a non-postcolonial and anti-imperialist critique of everyday life in Age
of Empire.While gesturing towards such possibilities in the concept of everyday life
proposed by Lefebvre and Debord, however, their basic contribution to Marxism
must not be missed: the simple point that there can be no revolution without an
urban revolution, no urban revolution without a revolution, and neither without a
revolution of everyday life.
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8
HENRI LEFEBVRE AND URBAN

EVERYDAY LIFE1

In search of the possible

Klaus Ronneberger
(translated by Stefan Kipfer and Neil Brenner)

INTRODUCTION

In the Federal Republic of Germany, the works of Henri Lefebvre were read broadly
by those informed by materialist theories of culture and socialization. In contrast,
his reflections on urbanization and space never became equally popular. Even among
urbanists, Lefebvre’s unorthodox Marxist theories of space were hardly understood.
Largely forgotten for a long time, some of his claims resurfaced recently in German
architecture and art criticism.2 Yet it remains to be seen to what extent Lefebvre’s
approach can become useful for a contemporary critique of everyday life and
urbanism.

In the early years of the Federal Republic, Lefebvre’s writings had a kind of
“underground” status.This situation changed in the 1970s as social and cultural
movements rebelled against the Fordist form of societalization (Vergesellschaftung)3 and
demanded more autonomy and participation. In the context of this “cultural
revolution,” Lefebvre’s notion of a “critique of everyday life” attracted increased
attention.4 The “New Left” was drawn, in particular, to Lefebvre’s understanding
of radical political praxis not only as a transcendence of inherited forms of
domination but as a transformation of the everyday.

Lefebvre had, in fact, transcended the programmatic agenda of orthodox Marxism,
which was oriented primarily towards a seizure of the state apparatus and the



centralized planning of production through the collective power of the working class.
By contrast, Lefebvre considered the everyday to be the decisive category linking
the economy to individual life experiences.Whereas the economic had long played
an overarching role under capitalism, the everyday was now acquiring the same
significance. The declared goal of his intellectual project was, above all, a
“revalorization of subjectivity”5 and the quest for spaces that allow for autonomy and
creativity.The concept of the oeuvre plays a central role in this context; it is intended
to replace the much narrower, Marxian concepts of labor.The notion of an oeuvre is
not only equated with artistic practice but signifies all activities of self-realization or
collective self-management (to which Lefebvre referred as autogestion). Lefebvre
believed that his critique of economistic ideologies—which was directed against an
excessively narrow concept of production and a notion of class struggle that was
restricted to the factory—contained important implications for the conceptualization
of revolution.With the complete urbanization of society, the industrial proletariat
found itself in the midst of a process of dissolution that also undermined its role as
the agent of transformation. Lefebvre introduced inhabiting (habiter) as a new
subversive category:6 this refers to a realm that is essential to everybody but becomes
increasingly deficient for its users as social space is integrated ever more directly
into processes of capital valorization.On this basis Lefebvre envisioned the emergence
of a new revolutionary subject that would revolt not only against the exploitation of
labor-power but against the destruction of its entire living environment.

Lefebvre’s Critique of Everyday Lifefocused not only upon the sphere of reproduction
but took into consideration the processes through which society as a whole is
produced. In this manner, his project included a critique of political economy but
also simultaneously transcended the latter. In modern industrial societies, the
everyday is clearly molded in fundamental ways by economic-technological
imperatives that colonize space and time. However, collective social praxis cannot
be subsumed completely under this systemic logic: there always remains something
that escapes domestication.7 This ambiguity generates conflicts that configure
everyday life as a contradictory relationship between productive activity and passive
consumption, between everydayness and creativity. For Lefebvre, therefore, the
analysis of the extant must always take into consideration insurgent forces and the
question of liberation. Insofar as the critique of everyday life shows how people live,
it articulates at the same time an indictment against the strategies from which the
everyday emerges and reveals the arbitrariness of the dominant order.8

According to Lefebvre, the reproduction of modern everydayness occurs through
a threefold movement. First, societalization is accomplished through a “totalization
of society.” Second, this process is accompanied by an “extreme individualization”
which eventually leads to a “particularization.”9 The “bureaucratic society of
controlled consumption” is grounded upon the parcelization of social praxis and
the shredding of social contexts:
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What are the shared features of these realms that have been separated from
one another through an inexorable analytical praxis? In the realm of work, it 
is passivity, the unavoidable acceptance of decisions made elsewhere; in 
the realm of private life, there are the many forces which manufacture the
consumer through the manufacture of objects; in the realm of leisure, it is the
transformation of the “world” into images and spectacles. In short, every-
where one finds passivity, non-participation.10

Third, capitalist societies atomize people into isolated consumers.The critique of
the “society of the spectacle” was grounded upon the premise that this system could
not pacify its class contradictions over the long term. Oppositional movements
against the banality and homogeneity of the functional city would be unleashed
against an alienation process that is no longer confined to the realm of work but
increasingly seizes everyday life as well.

Fordist societalization did indeed produce openings in social space.While the
extension of the wage relation functioned as a form of social integration, reductions
of labor time and more generous vacation benefits helped liberate subjectivity.
Enhanced economic security, prolonged socialization within the family and an
extension of cultural activities led—at least for certain social groups—to new,
increasingly self-determined ways of life.A new “culture of stimulation” emerged,
saturated with commodities and distractions and oriented toward self-realization,
pleasure and hedonism. As work discipline was gradually corroded by mass
consumption, Fordist societalization became increasingly dysfunctional—for 
it hinged upon the link between the motivation to work and productive per-
formance.11 Although Lefebvre insisted repeatedly that everyday life represented a
site of the “actual and the possible,” this tension evaporated in his concrete studies
of capitalism. He was able to conceptualize and represent the consolidation of
Fordism only as impoverishment, leveling, and flattening. His proposed dialectic
of “alienation” and “appropriation” was thus subordinated to a perspective in which
collective social praxis appears to be almost completely reified and normalized.

THE PRODUCTION OF SPACE 

In the 1960s, Lefebvre detected an epochal shift from the temporal to the spatial.
While Foucault analyzed space as an apparatus of political technology and scientific
discourse in the transition from absolutist to disciplinary power,12 Lefebvre relates
the dominance of the spatial to the reproduction of capitalism. Space is presented
as the result of a concrete production process. For Lefebvre, things are not separate
from space. He considers space as social product; the production of space may reveal
social relations. Each mode of production produces its own space, albeit not in a
linear fashion. The relative fixity of spatial structures produces layering effects.
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Changing uses of space and processes of restructuring do not produce radical breaks
in spatial patterns but develop within and against existing spatial structures. In
principle, capitalist space is characterized by homogeneity and fragmentation. It is
based on the separation and subsequent reconnection of space. On the one hand,
the abstract logic of state and commodity produces homogenizing effects. On the
other, capitalist valorization strategies subdivide, parcellize, and pulverize space.

To define socio-spatial processes further, Lefebvre developed a differentiated
schema that distinguishes three dimensions of the production of space.13 First,
perceived space refers to the collective production of urban reality, the rhythms of work,
residential, and leisure activities through which society develops and reproduces its
spatiality. Conceived space is formed through knowledge, signs, and codes. Conceived
space refers to “representations of space” by planners, architects, and other specialists
who divide space into separate elements that can be recombined at will. The
discourse of these specialists is oriented toward valorizing, quantifying, and
administering space, thereby supporting and legitimating the modes of operation
of state and capital. Finally, Lefebvre talks about lived and endured space: “spaces of
representation.” Users of space experience lived space every day, through the
mediation of images and symbols. Lived space offers possibilities of resistance.

With this triadic model of the social production of space, Lefebvre tried to
undermine dichotomies of structure and agency, discourse and practice.The schism
between subjects’ perceived and lived spaces of activity and “objective” scientific-
technological spatial structures is bridged by “ideologies of space.” According to
Prigge,14 these ideologies articulate science with everyday life, render spatial prac-
tices coherent, guarantee the functioning of everyday life and prescribe modes 
of life.

In The Urban Revolution, Lefebvre reconstructs the history of urbanization, which
is shaped by three spatio-temporal “continents”: the rural, the industrial, and the
urban. He understands these continents as forcefields that represent specific modes
of thought, action, and life. They do not simply follow each other in historical
sequence but overlap and interrelate in a pattern of parallel spatial coexistence. For
Lefebvre, industrialization and urbanization form a dialectical unity. The indus-
trialization of society always implies urbanization as well.While industrial dynamics
produce spatial agglomerations of labor and means of production, industrialization
also requires expanding urban infrastructures. Even though “the city” no longer
represents an independent mode of production and life, it does not lose its specific
function of centrality. Centrality returns in the form of centers of control and
decision-making.The process of urbanization produces a fundamental shift.The
industrial and its epistemology defined by disciplines oriented toward capital and
labor are replaced by the urban as a “strategic place and strategic object” of social
development.The production of space becomes the dominant process of repro-
ducing social relations. Even if one does not share Lefebvre’s philosophy of history
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and theory of revolution, his urban work opens up a new perspective on the
relationship between city and society.

LEFEBVRE AND THE POVERTY OF GERMAN URBAN STUDIES

Lefebvre’s short-lived importance to the New Left in the Federal Republic15 can be
attributed to a specific historical configuration: growing social resistance against the
rigid regulatory practices of the Fordist “planning state” (Toni Negri) and its
restrictive moral and cultural foundations.This rebellion was provoked “less by the
forms of exploitation associated with property relations than by the consequences
of industrialization for the lifeworld, less by class oppression than by the modern
state’s drive towards centralization and sociocultural homogeneity.”16

While Lefebvre’s critique of everyday life attracted a certain following in the
Federal Republic during the 1970s, his thesis that the “urban” rather than the
industrial represented the foundational tendency of social development did not
resonate well.The few exceptions to this include the works by Jansen, Durth, Berndt,
Hartmann et al., and Prigge.17This can be explained by the fact that the “historical”
and the “temporal” dominated postwar German social science while the category
of space continues to be associated with Nazi-era slogans such as “people without
space” (Volk ohne Raum) and “territorial expansion policy” (Großraumpolitik).

There were still other reasons for the short-lived reception of Lefebvre’s work
within German urban sociology. The culture industry thesis of the “Frankfurt
School” played a central role within studies of socialization and education, and thus
provided multiple potential linkages to Lefebvre’s critique of everyday life; by
contrast, critical theory was hardly acknowledged at all within the registers of urban
studies. While some authors did attempt to ground their work upon Marxian
terminology, only the economy and the law of value were recognized as universal
reference points for understanding urban space (as, for instance, in the German
“derivationist” tradition). Lefebvre’s rejection of economism, his foundational
assumption that the social totality could be experienced and conceptualized only
in a fragmented manner as well as the terminological and conceptual inconsistency
of his writings (along with a paucity of competent translations) discouraged many
critical, anti-capitalist urban sociologists from attempting to integrate his insights
into their research.

While Lefebvre’s category of the “everyday” was eventually accepted even within
the discipline of urban studies, the same cannot be said of his concept of space. In
the 1980s, the German translation of an essay by David Harvey presented another,
albeit indirect, opportunity for interested readers to acquaint themselves with
Lefebvre’s complex spatial theory.18 By this time, German urban studies was in the
midst of a paradigm shift, however: political economy approaches were declining
in importance and marginalized in favor of a new culturalist approach.The discipline

138 klaus ronneberger



of urban studies opened up to postmodern sociological concepts even as the
discourse-theoretical and semiotic methods associated with the latter were largely
ignored. German-speaking urban studies remains completely unaware of research
on the power-knowledge complex (e.g., Foucault).The “romantic revolutionary”19

fell through the cracks a second time: with the increasing institutionalization of
social movements (e.g., the Greens) and the ebbing of militant struggles, interest
in a fundamental critique of state and society likewise diminished. In light of the
predominant mentality to accept the state as the unquestioned parameter of life,
Lefebvre’s reflections on the “state mode of production” no longer had “use-value”
for German urban studies.20 His triadic model of space, which emphasizes the
importance of symbolic processes, was once again dismissed by most exponents
of the discipline as incomprehensible French prose.

THE NEW SPIRIT OF CAPITALISM

And today? Can Lefebvre’s approach help us understand the “contours and
convolutions” of post-Fordist everyday life?

First, it is necessary to review the transformations that have unfolded during
recent decades.The Fordist growth model experienced a double crisis during the
1970s. On the one hand, the productivity of Taylorism had exhausted itself. On
the other, the effectiveness of Keynesian welfare state policies was undermined by
increased economic internationalization. Yet changes in everyday life, not only
economic crisis, helped undermine the postwar model of societalization. The
expansion of social security, rising wages, and the growth of the education system
helped free subjectivity in the 1960s.The “children of Fordism” ran up against rigid
disciplinary techniques, which at that time dominated school, factory, and family.
Expressing these changing attitudes, a series of social movements attacked
authoritarian and hierarchical structures and demanded “autonomy” and self-
realization. The intensity of struggle and the development of an “autonomous
subjectivity” did not however lead to a fundamental change of the system. Instead,
capitalism managed to respond to the desires and demands of social movements
with new identities and consumption patterns.

The neoliberal project has built upon this critique of the authoritarian welfare
state and redirected it against individual subjects.The new technologies of power
associated with neoliberalism attempt to individualize social risks, dismantle
erstwhile social rights and subject people to self-regulation. Reacting to growing
demands for more individuality, neoliberalism “invites individuals and organiza-
tions to participate more actively and help solve particular issues and problems
which until then had been the responsibility of specialists and authorized 
state institutions.”21 Whereas a new form of “objective domination” replaced the
authoritarian-paternalistic regime at the beginning of the last century, a new form
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of social regulation grounded in the demand for “controlled autonomy” is currently
crystallizing.

Following French sociologists Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello, particular regimes
of capitalist development are decisively shaped by the forms of critique that develop
against them.22 They suggest that two basic strands of critique have emerged since
the mid-twentieth century.Whereas the first is directed against exploitation and
inequality (critique sociale), the second foregrounds aspects of autonomy and self-
realization (critique artiste). First developed in small intellectual circles, the “artistic
critique” criticizes factory discipline and the uniformity of mass society while
propagating the ideal of individual autonomy and freedom.

Boltanski and Chiapello argue that capitalism managed to renew itself in the
1980s in part by learning from the radical nature of the “artistic critique,” the
profound rejection of any form of institution and attachment.While in Fordism
the ideal subject is the passive worker who is completely subjected to the thoroughly
planned labor process, the dominant virtues under post-Fordism are autonomy and
individual initiative.Whereas before the subjectivity of the worker was suppressed,
new management approaches now demand “self-organization” and “autonomy.”
Such managerial models have little in common with Marx’s critique of alienation,
of course. Rather, the mobilization of subjectivity intends to make productive use
of individual capacities for cooperation and communication.

Flexible capitalism managed to absorb the libertarian potential of the “artistic
critique” of bureaucracy, uniformity, and dependency.As a result, the conventional
“social critique” became increasingly uprooted. During the last few decades, the
capacity for collective solidarity, which in industrial society emerged from the
common experience of alienated labor, has eroded. Even the social bearers of 
the old class compromise are in dissolution. Still, in the face of current pressures
for flexibilization and deregulation, many critics of neoliberalism long for a return
of the “golden age” of Fordism.The social and economic bases for such nostalgia
no longer exist, however. Of course, this does not imply that one should give up
the struggle for social standards and allow the neoliberals to dispose of the ruins
of the welfare state.

To some extent, flexible capitalism has managed to undercut both forms of anti-
capitalist critique: one through integration and cooptation, the other by means of
a transformation of everyday life into a reality that can no longer be interpreted with
the conventional means of social critique. It is here that the limitations of Lefebvre’s
critique of everyday life become apparent.To be sure, he was able to transcend certain
dogmas of the Marxist movement, but he remained locked into a theory of
revolution that was grounded in a philosophy of history. Contrary to his belief that
a trend toward radical-democratic self-management (or autogestion) was unavoidable,
capitalism has become even stronger following the crisis of Fordism: it has proven
itself capable of absorbing its critics, taking up oppositional claims for “autonomy”
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and “creativity” and instrumentalizing them for its own purposes. Following the
diagnosis of Gilles Deleuze,23 the liberated individual represents a particular type of
subaltern subject. Once mobilized against capitalism, attributes like “subjectivity”
and “creativity” are now important resources for processes of economic valorization.

Despite such qualifications, Lefebvre’s concept of everyday life remains visionary.
In light of contemporary processes of capitalist societalization, the conventional
divisions of paid and unpaid work, production and reproduction have definitely
become obsolete. Capital attempts to regulate all aspects of life by commanding
not only the capacity to labor (labor-power) but creative potential more generally.24

Against the “postmodern” technologies and procedures of control, resistance
manifests itself in a wide variety of realms: struggles against exploitation and
oppression, struggles against exclusion, struggles against predefined subject
positions.25 Confronting the demands of neoliberalism thus requires two tasks. On
the one hand, a social critique must be formulated that takes into account con-
temporary social relations and power structures. On the other, the artistic critique
must be kept from being instrumentalized for the purposes of a new kind of
productivist subjectivity. Neither task is easy.

THE NEOLIBERAL RESTRUCTURING OF URBAN EVERYDAY LIFE

In his foundational work on Lefebvre, Christian Schmid has demonstrated the
meaning of urban level.26The French philosopher and theorist of space distinguishes
three spatio-temporal fields of social reality: the private level, the global or general
level, and the level of the “urban” proper, which functions as the mediation between
the general and the private.The bottom level Lefebvre also describes as the “near
order,” which encompasses all of everyday life. Counterposed to the near order is
the “far order”: state authority and powerful institutions, which organize and
regulate society. On this abstract level, one can find general social relations: exchange,
industrialization, and so on.With its infrastructures, services, and local systems of
power, the urban level works as a relay station between the far order and everyday
life. Urban space under capitalism thus has a double character. On the one hand, it
functions as a productive force, which helps trigger waves of industrialization; on
the other, it represents a social relation, where human everyday life is organized and
reproduced.

As a strategic space for social development, the urban level plays as central role
for neoliberal restructuring.To understand the relationship between “urban” and
neoliberalism, one must highlight the basic features of Fordist spatial strategies.

As the spatial equivalence to the core elements of Fordist processes of societal-
ization (wage labor and nuclear family), the functional separation of work,
residence, and leisure became the dominant local conception of space.This resulted
in accelerated suburbanization and a growing rationalization of everyday life. In the
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Federal Republic of Germany, processes of societalization were also shaped by
conceptions of space aimed at eliminating geographical inequalities at a national
scale. Based on the assumption that the national territory is the decisive scale, the
goal was to create a network of “central places” in order to promote balanced growth
and eradicate socio-spatial disparities.The central state tried to limit local initiatives,
which were perceived as “narrow-minded particularisms.” Individual municipali-
ties had the mere function of “transmission belts” to implement higher-level 
commands.

This concept of space has been under growing pressure since the 1980s.The
erosion of relatively homogeneous social and political spaces transformed existing
socio-spatial arrangements.While the Fordist model of development had a long-
term tendency toward spatial condensation and a relative cohesion of economy,
politics, and ideology at the national scale, economic networks and relationships
(affected by globally organized processes of valorizing capital) started to become
independent from spatial fixity. It would be wrong to equate this process with a
“deterritorialization” of state power.The globalization of national economies led
to a restructuring of organizational-territorial structures rather than a loss of
significance of the state per se.27 Whereas under Fordism spatial inequality was
meant to be eliminated in favor of national territorial uniformity, central states now
increasingly focus on urban–regional scales.This has produced a seeming paradox:
while the state is the decisive force in deregulating the Fordist compromise, it seems
to undermine its own capacities to act. It is possible, however, to understand this
strategy as an attempt to make up for the limited sovereignty of the nation-state by
fostering local and regional competitiveness and thus strengthen the state’s position
within the division of labor. Germany has lagged behind Anglo-American countries
in this process. In Germany, the completion of Fordism coincided historically with
the secular crisis of this mode of regulation.This tentative consolidation of Fordism
was followed by an almost equally tentative move away from the Fordist promise
of “everlasting prosperity” and “social partnership.”The political climate of the
1970s and 1980s continued to be shaped strongly by Fordist conceptions. In contrast
to the United States or Great Britain, neocorporatist strategies of consensus formation
remained implicitly committed to the welfare state. Only since the mid-1990s has
it become possible to talk about deeper transformations away from the century-
old tradition of the German welfare state.

Following Neil Brenner and Nik Theodore,28 one can identify two forms of
neoliberal restructuring. One the one hand, cities face growing economic pressure.
Among these are speculative movements of finance and real-estate capital, flexible
location strategies of multinational corporations, and increased competitive
pressures between metropolitan regions. Most urban administrations try to meet
growing economic insecurity by mobilizing all possible resources and initiating city
marketing campaigns to attract jobs and investment. On the other hand, neoliberal
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concepts are brought to bear directly on municipal development strategies. In the
transition away from the goal of comprehensive welfare (Daseinsfürsorge), that is, the
public provision of social infrastructure, the marketization of urban space becomes
increasingly important for local state policy. Cities become laboratories for institu-
tional innovation and political-ideological projects: public–private partnerships,
lean administration, cross-border leasing, city-management, business improvement
districts, and other comparable words of magic. Not only in terminology,“Rhenian
capitalism” approximates the Anglo-American model.This implies specific territorial
strategies. Municipal actors bank on increasing the commercialization of central
cities for high-income groups and tourists. When necessary, the model of the
“European city” is mobilized for this purpose. New, dense spaces that in some way
combine work, residence, shopping, and entertainment are created on abandoned
central city spaces (former railway and port lands).These two forms of city building
command the full attention of local planning policy. At the same time, municipal
administrations renege on their erstwhile responsibility to look after the city as a
whole. Neoliberalism follows a logic of intensified inter-city competition, which
hierarchizes urban space by valorizing particular fragments. One can thus speak of
a policy of privileged places.Turning away from the statist principle of solidarity
and mobilizing space as a strategic resource are the decisive features of the
“entrepreneurial city.”The “welfare city” (Vorsorge-Stadt), which replaced the liberal
model of “self-management by property owners” (Eigentümer-Selbstverwaltung) of the
nineteenth century, is coming to an end. It is too early to tell how deeply the
neoliberal project will transform metropolitan social relations. In any case, the task
is to search for the breaking points in post-Fordist everydayness. This is not an
academic matter.As Lefebvre said: “life is not changed magically by a poetic act, as
the surrealists believed. Language liberated from its servitudes plays a necessary
role—but it does not suffice.”29

NOTES

1. This chapter is a substantially revised and rewritten version of a paper previously
published as “Contours and Convolutions of Everydayness: On the Reception of Henri
Lefebvre in the Federal Republic of Germany,” Capitalism, Nature, Socialism 13, no. 2
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9
RHYTHMS, STREETS, CITIES

Kurt Meyer 
(translated by Bandulasena Goonewardena)

ON RHYTHMANALYSIS

Henri Lefebvre’s incomplete project of rhythmanalysis, closely connected with his
critique of everyday life, was published under the title Elements of Rhythmanalysis in
1992, a year after he died. It consists of seven loosely connected chapters and a
separate study of the rhythms of Mediterranean cities. In 1985, he had published
“The Rhythmanalytical Project,” co-authored with his wife Catherine Régulier.1

These rhythmanalytical studies help us penetrate to the inner core—one is tempted
to say the holy domain—of Lefebvre’s critique of everyday life; that is to say, to those
analyses dealing with the temporal order of rhythms in everyday life. In the third
volume of Critique of Everyday Life,2 rhythmanalysis is termed an emerging science
investigating the complex interactions of cyclic rhythms and linear rhythms.

It was the Brazilian philosopher Lucio Alberto Pinheiro dos Santos who in 1931
coined the term “rhythmanalysis” and developed in his work the physiological
principles of this theory. He believed it would be possible by means of rhythm-
analysis to cure the mind suffering from occasional mental depression or general
apathy. Gaston Bachelard, who in many of his writings spoke of this philosopher’s
work in admiring terms, considered rhythmanalysis an enlightening and suggestive
concept.3 Like Pinheiro dos Santos, he also thought that rhythmicized living and
thinking, alternation of activity and rest, could lead to a cure. The mind that
compulsively strives for uniformity should be disorganized from time to time, tensed
up rhythms relaxed, fatigued rhythms restimulated. Life as a whole should be set
to a sensible rhythm. Bachelard considered rhythmanalytical meditations “a kind of



philosophical echo of poetic delight.”4 He was so impressed with the Brazilian
philosopher’s thinking that he wrote:“Rhythm is really the only way of disciplining
and maintaining the most distinct energies. It is the basis of the dynamic of life and
the dynamic of mind.”5

In the second volume of Critique of Everyday Life, Lefebvre describes for the first time
the manifold interplay of cyclic time and linear time.6 During the long period before
they mastered nature, human beings were exposed to natural and cosmic rhythms
from birth to death.The regular recurrence of days, weeks, months, seasons, and
years gave human existence a reliable rhythmic order. Strictly speaking, rhythmic
time knows neither beginning nor end.“Every cycle is born from another cycle and
becomes absorbed in other circular movements. Cyclic time does not exclude
repetitive action . . . [N]o genuine cycle returns exactly to its point of departure or
reproduces itself exactly.”7 Modern man, integrated into the rational procedures of
a techno-industrial world, is subject to the linear flow of time.

Linear time is both continuous and discontinuous. Continuous: its beginning
is absolute, and it grows indefinitely from an initial zero. Discontinuous: it
fragments into partial time scales assigned to one thing or another according
to a program which is abstract in relation to time. It dissects indefinitely.
Techniques which fragment time also produce repetitive gestures. These do
not and often cannot become part of a rhythm: the gestures of fragmented
labour, actions which begin at any time or cease at any time.8

Cyclic time has not simply disappeared even in modernity. In a big city where public
transport operates around the clock, certain needs or habits like hunger, sleep, and
sexuality have not broken free from deep-rooted cycles.The aim of critical research
into everyday life is to investigate the continuity of rhythmic time in the linear flow
of time of modern industrial society, to study the interferences between cyclic time
and linear time.

Lefebvre commences his posthumously published rhythm theory with a
discussion of concepts and categories. It is only later that he proceeds to demonstrate
their practical application. He consciously moves from the abstract to the concrete.
Thus, he does not begin with particular entities, not with corporeal rhythms:
breathing, pulse, blood circulation. First, he shows that the expression rhythm is
employed differently; in music its significance is different from that of it in history
or in economics, where one speaks of epochs, periods, or cycles as moving fast or
slow. Cycles that impel a mechanical pace are differentiated from those motions
which are organically rhythmacized. The concepts of measure and measure of time,
apparently so clear, lead to special difficulties.What constitutes the measure of the
continuous flow of time? The second, or the millionth of a second? Or the year?
Every rhythm—be it the heart, breathing, or even the working hour—has its own
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measure, its own beat. Speed and frequency determine rhythm. The following
oppositions help clarify theoretically the concept of rhythm:

• repetition and difference;
• mechanical and organic;
• discovery and creation;
• cyclic and linear;
• continuous and discontinuous;
• quantitative and qualitative . . .9

THE RHYTHMANALYST

Lefebvre outlines a suggestive portrait of the future rhythmanalyst, which differs
from that of the psychoanalyst.The rhythmanalyst is all ears. He listens not only to
words, however, but to everything happening in the world. He hears things that
are usually hardly noticed:noise and sound. He pays attention to the babble of voices,
but also to silence.The rhythmanalyst is not given to precipitate judgment.Yet, unlike
the psychoanalyst, he is not obliged to remain passive. His role as an observer is
not that of one lost in thought. He is always listening to his body, to whatever it
communicates to him. It is only then that he perceives rhythms coming from
outside.The body is, so to speak, his metronome.The rhythmanalyst is master of
well-proven techniques: the breathing technique, the rhythms of the heart, the use
of muscles and limbs.

Philosophy neglected the body over a long period of time, leaving the subject
to physiology and medicine. The body consists of a bundle of rhythms. Under
normal conditions, the various rhythms exist in harmony, that is, in a state of
eurhythmy. Every organ and every bodily function has a rhythm of its own: acting
together they maintain the body in equilibrium.Arrhythmic disturbances coming
from without endanger this state of equilibrium.Whatever is found outside the body,
whatever is derived from nature and society, also consists of a bundle of rhythms.
All these rhythms wish to be “heard.”10

Nothing is motionless in the eyes of the rhythmanalyst. He hears wind, rain,
thunderstorm. In observing a pebble, a wall or a tree trunk, he perceives the slowness
of movement of these objects.Their movement is slow only in proportion to our
time, our bodies, our rhythms. Even an apparently immobile object—say, a forest—
is moving. Such movement is connected to the forest soil, the earth, and the sun;
to the atoms and the molecules of which it is composed. A forest is exposed to
innumerable aggressions that are resisted by it. The rhythmanalyst strives to
rehabilitate sensory perception. He pays attention to breathing, the heartbeat, the
words. He is careful to avoid giving priority to any one act of sense perception.
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SOME “ELEMENTS” OF RHYTHM THEORY

In Henri Lefebvre’s view, there is as yet no general theory of rhythms.Any conception
aspiring to uniformity breaks down in the face of the diversity of individual rhythms.
Chrono-biologists have attempted to elucidate how living beings are steered by an
“inner clock” or by astronomical forces (moon, sun, stars).We can establish that the
human body works polyrhythmically—from the blink of an eye to breathing in and
out. Lefebvre’s ambitious rhythm theory aims not only to found a new science but
to draw practical conclusions. Although he is aware that his analyses amount only
to the “elements” of a theory, he takes into consideration possible practical appli-
cations. Let us now consider some “elements” of this theory.

1. Contemporary everyday life, conforming as it does to the rotating hands of a
clock, is oriented to abstract quantitative time. In the West the discovery of clock
time led to the introduction of abstract time. Its role in structuring public and
private life has been increasingly decisive. As homogeneous, profane time, it
has provided the time measure for work and subjugated one sphere of life after
another: sleeping and waking hours, mealtimes, private life, the relationship of
parents to their children, leisure time, times spent at home, and so on. In spite
of the merciless rule of the abstract clock time, the immense cosmic rhythms
continue to exert influence on everyday life.

According to Lefebvre, the Marxists have had a restricted view of rhythms from
the very beginning.They have investigated them only in connection with labor.
Earlier, various collective or work processes were accompanied by rhythms, most
frequently by songs. There were the songs of the oarsmen, the reapers, the
shepherds, the sailors. Earlier social historians, however, had not noticed that
there are rhythms in the collective life of society much older than those of
collectively organized labor.

2. We cannot emphasize too strongly that the starting point of rhythm analysis is
the body; not the anatomical or functional body but the polyrhythmic,
eurhythmic body, the body in its normal state. In a “normal” body the
innumerable rhythms form an astonishing harmony, an isorhythm.There must be
an agent coordinating the various rhythms. Isorhythm or harmony is produced
by a higher command.The isorhythm of the human body can be compared to
symphonic music. In an orchestra the magic of the conductor’s baton sets the
rhythm. The human body—like an orchestra—produces isorhythm in an
enigmatic way.Today one speaks of the peneal gland, a relatively small cluster
of cells in the brain that determines the daily rhythm. Acting as a “conductor,”
this harmonizes the different rhythms of the organs.

3. Lefebvre also includes chronobiology in his concept of rhythm. Chronobiology
teaches us that practically all metabolic activities proceed according to a definite
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rhythmicity.These activities increase and decrease in the course of twenty-four
hours.The rhythms of the liver, kidneys, spleen, heart, blood pressure, and bodily
functions are fitted into the twenty-four-hour day; an external timer synchronizes
the various physiological functions. Every organ has acquired a certain rhythmic
autonomy through its evolution, its own genetic clock that follows an approxi-
mately twenty-four-hour rhythm. Invariably recurring processes that hardly
change from day to day are called circadian rhythms.Apart from them, there are also
monthly rhythms: for example, the menstrual cycle, or the skin, which is
completely renewed in the course of a month. Altogether there are four
frequencies that are repeated periodically and influence nature and life processes:
the tides, the alternation of night and day, the rotation of the moon around the
earth, and the seasons. In the case of plants, the moon’s gravitational influence
can be directly proved. In the case of man, direct proof is more difficult.
Chronobiology views the entire body as a highly complex rhythm-based organ.
Although we live in a high-tech world, the elementary physical needs still
constitute the basic conditions of our daily life.

Lefebvre, interested as he was in chronobiology, sees how the ever-increasing
night-work runs counter to biological circadian rhythms and poses the question
whether the day would not suffice to perform repetitive activity. Life determined
by technology effaces natural time structures ever more decisively.An increasing
number of workers live contrary to their inner biological rhythms due to
contemporary work processes organized around the clock.

4. Music and dance form the core elements of rhythm.The more monotonous the
music, the greater the awareness of the need for rhythm. In the chapter “Music
and Rhythms,” Lefebvre comes to the conclusion that the worldwide spread of
new musical rhythms evokes manifold changes. Europe and the West are
experiencing a revival through various original and diverse exotic styles of music.
According to Lefebvre, exotic or ecstatic rhythms produce a greater effect than
traditional melodies and harmonies have ever achieved.

5. The political chapter of Lefebvre’s book on rhythm bears the title “The
Manipulations of Time.”The disastrous role of capital does not consist in the first
place in its having brought forth rich and poor, propertied and propertyless. It
consists rather in its imperious contempt for the body and lived-time. Production
and destruction form the rhythm inherent in capital. Capital produces everything:
things, human beings, and peoples. It produces destructive effects with wars and
brutal interventions, progress, and speculation.The destructive component is on
the increase at present. Lefebvre considers it erroneous to personalize the
destructive forces of capital. Thus, he does not speak of capitalists or money.
“Something” is at work inexorably: political power that understands how to
manipulate time, calendar, and daily routine. It is capable of controlling the possible
human development (the rhythms) of all those serving it.This is officially called
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mobilization.11 The word “mobilization” is not necessarily limited to the warlike
pervasion of life.There is also mobilization in peacetime—the subjection of life
to the rule of the machine.When Lefebvre speaks of mobilization he is thinking
of human beings whose lives are totally subjected to the rhythm of technology.

THE COMPLEXITY OF RHYTHMS

Even a simple rhythm—for example, the daily intake of food—depends on several
factors.A child takes years to grow accustomed to the regularity of family mealtimes.
The human body lives polyrhythmically. It consists of different rhythms. Every single
organ or every function has its own. When the human organism exists in equi-
librium, the various body rhythms flow interactively. Therefore, Lefebvre names the
human body a bundle or a bouquet of rhythms. An analogous bundle or bouquet of
rhythms penetrates the body from outside—from the environment. In order to
describe this almost immeasurable complexity of the rhythms overlaying one
another—in particular, the impossibility of isolating a single rhythm from the web
of all rhythms—Lefebvre and Régulier draw a comparison with the play of ocean
waves. They invite the reader to observe the surface of the sea exactly:

It changes ceaselessly. As it approaches the shore, it takes the shock of the
back-wash: it carries numerous wavelets, right down to the tiny quiver that it
orientates, but which do not always go in its direction. Waves and wave forms
are characterized by frequency, amplitude and displaced energy. Watching
waves, you can easily observe what physicists call the superposition of small
movements. Powerful waves crash upon one another, creating jets of spray;
they disrupt one another noisily. Small undulations traverse each other,
absorbing, fading, rather than crashing, into one another.12

With a little intuition, the observer can discern a polyrhythmic field or a flexible,
fluid frizz of connections. Lefebvre believes the human body is exposed to just such
a complex wave structure.

Italo Calvino, too, applies the image of waves to illustrate the rhythmic complexity
found in nature.A short piece from the book Mr. Palomar is titled “Reading a Wave”
and contains all the paradoxical elements that add up to an analysis of rhythms.
Lefebvre would have delighted in Mr. Palomar’s observations. The amiable Mr.
Palomar stands on the seashore and observes a wave that runs out on the sand. He
would like to observe a wave, a single wave, and nothing else.Yet this turns out to
be extremely difficult:

[Y]ou cannot observe a wave without bearing in mind the complex features
that concur in shaping it and the other, equally complex ones that the wave
itself originates. These aspects vary constantly, so each wave is different from

152 kurt meyer



another wave, even if it is not adjacent or successive; in other words, there are
some forms and sequences that are repeated, though irregularly repeated in
space and time.13

Mr. Palomar chooses a new vantage point, a sandbank projecting into the water
almost imperceptibly. In order to take an inventory of all the wave movements, he
then restricts his field of vision, and observes only those waves running in the
opposite direction, reversing time. He is so passionately devoted to unraveling the
unending play of the waves that he lapses into a state of mild dizziness.

THE RHYTHMS OF A STREET

In the chapter “Seen from the Window,” Lefebvre, the rhythmanalyst, does not move
any longer strictly from the abstract to the concrete. In a phenomenological vision,
he captures the rhythms of a varied street life that can be observed from the windows
of his apartment. He lived at rue Rambuteau for decades. In its immediate
neighborhood stand monuments steeped in tradition: the Archives Nationales
(where historical documents are preserved), the Hôtel de Ville (city government
of Paris), the headquarters of the Banque de France, the Arts et Métiers (Center of
Engineering and Industrial Design).The Centre Pompidou—modern Paris—also
lies close by. Lefebvre is proud of living at the intersection of tradition and creation,
of the active and the inactive Paris. How do these rhythms intersect and overlap in
this street?

“In order to grasp and analyse rhythms, it is necessary to get outside them, but
not completely: be it through illness or a technique.”14 This sentence opens the
rhythmanalysis of the rue Rambuteau.The situation of the observer in relation to what
is observed is constantly kept in mind.The window overlooking the street is not
an abstract location from where the mental eye could, so to speak, abstractly grasp
what is happening in the street. It is a real location not only enabling sights but
leading to insights.The observer is implicated in what is happening on the street.
“To grasp a rhythm it is necessary to have been grasped by it.”15

Lefebvre invites the reader to follow him looking out of the windows, that is, to
pay attention to the heterogeneous street rhythms. Down below in the street people
keep passing by, in a flood of noise and sounds, exposed at the same time to their
own body rhythms. From the window the individual sounds can be distinguished
from one another: crowds go their own ways, rhythms respond to each other. Cars
stop at traffic lights, pedestrians cross the road.“One does not chatter while crossing
a dangerous junction under the threat of wild cats and elephants ready to charge
forward, taxis, buses, lorries, various cars. Hence the relative silence in this crowd.
A kind of soft murmuring, sometimes a cry, a call.”16
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The signal switches to red: the vehicles stop, one hears steps and words of people.
Green light, and the vehicles have the right of way. Human sounds change, no more
steps and words.About ten cars start off, they speed up.A bus swerves out.The cars
decelerate, slow down the rhythm, and accelerate once again, stepping on the gas.
It is unbelievable what one can see and hear from the window.

Sometimes, the old cars stall in the middle of the road and the pedestrians
move around them like waves around a rock, though not without condemning
the drivers of the badly placed vehicles with withering looks. Hard rhythms:
alternations of silence and outburst, time both broken and accentuated,
striking he who takes to listening from his window, which astonishes him
more than the disparate movements of the crowds.17

Not only motor vehicles but people produce varied rhythms by their coming and
going; cyclic, alternating, and arrhythmic. Groups of people who appear daily and
regularly at the same time produce slow cyclic rhythms: children go to school,
residents greet each other in the street, shoppers and tourists arrive regularly from
a definite time onward. Alternating rhythms mix with cyclic rhythms: motorcars,
regulars, employees (white-collar workers), bistro customers come in short inter-
vals.The interaction(s) of these varied rhythms, the repetitive and the alternating,
make up, as it is said, the animation of the street or the quarter.

The traffic rhythms slow down during the night without ever coming to a
complete standstill. Some vehicles are waiting at red lights even at three or four
o’clock in the morning. Once a perhaps tipsy driver approaches the crossing and
drives straight through the stop signal. People on the opposite side of the road can
be observed at night in arrhythmic intervals:

Should a window suddenly light up, or on the contrary go dark, solitary
dreamer might ask himself—in vain—if it concerns a scene of illness or of
love, if it is the movement [geste] of a child who gets up too early or of an
insomniac. Never does a head, a face appear in the dozens of windows. Except
if there is something going on in the street, an explosion, a fire engine that
hurtles by without stopping towards a call for help.18

Another window affords a view of the backyards and gardens where a sculptural
stillness seems to prevail.There it is the play of sun and shade, of bright corners
and dark recesses.Trees and grass appear side-by-side, motionless. On closer and
prolonged examination one sees that even plants and trees have their rhythms, which
in turn are made up of several rhythms: the leaves and the flowers, seeds and fruits.
There is a time for everything. Before leaves sprout the cherry tree is in flower.The
tree is first white, then green. In autumn, its leaves and fruits fall; first these, then
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those.Whoever observes the garden over a certain period of time will notice the
polyrhythmic and maybe even the symphonic rhythms in plants. Every single object
in the garden has its location, its rhythm, its immediate past, its near or distant future.

The Centre Pompidou, visible from the window, a colorful metal construction
built in the 1970s is a child of the 1960s, a visual product of extraordinary events.
The earlier decade was under the spell of space travel. In 1961 Gagarin became the
first man to be launched into space.There followed the American landing on the
moon in 1969. In keeping with the Zeitgeist, Lefebvre calls the Palais Beaubourg
“meteorites fallen on old Paris,” precisely in the middle of the popular center,“from
a planet several centuries ahead of our own, and on top of that a complete failure
on the market!”19 Apparently in there is something that attracts crowds of people
since they come in multitudes continuously, even at night. Do they come to see the
building that has been conceived in order to be seen? The visitors cast an
absentminded glance at what is exhibited. “We go around this void (ce vide), which
fills itself up with things and people in order to empty itself (se vide), and so on.”20

It may be that people also come to see each other, to meet each other. It is quite
remarkable that the gatherings of people have given back the square its older
function—that of coming together and of spontaneous people’s theater. “Here on
the square, between Saint-Merri and Modernism erupts a mediaeval-looking festival:
fire-eaters, jugglers, snake charmers, but also preachers and sit-in discussions.”21

There are also those roaming about, in search only of themselves, and others
trying to forget the dreariness of their homes by visiting the Centre Pompidou.They
roam around the area for hours, reappearing at street intersections.While moving
around they consume a hotdog, stop occasionally in the big square, and stare ahead
helplessly.The trained rhythmanalyst who does not only fix his attention on a single
phenomenon but hears the music as a whole sees the following:

There on the square, there is something maritime about the rhythms.
Currents traverse the masses. Streams break off, which bring or take away new
participants. Some of them go towards the jaws of the monster, which
gobbles them down in order quite quickly to throw them back up. The tide
invades the immense square, then withdraws: flux and reflux.22

What has the view from the windows of the happenings in the rue Rambuteau
and its vicinity been able to capture? A vision of rhythms? The music of the city? A
picture which listens to itself? Image in the present of a discontinuous sum? “No
camera, no image or series of images can show these rhythms.”23 His view of the
street, which certainly has poetic qualities, makes Lefebvre part of a very special
tradition. Numerous writers whose works are closely connected to the city’s streets
and façades, squares and quarters, have lived in Paris.This would apply to the sphere
of painting: how many impressionist painters have captured the vivid scenes of life
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in the grands boulevards at daybreak or at sunset on canvas? When we think of Léon-
Paul Fargue,André Breton, Paul Léautaud, Louis Aragon, and many others, it could be
said that the city itself whispered to them the text for their stories and diaries. In the
center of this free and lively city, on the main boulevards, in front of cafés and bistros,
beneath the poster walls, the lonely mass of happy pedestrians enjoy the ever-new
spectacle of the street even today.During the enchanting months from March to June,
the boulevards were for Guy de Maupassant the only spot on earth where one really
lived.When he described the boulevard rhythm in 1884, there was neither radio nor
motorcar; neither electronic media nor motorized means of transport.

A stream of people in black hats flows from the Madeleine to the Bastille. And
a continuous hum of voices, just like the sound of the flow of a river, rises and
then loses itself in the light spring air. Yet this vague noise is made up of all
the thoughts, all the ideas which arise, run their course and disappear
everyday in Paris. Like flies, news keep buzzing over the crowd of walkers; they
go from one to another, escaping through the streets, flying to the furthest
ends of the city.24

Henri Lefebvre did not have any literary ambitions in his attempt to read or
interpret his street semantically or semiologically. His was free association in modest
measure, and the theoretician shines through clearly between the lines. Yet his
snapshot of one of the liveliest streets in Paris is much more than a dry socio-cultural
sketch.

CITY RHYTHMS

“The city is heard as much as music as it is read as a discursive writing.”25

Lefebvre and his wife Catherine Régulier co-authored a relatively long treatise
entitled “Attempts at Rhythmanalysis of Mediterranean Cities.” They make the
rhythmanalyst, by now well known to us, crisscross through the streets of a big
Mediterranean city—Barcelona, Beirut, Naples, Marseille or Tunis, for example.
The rhythmanalyst is more receptive to time than to space. He distinguishes cosmic
time from everyday time, time for this or that activity; and he pays attention to the
interferencesbetween cyclic and linear time.The rhythmanalyst strolling about perceives
more the ambience of a city, rather than the image flattering the eye; more the
atmosphere than the spectacle. He is all ears but hears not only words and sounds.
Being a synesthecist, he can hear a house, a street, a city just as one hears a symphony
or an opera. He tries to hear the music that the city plays and to understand its
composition. He heeds the tempo, the beat, the repetitions of the tune and the
rhythms. He hears the functional interruptions and the arrhythms. His is an attempt
to keep the scientific and the poetic apart as little as possible.
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Lefebvre and Régulier introduce a fairly long comparative observation: every
sea has its own rhythm; that of the Mediterranean is different from that of the oceans.
Two distinct city types correspond to the different seas. The oceanic cities are
subjected to the cosmic rhythms of the tides, whereas the Mediterranean cities 
are situated on the shores of a sea that hardly knows ebb and tide. The ocean 
cities are lunar cities (the moon being responsible for the change of ebb and tide).
Those in the vicinity of the Mediterranean are solar cities (the eternal theme: the
sun and the Mediterranean). Equally different are the social and political forms.
The Mediterranean cities, originally city-states controlling a small extent of territory,
have as solar cities produced a more intensive urban life than the lunar cities, where
more contractually regulated but for that reason more confined and abstract forms
of community life have developed. In the Mediterranean the state has always been
brutal and powerless, violent yet weak, promoting unity yet ruined and imperiled.
In the northern oceanic states the political dimension developed with less violence
and drama. Yet state power intervened more forcefully in individual and social
matters.The rhythmanalyst who pays attention to the everyday lived experiences
of the people perceives such differences (and much more). He finds out that in
oceanic cities social relations rest more on a contractual-legal basis, on mutual good
faith. In Mediterranean cities it is the tacit or explicit alliance that counts: hence
affiliation to clans, to the mafia, and so on.

The second part of the essay concerns solely the cities in the Mediterranean
region. Lefebvre and Régulier endorse the great historian Fernand Braudel who
throughout his scholarly life defended the thesis of the unity of the Mediterranean—
the unity of sea, land, and history. As everyone knows, the coasts around the
Mediterranean Sea do not constitute a homogeneous whole: they differ from one
another according to peoples, ethnicities, and history.The expanses of water not
only separate countries and continents but connect them. Islam and Christianity
certainly do clash in the Mediterranean region. Equally there are eastern and western
centers of economic development. In the last analysis, however, the Mediterranean
region forms a compact cosmos, an économie-monde, a “world-economy.” Entirely in
the spirit of Braudel, Lefebvre and Régulier write:

the Mediterranean itself imposes common characteristics on these towns,
insofar as it is a relatively small, enclosed and limited sea . . . The climate also
seems to impose a certain homogeneity: olive trees, vines, etc., are found all
around the Mediterranean. With regard to Mediterranean ports, they are
marked by commercial relations that were the beginning of Greek civilization.
The resources available to most of these towns, which they drew from their
hinterlands, are limited. Industrialization was accomplished unevenly and
with difficulty: it seems to have profoundly altered neither the traditions of
exchange nor habits.26

rhythms, streets, cities 157



They go on to discuss the differences between the public and the private spheres.
The description of the private sphere remains as close as possible to the body, to
gesture, to behavior, to habits. Hence, close to everyday life (the way the meals are
prepared, how one sleeps) and to what is outside everyday routine (the way one
dances, sings, makes music). State power and the citizens contend with one another
for urban public space. Political power tries to intervene, to dominate space with
its own monuments.The monuments and squares, the churches and palaces begin
to play a role. Who will emerge victorious? The citizens live their everyday and
business rhythms in this struggle for the appropriation of public space. By making
this urban public space the place of strolling around, of encounters, of discussions
and negotiations, of intrigue and spectacle, they appropriate it spontaneously.The
time and rhythms of the people combine with the space these people inhabit.

Around the Mediterranean Sea many cities have been built on hillsides. In these
cities one distinguishes a lower and an upper city. The flight of steps plays an
important role as an architectonic link. It is not without reason that there exists a
significant architecture of steps in the Mediterranean region. The steps connect
spaces with times, the house surrounded by a wall with the street, the square, the
monument.The steps themselves represent a local time; the minutes required to
climb up. In Venice, the steps of the stairway rhythmize the walk through the city.
Whoever goes up and down the steps of a bridge crosses the city from one district
to another, from one local rhythm to another.The steps of Saint Charles in Marseille
are an unavoidable passage for the traveler, almost an irritation as they lead to the
city and the sea down below.Their monumentality is passed on to the body and
consciousness.The city walker experiences the transition from the rhythm of the
steps to another rhythm, clear, yet unknown, still to be discovered.

As in the case of most historic cities, the big cities of the Mediterranean are
doomed by virtue of the proliferation of suburbs.And yet historic character seems
able to survive better in the Mediterranean than elsewhere—this is Lefebvre and
Régulier’s cautiously worded thesis.A dogged power of resistance seems to emanate
from the everyday lived rhythms and the organization of time. In the Mediterranean
region, every form of hegemony or homogeneity is rejected; in the long run,
diversity always retaliates. A well-founded, productively applied rhythmanalysis
could provide explanations for this.

RHYTHM AS PRINCIPE ANIMATEUR

We can distinguish two stages in Henri Lefebvre’s late works. A first stage focuses
on space, social space. A second on time, social time. The Production of Space deals with the
slow-moving yet deep-going changes of space. In a second stage the focus of
research is the multifariousness of time. Lefebvre distinguishes biological or
physiological time, psychologically experienced duration, historic and cosmic

158 kurt meyer



time—and social time. Natural time has a rhythmic character. Rhythm brings about
order in time. Sometimes it is perceived only in the form of the fleeting and the
variable. Lefebvre’s provisional yet magisterial lessons concerning rhythmanalysis
revolve around the central point of the relationships between daily life and its
rhythms, around the concrete modalities of social time. How often has a philosopher
or a meta-philosopher worked out the banal yet misunderstood or mistaken the
difference between the cyclical and the linear—between the animating rhythmized
time and the repetitive, unchanging time.The repetitive produces monotony, satiety,
and fatigue.The recurrence of the cyclical produces the feeling of a new beginning.
A closer examination shows that the new beginning is only a recommencement
having the freshness of a discovery or an invention.

“Dawn always has a miraculous charm, hunger and thirst renew themselves
marvelously.”27

Lefebvre’s rhythmanalysis appeared at the end of the twentieth century. Let us
look at the beginning of the century when a musician (Émile Jacques-Dalcroze) and
a painter (Ferdinand Hodler) were looking for rhythmic forms of expression.
Jacques-Dalcroze made the children in the cities and villages of the Swiss Romandie
sing his new chansons and present short dance performances. Then, with the
inauguration of the Institute of Rhythmic Gymnastics in Geneva, he initiated a 
far-reaching reform movement. For Hodler, nature was something integral and
harmonious. “Wind, for instance, furnishes an example, which blows across water
or over a cornfield. It causes the same wave undulations rhythmically, and the sum
of these special individual movements combine into one mighty, stirring over-
arching total rhythm.”28 On the occasion of the tenth anniversary of Hodler’s death,
Jacques-Dalcroze paid tribute to his painter friend’s genius and generosity.According
to Jacques-Dalcroze, his works bear witness to an unremitting search for the rhythm
of life and nature. No one understood better how to combine movements and get
them to separate again, to emphasize accents and counterpoints, to treat human
feelings symphonically and to orchestrate them with gesture and posture.

Unlike Hodler and Jacques-Dalcroze, who looked for an aesthetic treatment of
bodily expression or of nature-sensitivity, Lefebvre directs his attention, at the 
end of the twentieth century, on to conflict zones.The question occupying his mind
is how work processes and technology are increasingly breaking away from cyclical
nature, and how this has, so far at least, only partly succeeded. Everyday life continues
to be tied to the cycles of days, months, and years, to life-cycles, to youth and old
age. That the everyday lags behind technology is nothing disadvantageous or
deficient. On the contrary. Everyday life becomes a stage upon which the conflict
between the indestructible nature-rhythms and the socio-economic processes 
are played out in dramatic fashion. The Lefebvrist rhythmanalyst armed with a 
keen ear and a clear mind knows the cyclical and the linear. As a therapist what
matters most to him is not healing but prevention. He knows that the destruction
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of nature-rhythms by the linear has adverse consequences. He knows that the
increase of innovative rhythms in music and dance is a reaction to the generally
intensified need for rhythm. Rhythm compensates for the inadequacy, deficiency,
and wretchedness of daily life.
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10
LESSONS IN SURREALISM

Relationality, event, encouter

Sara Nadal-Melsió

A number of Henri Lefebvre’s most celebrated conceptualizations can be read as a
direct response to the revalorization and revaluation of the aesthetic undertaken by
both the philosophical and avant-garde movements of the 1920s and 1930s. I will
here connect Lefebvre’s rapport with Surrealism to a reconfigured understanding of
the aesthetic, whereby the aesthetic becomes an appropriating mechanism rather
than autonomous realm of experience.With Surrealism, I will claim, relationality
emerges as an expressive event that forces the advent of an encounter between fields
of experience that had remained differentiated by the logic of reification and
specialization.1 I will then read Lefebvre’s theoretical intervention in May 1968,
The Explosion, as his mature formulation of the mechanisms that set relationality, the
event, and the encounter to work.The enforced contingency and spontaneity of
the events of May will function as correction to both aesthetic and philosophical
transcendence.

From very early on in his work, the collaboration, or rather the mutual inclusion,
of the aesthetic and the philosophical is key to an understanding of the Lefebvrean
project. Lefebvre’s critical reading of Surrealism exemplifies the way in which he
dealt with his sources and influences: while unveiling the movement’s limitations,
it also puts to work its potential, its intuitions regarding urban space, the everyday,
and the centrality of the work of art. Thus Lefebvre “refunctionalizes” (to use a
Russian formalist phrasing) the concept of the everyday by simultaneously blending
three of his sources—Marxism, Surrealism, and Heidegger—and pushing them



further. Most of all, however, Lefebvre represents a directional shift and a transcritical
stance: the question was no longer how to escape everyday life’s dullness but how
to explore its potential

Lefebvre’s critique of Surrealism should be equated with a synthesis of the
movement’s irreconcilable contradictions. He goes beyond Surrealism; nevertheless,
Surrealism remains a starting point. It is therefore useful to stop and analyze the
limitations, contradictions, and insights of the movement, with André Breton as its
mouthpiece. For better or worse, Lefebvre’s understanding of Surrealism, like
Benjamin’s, was fully mediated by Breton’s programmatic texts.

Before entering into an analysis of the Surrealist program, the complicated
relationship of Surrealism with Marxism also needs to be briefly recounted. Diehard
Surrealists were attracted to Marxism; indeed, Breton had his group join the
Communist Party for a while. But the coupling of Surrealism and Marxism did not
last. The affaire was made possible by the environment of constant intellectual
flirtation and experimentation of late twenties Paris, and especially by the desire of
the avant-garde to appropriate any discourse of modernity. However, not all discourses
lend themselves to appropriation in the same way. Marxism’s demands on Surrealism
threatened the core of the movement: by privileging the collective over the
psychological, time over space, and by working toward the eventual destruction of
the mechanism that made alienation possible. Despite radical claims, Surrealism
betrayed both a fascination with and a dependence on alienation.The movement fed on
the leftovers of capitalism and of the bourgeoisie it set out to attack. Paradoxically,
to put it briefly, capitalism could do without Surrealism but the reverse was not true.
Breton’s programmatic Surrealism, however, was never quite ready to take the leap—
to let go of the aesthetic as a privileged category.

Breton’s anti-novel Nadja, which should be read as Surrealism’s political and
aesthetic mouthpiece, explores the possibilities of a Surrealist urban historiography.
In it, the city emerges as a spatial reality, a collection of forgotten historical sites. In
Breton, history is radically spatialized. However, this Surrealist insight also contains
an irreducible ahistoricism: Nadja’s sites can be pointed at but not experienced—
or at least her pathological experience of them cannot be shared.They function as
two-dimensional icons that merely quote the past, like the photographs Breton
“collaged” into the novel in order to make the descriptions of sites irrelevant.
Surrealist photographer Jacques-André Boiffard’s images of a deserted Paris, his
documentation of revolutionary sites, have the indexical function of postcards.
Fetishism overrules history, as the aesthetic overrules experience. Nadja herself is a
mere pointer, not a mediator. She lacks agency, because she is mad. Her realm of
experience remains alien and inscrutable, her encounter with Breton never really
takes place. Differentiation as reification holds its own in the text.The same madness
that turns Nadja into an appealing Surrealist object precludes any encounter, whether
between past and present, or between her and Breton. The potential of non-
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synchronicity her remembrances open up remains unused; the event of a fully
experienced and relational everyday is absent from Breton’s systematic exercise in
spatial fetishism.

Once Breton’s exercise in Surrealist historiography is over, we are left with a bric-
a-brac collection of aestheticized fragments. Paris becomes a city for antiquarians,
not historians—to use a Nietzschean typology. The then and the now fail to be
connected, to participate in the incomplete totality that makes historical change,
or simply history, possible. Contingency, which proves to be absolutely essential to
the Lefebvrean understanding of the event, has no room to upset the Surrealist
program. Surrealism does not stand up to the “illuminations” it inspired in
Benjamin, and in Lefebvre.The Surrealist city is a dismembered city that can be
understood only in paratactic terms, in patterns of substitutions, of repetitions.
Surrealism’s unveiling of the transformative potential of urban space is left unused.
There is neither “inhabiting” nor “dwelling” in the Bretonian city, to use the spatial
and phenomenological processes Heidegger was formulating at the time and that
Lefebvre would quickly appropriate in a characteristically critical manner.

The Surrealist radical spatialization of the city in the end becomes yet another
instance of specialization and abstraction. Similarly, the isolation and preeminence
of the aesthetic preclude any access to the alienated reality it sets out to decom-
modify. The task of overcoming these antinomies, space/time and aesthetics/
philosophy, is at the core of Lefebvre’s critical production. His concepts of the everyday,
of the city as a work of art, and of the event are his critical response to the limitations
of his Surrealist sources. Lefebvre’s answers are always predicated on a logic of
appropriation and refunctionalization. He redirects and blends Georg Lukács and
Surrealism in ways reminiscent of Guy Debord and Gil J. Wolman’s Situationist
practice:“the mutual interference of two worlds of feeling, or the bringing together
of two independent expressions, supersedes the original elements and produces a
synthetic organization of greater efficacy. Anything can be used.”2 Surrealist insights
regarding the potential of the residual, the power of simultaneity—which finds in
collage its perfect expression—and even the creativity of desire had a long-lasting
effect on Lefebvre. His everyday participates in all of these:

Everyday life, in a sense residual, defined by “what is left over” after all distinct,
superior, specialized, structured activities have been singled out by analysis,
must be defined as a totality . . . Everyday life is profoundly related to all
activities, and encompasses them with all their differences and their conflicts;
it is their meeting place, their bond, their common ground.3

In Lefebvre’s synthesis, the everyday will reconstitute itself as a spatio-temporal
expression of historicity that takes the form of a relational experience, often without
a historiography.Thus, it will recover the lost potential of the Lukácsean totality with
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a fundamental difference: the everyday is an incomplete expression of totality; herein
is contained its strength. Expression, as we will see in Lefebvre’s intervention in May
1968, is a relational question, a linking mechanism that allows for the temporary
emergence of a totality that could not have been deduced from the mere sum of
the elements that participate in the encounter that produces it. As Louis Althusser
would write, “not all existence is reproduction and the logic of the encounter
produces rather than reproduces.”4 Contingency—although spontaneity is Lefebvre’s
preferred term—and not necessity is the condition of possibility for the encounter,
whereby limitations become possibilities.

The Lefebvrean totality contained in the urban everyday is not a given but an
encounter between the contingent and the possible. Such an encounter effectively
transforms the contingent into the possible; a production of a positive content that
counteracts the negativity of mere reproduction that is inevitable in a fetishistic
market and a cultural economy; an encounter that does not contain necessity because
it remains open—it can take place or not take place.

In Lefebvre, “there is no doubt that the knowledge of urban reality can relate to
the possible (or possibilities) and not only to what is finished or from the past.”5

The totality contained in the everyday can thus not be fully accounted for because
it contains an as yet unfulfilled potential for change.The future is finally added to
the picture, and the picture is all the blurrier because of the addition.The price to
be paid is a lack of closure and cohesion that is part flexibility, part vulnerability.The
openness of the everyday, as both an expression of permeability and endurance, is
a constant in Lefebvre’s writings and is often equated to the residual resilience of
materiality itself.

The Lefebvrean everyday will recover history as an incorporated totality. Lefebvrean
history becomes “explosive,” eventful; it accelerates and breaks the continuum of
time in order to keep pace with experience—it has no Bergsonian durée. Explosions
are expressions of the spontaneity contained in the appropriation of contingency
for history. Spontaneity, a Surrealist principle, defies history as a continuum while
at the same time bringing the spontaneous to the level of history.Thus, history comes
back in Lefebvre in the form of a “minor history,” as the sum of the events that could
or could not emerge from the everyday. In this regard, once again, Benjamin and
Lefebvre have much in common; their understandings of temporality are virtually
identical.6They also share an early desire to be overcome by the future, a messianic
belief in some form of historical redemption. However, whereas Benjamin remained
invested in the redemptive, Lefebvre abandoned the mystical overtones of the
“Philosophies” group in favor of the social and the sociological, turning Benjamin’s
“angel of history” into a socio-historical index, into a possibility.

Because of his attunement with the social, Lefebvre was the only philosopher
who was ready for the events of May 1968, prepared to apprehend its “explosion”
as an intervention into the social concreteness of everyday life. A self-conscious
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understanding of everyday life contains the value and potential of an ideological
critique of everyday life:

The day dawns when everyday life also emerges as a critique, a critique of the
superior activities in question (and of what they produce: ideologies). The
devaluation of everyday life by ideologies appears as one-sided and partial, in
both senses of the word. A direct critique takes the place of indirect criticism;
and this direct critique involves a rehabilitation of everyday life, shedding new
light on its positive content.7

Disalienation is established as the positive content of a self-conscious everyday life
and finds its expression in concrete experience.This means moving beyond the
typological and generic understanding of the human:“the critique of everyday life
studies human nature in its concreteness.”8

This commitment to the material, to the human body, rather than the species
being, calls for a reappraisal of the spatial.The human body, and its sociological
expression in the everyday, takes place in space as well as in time. Relocating bodily
experience at the center of the everyday literally means finding a space for it. Lefebvre
appropriates here another Surrealist discovery—the city as a relational category—
and recovers its mediatory potential.The Lefebvrean city functions like the aesthetic
expression of the body in space—a work of art—that produces knowledge as well
as history.The city exploits a mediatory and productive potential it had lost after
Plato—where the city had originally emerged as the spatio-temporal condition of
possibility for political philosophy.Thus, Lefebvre: “The very concept of space has
demonstrated its supremely mediatory function, in the way in which its aesthetic
formulation begins at once to entail cognitive consequences on the one hand and sociopolitical
consequences on the other.”9 The city, the “aesthetic formulation” of space, becomes
in Lefebvre the ideal intersection of form and content.Temporality is inscribed in
space, just as content is inscribed in form.Take, for instance, how the transition from
the rural to the urban, the spatial expression of uneven temporalities, which is also
the title of one of Lefebvre’s sociological studies, is inscribed in the city.The potential
contained in Aragon’s Paris Peasant is eventually set to work.The right to the city will
be predicated on hypotactic interrelations that set social and temporal unevenness
in motion, rather than merely signal it. Relationality is at the core of urban
knowledge as a non-reified experience.The syntactic analogy is useful here: the
subordinated clause, rather than behaving like an enclosure within the main
sentence, shifts the meaning of the main clause from within it. Paradoxically, it is
the synchronicity of the city, its characteristic simultaneity that renders its
fundamental temporal unevenness visible through the emergence of relational
situations.This is the condition of possibility for Nanterre (see below), both as space
and as event.
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The emergence of this urban praxis requires not only the simultaneity of space/
time but also of philosophy and the aesthetic.The key is not merely discovering
reality but finding a means to express and gain access to it, to enter a relational
paradigm that will force a shift and create an encounter.This requirement is fulfilled
by Lefebvre’s unique dialectical blending of the temporal/philosophical in Lukács
and Heidegger and the spatial/aesthetic in Surrealism: his concept of the city as an
oeuvre, a work of art. Both the Lukácsean and Heideggerian movement from the
aesthetic into the philosophical and the Surrealist movement from the quotidian/
trivial into the aesthetic are reversed in the Lefebvrean “work of art.”The concept
is used to qualify the city at its moment of greatest relational potential.The city is
an oeuvre because it brings philosophy closer to concrete social reality through the
Surrealist logic of aesthetic appropriation. As we have seen, appropriation is the
relational category Lefebvre imported from the aesthetic into the philosophical. It
is the spatio-temporal medium through which philosophy relates to the world in
its historical and social specificity.The city appropriates the world, contains it in its
heteroglossic form, and thus has the potential to change it:

the philosopher must speak, say the meaning of industrial production, as long
as he does not speculate on it and use it as a theme to prolong the old manner
of philosophizing. Instead he must take it as means of realizing philosophy, that
is, the philosophical project of man in the world: desire and reason, spontaneity
and reflection, vitality and containment, domination and appropriation,
determinism and liberties. Philosophy cannot realize itself without art (as model
of appropriation of time and space), accomplishing itself fully in social practice
and without science and technology, as means, not being fully used, without
the proletarian condition being overcome.10

This decommodification, the overcoming of the proletarian condition, can be
effected only through the aesthetic as event. In the moment of its apprehension,
the work of art collapses use value and exchange value, recovers use as part of
exchange, and retotalizes value—echoes of the Nietzschean “revaluation of all
values” can be heard here.The work of art is both work and a product of work.This
correction to the logic of production, the logic of capital, recovers the original
subversive strain of Duchamp’s Surrealist found objects.The found object’s blending
of the aesthetic and the philosophical, which decommodifies both spheres, together
with its interpellation of the social and historical as producers of meaning, provides
a good, although partial, example of the Lefebvrean “work of art.”The expressive
singularity of these objects depends on their lack of differentiation as aesthetic
objects.The example of Duchamp is not coincidental. His adoption by the “nouveau
réalisme” of Pierre Restany and his group and by practitioners of Situationism provides
a continuity between Surrealism and realism which has so far not been explored.

166 sara nadal-melsió



As Restany describes the appropriating gesture of Duchamp’s “ready-mades,” “the
object transcends its insignificant, banal everydayness and is liberated: it attains its
full expressive singularity.”11 The recovered agency of Duchamp’s found objects—
they look back at us—is turned into philosophical questioning. What am I? Art?
Commodity? Both? The answer undoes the essence of the question: the found object
is the relational encounter between these two spheres of experience and the
emergence of an event that upsets their previous differentiation.

In a similar vein, the events of May 1968, as apprehended by Lefebvre in his
Explosion, call for a renegotiation of the urban as a space for the shared practice of
citizenship as a relational encounter between student and worker. In the midst of
the event, citizens behave as if the void of inequality, to use Jacques Rancière’s
wording of differentiation,12 that separates worker from student had already been
filled. Equality, a concept that attains its meaning only in the shared space of the
public, or what is properly political and social, is not a promise or belief but a reality
whose main consequence, in a seemingly retroactive fashion, is the event itself.
Equality as a social fact forces a relational shift in the social structure of the city.
Equality is by nature polemical; this is at least one possible way to read the violence
of the event.

The city as an artwork is both the subject and object of philosophy because it
requires experience for its realization, its apprehension as an art of sharing where
nothing is missing.The lack of the promise, and the neurotic desire that goes with
it, has been transformed into a positive content that fills the void.To put it in very
simple and erotic terms, we move from the lack of desire to the transcendent
contingency of love. Simultaneously contingent and transcendent, the creative
revaluation of what was already there takes the form of political subjectivity.

The encounter brings politics back into the city by breaking the circuit of endless
reproduction, of ideology masquerading as politics. It becomes a short circuit in a
web of social relations.The city itself becomes the privileged subject/object, rather
than mere location, of philosophy: the perception of the city as form, as an
expression of “situated knowledge” (the phrase is Bahktin’s), constitutes an aesthetic
praxis.13 Since whatever is perceived is perceived in time and space, the work of
art becomes the exemplary expression of perception itself, of mediation itself.
Lefebvre recovers the utopian potential of aesthetic mediation as a privileged
expression and appropriation of the spatio-temporal.

What Bakhtin called the “answerability” of art, in his 1919 essay “Art and
Answerability,” provides us with an early articulation of the dialectic between art
and lived experience that is helpful for the understanding of the cognitive
implications of Lefebvre’s reclaiming of the city as an artwork:14

I have to answer with my own life for what I have experienced and understood
in art, so that everything I have experienced and understood would not remain
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ineffectual in my life. But answerability entails guilt, or liability to blame. It is
not only mutual answerability that art and life must assume, but also mutual
liability to blame [sic]. The poet must remember that it is his poetry which
bears the guilt for the vulgar prose of life, whereas the man of everyday life
ought to know that the fruitlessness of art is due to his willingness to be
unexacting and to the seriousness of the concerns in his life.15

Bakhtin here links the decommodifying potential of art to its liability, to the
unavoidable responsibility of experience in a non-reified world. One is always
accountable for experience.There are no alibis in experience, because the events it
contains are fully accounted for in the contingencies of space and time.And space
and time, in Lefebvre’s cognitive remapping, are no longer a priori epistemological
categories that make human experience and understanding possible (as a standard
reading of Kant would have it) but experiences in themselves. Experiencing the
spatio-temporal in everyday life means both re-owning the everyday and being fully
accountable for it.

Lefebvre’s understanding of the event is an attempt to overcome both philosophy
and history and put them in the service of life in its less glamorous embodiment,
the everyday life of urban dwellers. His take on the event is never purely
epistemological and, I will claim, cannot be separated from the urban praxis of
May 1968. Knowledge and experience inform one another in ways only announced
by another intervention into urban everyday life: the Paris Commune and its perfect
relational synchronicity with the linguistic experimentations and sociological
deconstructions of Arthur Rimbaud and Paul Lafargue, respectively.16 Thus, May
1968 will emerge as the realization, and not just an example, of the Lefebvrean event.

In Explosion, Lefebvre embarks on a theoretical intervention that is neither a forecast
nor a record of May 1968. He avoids the difficulties of attempting a necessarily
reductive representation of the events of the month by being contemporaneous, in
the full meaning of the word, with them. His unique strategic answer is contained
in the very form of Explosion.17 Lefebvre’s text is not a theoretical account of 1968 but
a part of its events:

A theory of the movement has to emerge from the movement itself, for it is the
movement that has revealed, unleashed, and liberated theoretical capacities.
No contribution to the elaboration of such a theory can lay claim to being an
established doctrine; it can never be more than a limited contribution.18

Lefebvre’s contribution may indeed be partial, as he is well aware, yet it is not self-
contained. Explosion belongs to the political praxis of May 1968. Lefebvre’s voice is
embedded in the relational web of the events themselves.The relational web of the
events of May 1968 encourages the merging of dissociations/differentiations: theory
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and praxis, real and ideal, private and public, and so on. Because the dissociation
exists, both the event and the theory it unleashes have space to maneuver, to remplir
le vide. The bringing together of the event is a direct response to unevenness, the
emergence of the desire to connect what has been separated:

Drawn in by the void, spontaneity begins to fill it. It submerges dissociations,
overcomes separations. During those days the dichotomies between activity
and passivity, between private life and social life, between leisure and work
and the places associated with them, between spoken and written language,
between action and knowledge—all these dichotomies disappeared in the
streets, amphitheaters and factories.19

The spontaneity of this desire to connect is unequivocally political and has much
in common with the lesser-known Bakhtinian theorizations of the “act” in his
unfinished Toward a Philosophy of the Act. In Bakhtin’s words the act “brings together
the sense and the fact, the universal and the individual, the real and the ideal.”20 As
we have seen, the revalorization of the everyday, enacted through the aesthetic, as
the natural milieu of both the “event” and the “act,” as a site for the enactment of
being as event, is the prerequisite for both the “act” and the “event” to explode.
Experience takes center stage.

Experience entails responsibility because it overcomes the dualism of
subject/object and also forces the self to acknowledge the other, by seeing the object
as subject and vice versa.The essence of sociability, of a “life in common” as Tzvetan
Todorov has put it, is an acknowledging of the other, which is also a way to
acknowledge the self, creating a realized moment of reciprocity, an encounter.21

With the advent of an encounter (which constitutes the core of May 1968 as an
event), the individual willingly enters a relational network by assuming its
transindividuality as alien, as the product of a subjective interaction with another
that has become (unknowingly) reified into a social relation.

Creativity, the expression of change triggered by (and synchronous with) the
encounter, emerges from manifested difference. Thus Lefebvre: “with the
manifestation of differentiations . . . , there arises a social need for creation or
‘creativity.’”22 And creativity, according to Lefebvre, is always political—in fact, it
is the form of political self-consciousness. Manifested difference is at the center of
the “creativity” of May 1968, and creativity here incorporates critique.Thus, the
student understands her alienation because the space of Nanterre represents the
alienation of the other, the worker, rendering her own objecthood visible by
reflecting it.The periphery brings the alienated nature of the center, Paris, to the
foreground by invading and transforming it.The decolonization of Algeria unveils
the colonization of France itself.The Algerian reality, as other, unveils the French.
The relational encounter between two reified political subjectivities brings their
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reality to light. Urban and political realism emerges as a result of an encounter, as
the political creation of something that did not exist before. For once (political)
production overrules (ideological) reproduction.

The individual, Lefebvre reminds us, only becomes an agent within a network,
the social self as a relation with the other.The potential of such an encounter has
been temporarily illuminated by the events of May, but its epistemological and
experiential possibilities have by no means been exhausted.The question remains,
however, what does the “explosion of urban reality” during May 1968 tell us about
the nature of the city? Why does urban knowledge, as political knowledge, emerge
as an unparalleled experience of life? 

Experience and revaluation go hand in hand in Lefebvre: once values change
(Marx) or a revaluation of values (Nietzsche) has taken place, immediacy takes hold
of the subject. Things, places, and people are seen for what they are and can be
experienced only through the social form of an urban relation. Revaluation can be
effected only through a change in relational position, and relationality is nothing
but “thereness” (Heidegger).Thus, the city does not merely express the possible,
it makes it factually possible; imaginable, because it reveals what is already there
ready to be reclaimed. Nothing is missing once urban revaluation takes place. In a
moment of heightened relationality and synchronicity urban dwellers were agents
both as producers and consumers of the city; they fully appropriated the relationality
of their social position within the urban network of production.

Relationality contains a double bind or, more appropriately, what Kojin Karatani
has described as a transcritical stance: while it remains contingent it also manages
to transcend that contingency through the transindividuality that the encounter
brings to the fore.23 Relationality is both concrete and abstract, contingent and
transcendent, historical and philosophical.

Lefebvre’s understanding of the role of philosophy and history in the city throws
some light on these questions. The double bind of historical and philosophical
knowledge can find expression only in the city, where they were both arguably born.
Lefebvre’s discussion of the discourse of knowledge in Explosion is reiterated in his
last writings on the philosophical nature of the city. “Philosophy is thus born from
the city, with its division of labor and multiple modalities,” as Lefebvre puts it in
his late Right to the City.24 Philosophy, like specialized knowledge in Explosion, has a
twofold status: it is both social and theoretical, ideological and political. The
relationship between the city and philosophy is complicated; philosophy emerges
from an understanding of urban totality and wholeness that it cannot realize because
it has simultaneously entered the formal logic of the fragment, of division of labor
and specialization. Philosophy retains the content of totality but it cannot express
it through form because the connection between the different fragments, form and
content among them, has been lost. In philosophy relationality is expressed as a lack.
The city produces specialization, that is philosophy, yet it also produces its
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counterpart, the epistemology contained in urban totality. Somehow the fragment
has managed to retain the whole without being able to express it, and thus realize
it: “the concept of totality is in danger of remaining empty if it is only philo-
sophical.”25 The movement away from specialization is also the movement toward
a new understanding of the aesthetic, toward the city as a relational work of art.

Only the expression of the city as a work of art, in its blending of praxis, poiesis, and
techne, can recover totality as its content-form.The realization of a non-philosophical
totality in Lefebvre is always predicated on the overcoming of specialization, of the
science of the fragment.The centrality of the aesthetic emerges from its mediatory
and expressive potential.The logic of anti-specialization, the craving for the whole,
is the key to Lefebvre’s use and understanding of the disciplines he appropriates in
his work—philosophy, urbanism, history, sociology, and so on.The case of history
is paradigmatic of Lefebvre’s appropriating logic and of his critique of knowledge
as an enclosed domain.

Both philosophy and history are invested in knowledge and the pursuit of
knowledge. Knowledge is a form of specialization “that fulfills neither promises nor
needs.”26 The events of May 1968 are a conscious attack on this prevalent form of
intellectual specialization.The emphasis on action rather than knowledge is crucial
for an understanding of the emancipatory potential of everyday life.

This non-systematic, and non-reductive, understanding of the everyday as the
making of history emerges from the unevenness that both produces and masks
difference, by condemning each of the uneven parts to isolation and confinement.
Nanterre as an event is unleashed by the unevenness expressed in Nanterre as a space.
The form of the city successfully represents its reality as a relational product, so
that “formerly abstract and incomplete, the dissociations now become complete.
Projected onto the terrain, it is here that they can transcend themselves—in the
streets.”27The expressivity of the spatial is at the core of the events of May; it is their
condition of possibility.“It was in the streets that spontaneity expressed itself”28 and
“without spontaneity there would be neither event nor movement.”29 Spontaneity
takes place and creates events because it has found a form of expression: the city.
“It is here [in the streets] that student meets worker, and reason reduced to a function
again recovers speech . . . Urban phenomena accompany the withering of the
superstructure of industrial growth (including ‘urbanism’).”30 In short: a critique
of the superstructure, which here takes the form of contestation, can be effected
only through the identification of its ideological representations. Production can
begin only once reproduction has been short-circuited.

Lefebvre’s description of Nanterre as a spatio-temporal reality amounts to a
narration of the causality behind May 1968—in Nanterre and because of Nanterre.
By overturning the ordinary relation between space and time, time is expressed in
the shape of space:
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This [Nanterre] is a Parisian faculty located outside of Paris. It is not far from
the area of La Défense (commercial building, truck depots). It may become an
urban center by 1980. Right now it contains misery, shantytowns, excavations
for an express subway line, low-income housing projects for workers,
industrial enterprises. This is a desolate and strange landscape. The Faculty
was conceived in terms of the concepts of the industrial production and
productivity of neo-capitalist society, but falls short of the implications of such
a conception. The buildings and the environment reflect the real nature of the
intended project. It is an enterprise designed to produce mediocre intel-
lectuals and “junior executives” for the management of this society, and
transmit a body of specialized knowledge determined and limited by the social
division of labor. It had from the beginning a well-defined function—topically
and typically—which was to reveal itself slowly in its day-to-day activities, but
very rapidly once the movement began. Situated in the midst of a civilization
which, from the City of antiquity to the historic city of the European West, is
based on the City, it may be described as a place of damnation.

The suburbs and their shantytowns are more than a sad spectacle—they
constitute a void. Anomie and “social marginality” are an integral part of the
image projected by this society. Absence is “where unhappiness becomes
concrete.” This specimen of wall-writing says exactly what it means. In these
surroundings work loses all meaning. In the Faculty—a product of indus-
trialization a de-urbanization—the absence of civilization is transformed into
obsession. Education can hardly be expected to fill this void, especially in view
of the fact that the content and form of knowledge lag behind in the intended
project. The City—past and present—assumes a utopian value for the boys
and girls caught up in a heterotopia which generates tensions and obsessive
fantasies.31

Unevenness and its representation in space as a spatio-temporal and not merely
spatial reality are the core of the events of May.Yet, if the events are prompted by an
experience of the spatial, they are also directed to the spatial as goal. Recovering
the city as the spatial representation of utopian goals meant moving the events of
May from Nanterre to the Latin Quarter, and to Paris as a reclaimed city.

The utopia of the city as an event-full space is contained in its form, which is
dialogical, caught midway between the imaginary and the real, what it is and what
it can be. Its totality is predicated on a new understanding of history and philosophy
as tools rather than ends. Urban knowledge cannot be reduced to historical or
philosophical categories because it is contained in action and, thus, cannot be
reabsorbed into ready-made categories. Indeed, urban knowledge is a concrete
expression of political knowledge. In the last lines of Explosion, after a thorough
exploration of the potential of urban praxis in May 1968, Lefebvre returns to political
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knowledge as a form of action:“As for the thesis that political knowledge can bring
about the unification of compartmentalized knowledge, it will likely continue to be
attacked with the same arguments that have been used since philosophy and the
pursuit of knowledge began.”32 Political knowledge, in its specificity, returns both
philosophy and history to the “here” and “now.”And the here and now of May 1968
is the city of Paris as a spatio-temporal reality, whereby political knowledge becomes
urban knowledge. Because urban knowledge is urban praxis rooted in concrete
experience, it entails action. Action involves a participation in history that is anti-
historicist in its refusal to see history as a distinct mode of understanding.

As with Surrealism, changing life, in particular everyday life or the life that we
have in common, was the ultimate goal of 1968 as an event.The blending, or rather
appropriation, of history and philosophy in the service of life meant the end of the
compartmentalized knowledge that rules everyday existence. However, in order
for these to take place, a common knowledge and praxis had to fill the void left by
specialized knowledge. Urban knowledge came to fill that void.The urban became
a common and shared language capable of expressing both goals and realities.

Therefore, the success of May 1968 as an event—which can be understood only
as a phenomenon and not an achievement—depended on its realized expressive and
relational potential.The urban “event” returned expression to everyday life because
it managed fully to represent it: “under the impact of events people and ideas are
revealed for what they are.”33 In a privileged moment of synchronicity repre-
sentation matched reality.The need for representation was fulfilled by the city as a
total work of art that included knowledge, praxis, and creation.

We are back to Lefebvre and Bakhtin and their understanding of the mediatory
potential of the work of art. Indeed, the Lefebvrean event has a lot more in common
with the work of art as a relational event than with history or philosophy.Yet this
work of art is not the same one that Breton’s Surrealism had championed. Rather,
it represents both a return to the aesthetic and an overcoming of the aesthetic as
specialization. A creative understanding of the work of art includes a critique of
the limitations of the purely aesthetic. Lefebvre’s lessons in Surrealism made him
well aware of this:

“To change life—” this defines the meaning of the revolutionary process. But
life is not changed magically by a poetic act, as the surrealist believed.
Language liberated from its servitudes plays a necessary role—but it does not
suffice. The transformation of everyday existence also involves institutions. In
fact, it is not sufficient to speak, even less to write. The social practice capable
of transcending dissociations and creating new institutions beyond those that
affirm dissociations—this social practice has a name, but cannot be reduced
to language.34
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The transformation of everyday life into a relational work of art was successful in
May 1968, as it had been during the Paris Commune.Yet, these aesthetic—and
therefore, political, historical, and philosophical—interventions could only function
synchronically.The city, the mode of expression of these aesthetic interventions, can
only contain and represent the memory and history of urban dwellers. Like any work
of art, the city exists only in the “here and now” of its inhabitants. However, memory
does not travel in space but in time.

In their non-synchronic historicity, in their need for transmission beyond their
temporal span, the events of Nanterre pose a challenge to representation. Recon-
figuration and representation are as necessary as they are insufficient in their available
forms.The void the event opens in the structures of representation was only filled
temporally by the city. After the event, the void seems only larger.The challenge is
clear: following the spatial model of the city as a relational work of art, what other
forms will be capable of reconciling presence and representation, empirical reality
and utopian desires?

NOTES

1. Nicholas Bourriaud coined the term “relational aesthetics” in 1998 in an attempt to find
a common label that would describe the idiosyncratic artistic practices of the 1990s (of
artists such as Rirkrit Tirananija and Gabriel Orozco). See Relational Aesthetics (Dijon:
Les Presses du réel, 1998). It can easily be argued, though, and Bourriaud seems
somewhat aware of it, that relationality goes well beyond this narrow aesthetic category
and that it remains fundamentally a Marxian understanding of the human as social. To
my mind, Kojin Karatani’s use of the same concept in Transcritique: On Kant and Marx
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2003) is much more productive and accurate about
its critical emergence. 

2. Guy Debord and Gil J. Wolman, “Methods of Detournement,” in Les lèvres nues 8
(1956). Quoted in the Situationist Anthology, ed. and trans. K. Knabb (Berkeley: Bureau
of Public Secrets, 1981), 9.

3. Henri Lefebvre, Critique of Everyday Life, Volume I: Introduction, trans. J. Moore, preface
M. Trebitsch (London: Verso 1991 [1947 and 1958]), 97.

4. Althusser’s fascinating “materialism of the encounter” should be read as the beginning
of post-Althusserianism and as one of the most touching lessons learned from May
1968. See Louis Althusser, Philosophy of the Encounter: Later Writings, 1978–1987, ed. 
F. Matheron and O. Corpet, trans. G. M. Goshgarian (London: Verso, 2006), 198.

5. Henri Lefebvre, “Right to the City,” in Writings on Cities, ed. and trans. E. Kofman and E.
Lebas (London: Blackwell, 1996), 94.

6. On Benjamin’s dialectical understanding of time, see Susan Buck-Morss, The Dialectics
of Seeing: Walter Benjamin and the Arcades Project(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press,
1989).

7. Lefebvre, Critique, I, 87.
8. Ibid., 97.
9. Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, trans. D. Nicholson-Smith (London: Blackwell,

1991), 120, emphasis added.

174 sara nadal-melsió



10. Lefebvre, Writings on Cities, 176, last emphasis added.
11. Pierre Restany, Le nouveau réalisme (Paris: Union Générale d’Éditions, 1978), quoted in

Michèle C. Cone, “Pierre Restany and the Nouveaux Réalistes,” Yale French Studies 98
(2000), 63.

12. Jacques Rancière, On the Shores of Politics, trans. L. Heron (London: Verso, 1998). 
13. This incorporation of praxis distances Lefebvre’s city from previous understandings of

the city as a metaphor for modern subjectivity and its malaise—as is the case in
Simmel, Benjamin, and Kracauer. Lefebvre is both more ahistorical, because his city
does not belong to modernity, and more historical, because his city is rooted in the
sociological. For an analysis of the understanding of the urban as modern in these
thinkers, see David Frisby, Fragments of Modernity: Theories of Modernity in the Work of
Simmel, Kracauer, and Benjamin (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1988).

14. Bakhtin and Lefebvre have strikingly similar concerns. The decommodifying potential
of art is one of them but others include everyday life, the subversive potential of
play/carnival, and the theorization of the event/act. 

15. Mikhail Bakhtin, Art and Answerability: Early Philosophical Essays by M. M. Bakhtin, ed.
and trans. M. Holquist and V. Liapunov, notes V. Liapunov (Austin: University of Texas,
1990), 2, emphasis added.

16. See Kristin Ross, The Emergence of Social Space: Rimbaud and the Paris Commune,
preface by Terry Eagleton (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1998).

17. Henri Lefebvre, The Explosion: Marxism and the French Upheaval, trans. A. Ehrenfeld
(New York: Monthly Review Press, 1969 [1968]), 118. The French title is L’irruption de
Nanterre au sommet.

18. Ibid., 103.
19. Ibid., 51–2.
20. Mikhail Bakhtin, Toward a Philosophy of the Act, trans. Vadim Liapunov (Austin:

University of Texas Press, 1993), 29.
21. See Tzvetan Todorov, Life in Common: An Essay in General Anthropology (Lincoln, NE,

and London: University of Nebraska Press, 2001).
22. Lefebvre, Explosion, 93.
23. Karatani, Transcritique.
24. Lefebvre, Writings on Cities, 88.
25. Ibid., 93.
26. Lefebvre, Explosion, 109.
27. Ibid., 98.
28. Ibid., 71.
29. Ibid., 70.
30. Ibid., 98.
31. Ibid., 104–5.
32. Ibid., 157.
33. Ibid., 8.
34. Ibid., 90.

lessons in surrealism 175



11
LEFEBVRE AND DEBORD

A Faustian fusion

Andy Merrifield

1

A lot of people ask me: “So who influenced whom? Was Henri Lefebvre Guy
Debord’s mentor, or was it the other way around?” In truth it’s impossible to say,
because for one brief moment, for about half a decade—between 1957 and 1963—
the two men helped shape one another.They were kindred spirits for a while, yin
and yang opposites, a dialectical unity of disunity, a thesis and antithesis, an
affirmation and a negation all rolled into one, ready to combust internally, to create
light, and to catch fire. It was a love affair, Lefebvre said, destined to end badly—very
badly.And it did, just as it had for Faust and Mephistopheles in Goethe’s great drama.
“You cannot do what you desire,” Mephisto reminded Faust.“With us the elements
conspire,/And ruin reaps your crop at last.”1

The two men were a classic Faust–Mephistopheles pairing: Lefebvre, the aging
scholar, sensing something brewing, gurgling within postwar culture and society,
ready to erupt, fraternizing with the devilish powers of Debord, a darker figure,
the Prince of Division, a man of the night uniting with Lefebvre’s personality 
of the sun. In rescuing the sun from crucifixion, Lefebvre seemingly summoned
up the spirit of darkness. Debord and the Situationists internalized the destructive
powers Lefebvre secretly harbored within himself, expressed on the page but never
let lose, not quite; they were his catharsis incarnate, his kids of Dionysus. Little
wonder the devil’s party endured only for a moment.



2

Lefebvre and Debord met through women on a Parisian street.The scene could have
been lifted from a great movie, a Nouvelle vague black-and-white classic, right out of
Godard, one of those phantasmagoric experiences dans la rue, glimpsed with a hand-
held camera. We can picture Lefebvre, the dandy flirt, who comes on like a
Kierkegaard seducer, elegant in his turtleneck sweater and tweed jacket, arm in arm
with Évelyne Chastel, a woman young enough to be his daughter; and then, about
to cross the street in front of them, there’s Michèle Bernstein, Évelyne’s friend, with
close-cropped hair, a Jean Seberg lookalike from À Bout de Souffle, linking arms with
Debord, the twenty-six-year-old freelance revolutionary, who sports glasses and
his standard Situationist duffel coat.They meet, share bonjours, and the two women
liaise between the two men.

They are thirty years apart in age. Lefebvre had not long quit the French Com-
munist Party (PCF) while Debord had just assumed the mantle of the Situationist
International (SI), a band of militant artists, poets, students, and wannabe students.
Lefebvre was working at the Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique (CNRS),
and in the midst of La somme et le reste, his two-volume, eight-hundred-page auto-
biography, manically drafted each morning in an apartment along the rue de la Santé.
Debord would read it soon enough. Lefebvre said he had expelled himself from
the PCF, departing from the left wing. (“J’ai quitté le Parti par la gauche,” he enjoyed
bragging.) Stalin’s misdeeds were now public; the 1956 Soviet invasion of Hungary
had disgusted many communists, Lefebvre included.La somme et le restewas Lefebvre’s
heart laid bare, his settling of accounts—with the PCF and with Stalinism—his
“inventory” of the epoch: personal reminiscences and stinging rebuttals, historical
and political analyses, literary set-pieces, poems that hint at Rimbaud and Mallarmé,
portraits of friends and pillories of enemies, all laced with dense philosophical
disquisitions and Marxist delineations. Debord, for his part, was happy finally to
meet the theorist of everyday life whose books he had read and admired. He himself
was already a brilliant theorist as well as a ruthless organizer, a poet and experimental
filmmaker, a man who neither worked nor studied conventionally and who seemed
to live by night.

He and Bernstein inhabited 180, rue Saint Martin near Les Halles, an apartment
of barely thirty square meters.A “miserable place,” Lefebvre called it, “a dark room
without lights, but at the same time a place where there was a great deal of strength
and radiance in the thinking and the research.”2 Bernstein gave an artful glimpse
of the nocturnal Debord, a real-life owl of Minerva, in Tous les chevaux du roi, her thinly
disguised novel.3 Gilles and Geneviève are dead-ringers for Guy and Michèle. “If
Gilles no longer loved the same young women as me,” narrator Geneviève muses,
“that introduced an element of separation between us.”4
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I know Gilles’ taste for spending whole nights wandering, when an open café
becomes a precious port of call in streets where night-birds aren’t abundant.
After 2 a.m., the rue Mouffetard is empty. You need to go back up to the
Panthéon to find a bar, rue Cujas. The next stop is near to the Sénat, then rue
du Bac, if you have the good taste to avoid what we still call the neighborhood
. . . And, at daybreak, to Les Halles, which is a ritual.5

Gilles, we hear, seemed to be at once too young and too old for these times. “What
do you work as?” somebody asks him. “How do you occupy your time?” “With
reification,” answers Gilles. “That’s very serious work, I imagine, with a lot of thick
books and a lot of papers on a grand table,” quips his interlocutor.“No,” says Gilles.
“I wander, principally I wander.”6

3

Lefebvre and Debord summed up the Earth Spirit together, talked all night, drank,
dabbled in soft drugs.“My breast is stirred and feels with youthful pain,/The magic
breath that hovers round your train.”With Debord, Lefebvre “remembers marvelous
moments of warm friendship, free of all mistrust, all ambition, all maneuver . . .
These nights were of fervor and passion . . . more than communication—a
communion—of which I retain a very vivid memory.”7 They communed about
urbanism, shared ideas about Marxism, about praxis, about life and love, about
revolution and the city. “I remember very sharp, pointed discussions,” Lefebvre
recalls,“when Guy said that urbanism was becoming an ideology. He was absolutely
right, from the moment that there was an official doctrine of urbanism.”

They supped mescal together and read, in concert, Malcolm Lowry’s Under the
Volcano, which immortalized the drink. And like the doomed Consul, Geoffrey
Fermin, Lowry’s anti-hero abandoned by his wife, Debord and Lefebvre had
sympathy for the devil: they loved the magnificent and terrible peace mescal induced.
“Nothing in the world was more terrible than an empty bottle!” the Consul says.
“Unless it was an empty glass.”8 He wonders, “How, unless you drink as I do, can
you hope to understand the beauty of an old woman from Tarasco who plays
dominoes at seven o’clock in the morning?”9 The atmosphere of tropical heat and
sweaty bodies, of sapping humidity and overhead fans, of colonial castoffs and
quirky barflies steers Lowry toward Gabriel García Márquez; yet Lowry’s dramatic
tension is more brutal and destructive, more menacing, wrenching him nearer to
Faulkner.The volcanoes loom everywhere, adding to the sense of impending doom:
“The volcanoes seemed terrifying in the wild sunset.”

Under their own volcano, Lefebvre and Debord watch the Consul lean on a
Mexican bar, stare into “his second glass of the colorless ether-smelling liquid.To
drink or not to drink—But without mescal, he imagined, he had forgotten eternity,
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forgotten their world’s voyage, that the earth was a ship, lashed by the Horn’s tail,
doomed never to make their Valparaiso.”10 Lefebvre and Debord searched for their
Valparaiso, for their eternity, as they downed another mescal, toasting the Consul’s
memory:“Christ,” says Fermin, shot at the end of Lowry’s masterpiece, and thrown
down a ravine with a dead dog, “this is a dingy way to die.” Perhaps the spirit of
Nietzsche came to mind as they read, the spirit of Nietzsche of Gay Science, the
Nietzsche who spoke of “preparatory men,” of people of the future, of those, like
Lefebvre and Debord, who want “their own festivals, their own weekdays, their own
periods of mourning,” and whose “greatest enjoyment” is living dangerously, sailing
into uncharted seas, building a city under Vesuvius, under a volcano?11

In one scene, the Consul wonders whether Yvonne, his estranged wife, has read
the book he gave her, the letters of Héloise and Abélard, the tragic love story from
twelfth-century France. Lefebvre would surely have noticed. “Have I told you,” he
goads his interlocutor in Le temps des méprises, “that I attribute to Abélardian heresy a
grand place in the history of philosophy?” Abélard, Lefebvre tells us, is “my
philosophical hero.”Abélard “hadn’t only shattered belief in universals: he shattered
Logos itself, the Word of God, the person of Christ.”12 Abélard was one of the most
brilliant thinkers of his time, a gifted teacher with an ardent student following,
bordering on idolatry. He became a personal tutor of Héloise, niece of the Notre
Dame’s Canon Fulbert. Héloise was beautiful and gifted, witty with a voracious
appetite for knowledge, and twenty years Abélard’s junior.They fell in love, she fell
pregnant; her uncle was not amused, disapproved entirely of their affair but
eventually consented to their marriage.Afterwards the Canon arranged for assailants
to work Abélard over.

Embarrassed at his affront, ashamed about his punishment, with his dignity
kaput, Abélard fled Paris and became a monk in Brittany. There, he penned his
masterpiece Historia calamitatum (Story of My Calamities); distraught, Héloise similarly
took her vows and Abélard’s sister took charge of Astrolabe, their son.The couple
met only one time again, yet spent the rest of their lives corresponding and
remaining “Forever One.”Their letters are now legendary, vividly demonstrating
how shared love is the reason for human existence. Says Lefebvre, again in Le temps
des méprises:

The letters of Abélard and Héloise . . . are their reciprocal adhesion to the
theological thesis which is a hurricane blowing, a shattering of the world 
by reconciling flesh with conscience, Cosmos with Logos, the Father with 
the Son in a metaphysical and theological trinity . . . I joke. The seriousness in
the affair comes from the fact that these heretics awaited, and still await, the
incarnation of the Third Person in the Trinity, the Spirit. They admit that the
Spirit incarnates in itself intelligence and subversive activity.13
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The Father and the Son, Lefebvre and Debord, Bloom and Stephen Dedalus, each
glimpsed the Holy Spirit of anti-Logos, sharing their common penchant for
unreason, for minds that understand the necessity of Eros and chaos, of calamity
and liberty. In Introduction to Modernity, a book that launched the Lefebvrean 1960s,
Lefebvre saw in Debord and the Situationists the germ of a “new romanticism,” a
brazenly utopian response to the problems of technological culture and industrial
civilization. In them, he spotted a renewal of both classical and modern romanticism
fighting back against the boredom and rationality of a bourgeois modernity run
amok, updating the project the French novelist Stendhal announced in the 1820s:
“At last,” Stendhal wrote in Racine and Shakespeare (1823), “the great day will come
when the youth of France will awake; this noble youth will be amazed to realize
how long and how seriously it has been applauding such colossal inanities.” “It
requires courage to be a romantic,” Stendhal claimed, “because one must take a
chance.” Stendhal’s critical text, insisted Lefebvre 140 years later, is of “vital
importance,” going far “beyond the limits of literary criticism as such, since it
attacked the values of the Restoration (the moral order, imitation of the rich and
powerful, pedantry), and spearheaded an alternative direction to French social and
political life from 1825 onwards.”14

In the “Twelfth Prelude” of Introduction to Modernity, Lefebvre revivifies the spirit
of Stendhal as the antecedent of Guy Debord. This dense, 150-page dénouement,
expressing guarded, critical admiration for the Situationists as “a youth movement,”
marked the centerpiece of Lefebvre’s inquiry into the “more and more brutal, more
rapid, more noisy” march of the modern world. In the Situationists, he recognizes
a new avant-garde generation, different from the “Lost” or “Beat” generations,
angrier and more realistic than the Surrealists, and less angry and more humorous
than Lefebvre’s generation of communists. In the thirty years prior to the 1960s,
Lefebvre thought that radicalism was all but extinct. Economic growth, material
affluence, a world war and a cold war had destroyed, absorbed, bought off, and won
over many intellectuals of his generation. Ghettoized or brainwashed, they either
died off or killed themselves off, lost themselves or found themselves fraternizing
with the mainstream, becoming the self-same bureaucrats and technocrats Lefebvre
detested, propping up the institutions of modern power he critiqued—anonymous
and depersonalized, clinical and Kafkaesque sorts of power. Lefebvre knew he needed
to develop younger friendships, those who could turn up the heat, keep him on
his toes, if only to ensure he himself was not another sad victim. “Avant-gardes are
forming again,” he wrote, “and making their voices heard. It is an observable fact 
. . .They are perfectly convinced that we are all caught up in a gigantic stupidity, a
colossal, dreary, pedantic ugliness, which stands victorious over the corpses of
spontaneity, taste and lucidity.”15
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In Introduction to Modernity, Lefebvre concludes that there are indications of a “new
attitude” drifting in the breeze: revolts, acts of insubordination, protests, abstentions,
rebellions are, he says, there to be seen and felt; Stendhal is a man of the late twentieth
century. He took the pleasure principle as his opening gambit and his romanticism
affirmed disparate elements of society: “women, young people, political rebels,
exiles, intellectuals, who dabbled in deviant experiments (eroticism, alcohol,
hashish), half-crazed debauchees, drunks, misfits, successive and abortive geniuses,
arrivistes, Parisian dandies and provincial snobs.”16This ragged, motley array of people
attempted to live out, within everyday bourgeois society, their ideal solutions to
bourgeois society, challenging its moral order, surviving in its core, “like a maggot
in a fruit,” trying to eat their way out from the inside.They sought to reinvent the
world. And using all their powers of symbolism, imagination and fiction, a new
subjectivity was born, a new lived experience conceived; outrageous fantasy
succeeded in shaping grubby reality. Could, wondered Lefebvre, a “new romanti-
cism” do the same in the 1960s? And where are those maggots eating their way
out of our rotten society today?

5

“At present,” Guy Debord told his friend André Frankin, in a letter dated February
14, 1960,“I am reading La somme et le reste. It is very interesting, and close to us—here
I mean: the theory of moments.”17A week on (February 22), Debord wrote the same
Situationist friend a long, detailed letter, analyzing Lefebvre’s “theory of moments.”
Debord’s discussion is very technical and very serious: you sense the political stakes
are high here, on the cusp of something. He thinks Lefebvre’s moments are more
durable, more precise, purer than the SI’s notion of situations; yet this might be a
defect. Situations are less definitive, potentially richer, more open to mélange, which
is good—except, says Debord, how can “you characterize a situation”? Where does
it begin and where does it end? At what point, and where, does it become a different
situation?18 Could the lack of specificity hamper effective praxis? Could too much
specificity turn a situation into a moment? What, Debord asks, is a unique moment
(or situation) and what is an ephemeral one?

“We will call ‘Moment’,” Lefebvre notes in the final chapter of the second volume
of Critique of Everyday Life (1961), deepening his original take from La somme et le reste,
“the attempt to achieve the total realization of a possibility. Possibility offers itself; and it reveals
itself. It is determined and consequently it is limited and partial.Therefore to wish
to live it as a totality is to exhaust it as well as to fulfill it.The Moment wants to be
freely total; it exhausts itself in the act of being lived.”19 Lefebvre’s theory of
moments sought to disrupt Henri Bergson’s notion of linear real time—his durée,
or duration. Creation, for Bergson, is like the flow of an arrow on a teleological
trajectory. “The line [of the arrow] may be divided into as many parts as we wish,”
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Bergson said,“of any length that we wish, and it will always be the same line.”20 Life
itself, Bergson insisted, unfolds with similar temporality, and we comprehend
ourselves in unbroken, absolute time, not in space:“we perceive existence when we
place ourselves in duration in order to go from that duration to moments, instead
of starting from moments in order to bind them again and to construct duration.”21

Lefebvre goes against the grain of time’s arrow of progress and builds a framework
of historical duration from the standpoint of the moment—from, that is, a position
the exact opposite to Bergson’s.Time, says Lefebvre, isn’t just about evolution but
involution: “The duration, far from defining itself solely as linear and punctuated by
discontinuities, re-orientates itself like a curl of smoke or a spiral, a current in a
whirlpool or a backwash.”22 The Lefebvrean moment was there between the lines,
in a certain space, at a certain time. It disrupted linear duration, detonated it, dragged
time off in a different, contingent direction, toward some unknown staging post.The
moment is thus an opportunity to be seized, and invented. It is both metaphorical
and practical, palpable and impalpable, something intense and absolute yet fleeting
and relative, like sex, like the delirious climax of pure feeling, of pure immediacy,
of being there and only there, like the moment of festival, or of revolution.

Just as alienation reflected an absence, a moment empty of critical content, the
Lefebvrean moment signified a presence, a fullness, alive and connected. Lefebvre’s
theory of moments implied a certain notion of liberty and passion. “For the old-
fashioned romantic,” he quips in La somme et le reste, “the fall of a leaf is a moment as
significant as the fall of a state for a revolutionary.”23 Either way, whether for the
romantic or the revolutionary—or the romantic revolutionary—a moment has a
“certain specific duration.” “Relatively durable,” Lefebvre says, “it stands out from
the continuum of transitories within the amorphous realm of the psyche.” The
moment “wants to endure. It cannot endure (at least, not for very long).Yet this
inner contradiction gives it its intensity, which reaches crisis point when the
inevitability of its own demise becomes apparent.”24 For a moment, “the instant of
greatest importance is the instant of failure.The drama is situated within that instant
of failure: it is the emergence from the everyday or collapse on failing to emerge, it
is a caricature or a tragedy, a successful festival or a dubious ceremony.25

The spirit of past revolutions, replete with all their successes and failings, seems
near by: of 1789 and 1830, of 1848 and the 1871 Paris Commune, of 1917, 1949,
and 1959, of the 1968 “Student Commune.” Moments do not just crop up anywhere
or at any time.The moment may be a marvel of the everyday, Lefebvre says, but it is
not a miracle. Indeed, the moment has its motives, and without those motives it
would not intervene in “the sad hinterland of everyday dullness.”26 Still, the chief
fault of the Lefebvrean moment, according to Debord, a fault that perhaps
anticipates—or provokes—Lefebvre’s “spatial turn” to come, is: his moment is “first
of all temporal, a zone of temporalization.The situation (closely articulated to place)
. . . is completely spatiotemporal.” Situations are much more spatial, Debord thinks,
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and much more urban in orientation than the Lefebvrean moment. Debord told
Frankin:

In the end, for resuming the problem of an encounter between the theory of
moments and an operational theory of the construction of situations, we
would need to pose these questions: what mix? What interaction? Lefebvre is
right in at least this: the moment tends toward the absolute, and devours itself
in that absolute. It is, at the same time, a proclamation of the absolute and a
consciousness of its passage.27

6

Faust and Mephisto had found a unity, a moment of absolute togetherness, yet they
were equally conscious of its passage, of its ephemerality.This historical moment,
that geographical situation, could not endure: its demise was inevitable, its
combustibility apparent. Debord and other Situationists were genius agitators and
organizers, and, in the run-up to May 1968, their presence was felt, both practically
and theoretically. But Debord was ruthless in his sectarianism, invariably falling out
with allies—especially falling out with allies, being most ruthless with old friends and
former comrades. He was the spirit that negated all, and that would later include
negating himself. Negation meant dispatching friends and foe into the dustbin of history.
Steadily, Mephisto and Faust parted company. Debord pointed the finger at his old
Faustian pal Lefebvre, denouncing him as an “agent of recuperation.” Lefebvre
pointed the finger back, liking Debord’s “cult of exclusion” to that of surrealist André
Breton’s. “I was never part of this group,” Lefebvre confessed, almost recanting. “I
could have been, but I was careful, since I knew Guy’s character and his manner, and
the way he had of imitating André Breton, by expelling everyone in order to get at
a pure and hard little core.”28

One wonders whether Lefebvre may have lost his nerve during the 1960s,
wavered in front of a student movement intent on destruction and with nothing to
lose? As a tenured professor,he had plenty to lose: a career, a reputation, perhaps even
a pension. Had the stakes become too high? As the violence erupted in 1968,
Lefebvre initially balked from endorsing the revolutionary impulse and unbridled
spontaneity. Like Faust, he hedged his bets. (He later wrote The Explosion as a mea
culpa, there advocating a sort of compromise, a “cultivated spontaneity.”) If you
have no head for heights, Mephisto reminded Faust, you should not go flying. Maybe
Henri got dizzy or turned giddy? Maybe he felt like Faust near the end of Part II of
Goethe’s epic drama, after Mephisto burns down the cottage of humble Philemon
and Baucis. Faust, like Lefebvre(?), wanted reformism, wanted the old couple moved
out peacefully, not eliminated by hardnosed revolution. “Burnt out are the accused
flames and done,/And, as is meet and proper, I curse you, every one!”“We brought
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fuel to where the fire was,” Debord explained in his film In Girum Imus Nocte et
Consumimur Igni. “In this manner we enlisted definitively in the Devil’s party—the
‘historical evil’ that leads existing conditions to their destruction, the ‘bad side’
that makes history by undermining all established satisfaction.”29 “Destruction,”
said Debord, citing Mallarmé, was “his Beatrice.”

Meanwhile, Mephisto Debord said old Professor Faust had stolen some of the
Situationists’ ideas.He said Lefebvre’s take on the 1871 Paris Commune in the journal
Arguments(27–8,1962) was almost entirely lifted from SI’s “Theses on the Commune”
(1962). “This was a delicate subject,” rejoined Lefebvre in a 1987 interview.

I was close to the Situationists . . . And then we had a quarrel that got worse
and worse in conditions I don’t understand too well myself . . . I had this idea
about the Commune as a festival, and I threw it into debate, after consulting
an unpublished document about the Commune that is at the Feltrinelli
Institute in Milan. I worked for weeks at the Institute; I found unpublished
documentation. I used it, and that’s completely my right . . . I don’t care at all
about these accusations of plagiarism. And I never took the time to read what
they wrote about the Commune in their journal. I know that I was dragged
through the mud.30

Curiously, Lefebvre thanks Debord in La proclamation de la Communefor his friendship
and support “in the course of fecund and cordial discussions.” (In a typesetting
howler [or a Lefebvre practical joke?], Debord is cited as M. Guy Debud!31) Both
men believed the Commune a historical antecedent of 1968. For seventy-three days,
between March and May 1871, Paris, surrounded by warring Prussian forces, had
become a liberated zone of people power. The barricades went up, even across
Haussmann’s mighty boulevards, amid the carnivals and pranks. Freely elected
workers, artists, and small business owners were suddenly at the helm.Their rally
cries were territorial and urban; their practice was festive and spontaneous. For the
first time, a working-class revolution was not merely possible but imminent.The
Situationists said the “Commune was the biggest festival of the nineteenth century”
(Thesis #2). In La proclamation de la Commune (1965), Lefebvre said the Commune’s
style “was, first of all, an immense, grandiose festival . . . Festival at springtime,
festival of the disinherited, revolutionary festival and festival of revolution, free
festival, the grandest of modern times.”32 “Underlying the events of that spring of
1871,” the SI said, “one can see the insurgents’ feeling that they had become the
masters of their own history, not so much on the level of ‘governmental’ politics as
on the level of their everyday life.”33The Commune, Lefebvre claimed, was at once
“grandeur and folly, heroic courage and irresponsibility, delirium and reason,
exaltation and illusion.”34

An urban revolution had made its glorious debut, reenergizing public spaces and
transforming everyday life, touting victory while it wobbled in defeat. It was
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condemned to death at birth, despite the gaiety of its baptism.“The Commune,” the
SI’s Thesis #7 said, “represents the only realization of a revolutionary urbanism to
date.” It “succumbed less to the force of arms, than to the force of habit.”
“Theoreticians who examine the history of this movement,” continued Thesis #11,
“can easily prove that the Commune was objectively doomed to failure and could
not have been fulfilled.They forget that for those who really lived it, the fulfillment
was already there” (emphasis in original). “The audacity and inventiveness of the
Commune,” continued Thesis #12, “must obviously be measured not in relation
to our time, but in terms of the prevailing political, intellectual and moral attitudes
of its own time, in terms of the interdependence of all the prevailing banalities that
it blasted to pieces.” “The social war of which the Commune was one moment,”
concluded the penultimate Thesis #13, “is still being fought today. In the task of
‘making conscious the unconscious tendencies of the Commune’ (Engels), the last
word is still to be said.”“The success of the revolutionary movement,” said Lefebvre,
“masked its failings; conversely, its failures are also victories, openings on to the
future, a standard to be seized, a truth to be maintained.What was impossible for
the Communards stays until this day impossible, and, by consequence, behooves
us to realize its possibility.”35 “We are thus compelled,” he reasoned,“to rehabilitate
the dream, otherwise utopian, and put to the forefront its poetry, the renewed idea
of a creative praxis.There resides the experience of the Commune and its style.”36

Ninety-seven years later, during the equally turbulent “May-days” of 1968,
history repeated itself on Paris’s streets. In 1968, Debord and Lefebvre dueled for
an answer.The Nanterre sociologist claimed the Situationists

proposed not a concrete utopia, but an abstract one. Do they really imagine
that one fine day or one decisive evening people will look at each other and
say, “Enough! We’re fed up with work and boredom! Let’s put an end to
them!” and they will then proceed into eternal Festival and the creation of
situations? Although this happened once, at the dawn of March 18, 1871, this
combination of circumstances will not occur again.

“The ’68 movement didn’t come from the Situationists,” insisted Lefebvre, years
later. “The movement was made up by students . . . It was an energetic group that
took form as the events developed, with no program, no project—an informal
group, with whom the Situationists linked up, but it wasn’t they who constituted
the group.”37

7

And yet, doctrinal tiffs and accusations of plagiarism were only one part of this
Goethean drama. Another aspect was Gretchen. If Henri’s womanizing brought 
him and Debord together, it was the former’s libido that equally drove the two 
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men apart. One tale is recounted by Michèle Bernstein, whose friend Nicole
Beaurain, a young student, Faust’s Gretchen, was bearing Lefebvre’s child (after he
had split with Évelyne). Lefebvre was already “so old,” Bernstein said, “and already
several times a father.” Bernstein was dead against the pairing, and, according to
Lefebvre, she and Debord sent an envoy, another of Michèle’s friends, Denise Cheyre,
down to Navarrenx to persuade Nicole to abort. Lefebvre accused Debord of
meddling; Debord apparently insulted Lefebvre on the phone. “I didn’t see Guy
mixing himself up in this affair,” Bernstein remembered, years later. “It wasn’t his
style.”38

But even this scene from Gretchen’s Garden falls short of the whole truth about
Lefebvre and Debord. In the end, the two men danced to a different drum, embodied
contrasting character traits and had different psychic needs.They were creatures of
the day and night, figures who either basked in the sunshine or hid themselves in
the shadows. One of them, Lefebvre, wanted to rescue the sun from crucifixion:
“They’ve crucified the sun! They’ve crucified the sun!” a young Henri had wailed
years earlier, resting under a giant crucifix during a long country walk in his native
Pyrenees. It was he, of course, who had been crucified. He recounts the incident in
La somme et le reste.39The sun had been nailed to the cross and he wanted to undo the
nails, to release the sun, and to wreck the cross. In so doing, he would release himself,
reclaim his body, taste forbidden fruit, feel warmth, bare flesh, affirm himself as a
young romantic. “I was the nailed sun and the tortured cross,” Lefebvre says. “I’d
seen my image. I vowed to extirpate those mortal nails, to deliver the principle of
the sun, to smash up the cross of death.”40

On the other hand came Debord, the prince of darkness, the owl of Minerva,
whose self-knowledge and critical-negative powers came only at the fall of dusk.
“In the midwinter nights of 1988, in the square des Missions Étrangères,” as Debord
drafted his Comments on the Society of the Spectacle at his nearby rue du Bac apartment,
“an owl would obstinately repeat his calls . . . And this unusual run of encounters
with the bird of Minerva, its air of surprise and indignation, did not in the least seem
to constitute an allusion to the imprudent conduct or various aberrations of my life.”
So wrote Debord in his autobiography Panégyrique.41 Debord liked owls and seemed
to identify himself with them.Their secrecy, their wisdom, their nocturnal qualities,
their melancholy, their consecration by Hegel, all somehow inspired him. In his
Correspondance, currently stretching to five hefty volumes, he often alludes to their
calls.At Champot, his rural retreat in the Auvergne,“every evening,” he wrote Gérard
Lebovici (March 8, 1978), “one hears in a wood that surrounds us the call of the
bird of Minerva. Given that ‘knowledge will never come,’ it’s comforting to know
that at least it doesn’t reside too far away.”42

If Debord was a night owl, then Lefebvre was a brightly colored butterfly. As a
wayward youth he collected them in Pyrenean meadows; as a young apprentice
dreamer he came to their rescue. Butterflies were as flighty and as frivolous as

186 andy merrifield



Lefebvre himself, so light and breezy as to float away, to flit from flower to flower,
to pollinate and come alive in the sunshine, in mid-summer.The butterfly reigns
as a powerful romantic metaphor in La somme et le reste, even as a symbol of Lefebvre’s
anarchist tendencies! Lefebvre recalls an incident from his military service in 1926,
out on an infantry exercise one early summer’s morning,“I glimpsed ten steps ahead
of me, at the side of the lane, a lovely butterfly whose rose wings where damp; this
prevented him from flying. I hastened myself, took him as delicately as possible
and placed him down on the embankment.”Three seconds later, a corporal sticks a
rifle butt in Henri’s back.The captain on horseback shouts: “Chasseur Lefebvre! 8
days in police detention.” “This lad announces himself as a dangerous subversive
element . . . a soft dreamer, a saviour of butterflies . . . an intellectual anarchist.”43

The spirit of the night owl and wandering butterfly negate and create, are both
pessimistic and optimistic, the moon and the sun. In their dialectical antithesis they
express the critical and constructive powers of Marxism itself, of negating and
destroying, of the phoenix rising out of the ruins, of a utopia based upon a dystopia.
“What acceptable paradise can we extract from so many ruins,” an adolescent
Debord asked, “without falling into them?” How can Marxists paint a society like
Matisse, with gorgeously evocative primary colors, without devouring their children
as in Goya’s dark paintings, where blackness overwhelms everything? Like Matisse,
Lefebvre thrived in the sunshine—after he had released the sun from the nails of the
holy cross. He relished the dawn just as Debord anticipated dusk. In Goya, Debord
knew there is no light only lightening.44 He knew that night meant security and that
it is the dawn one should fear, for then the enemy closes in. “Up! Or you are lost,”
Mephisto warns near the end of Part I of Faust. “Prating and waiting and pointless
wavering./My horses are quavering,/Over the sky creeps the dawn . . .What did the
darkness spawn?/He! He! Send him away!”45

Banishing the darkness is to negate Marxism. In their sympathy for the devil,
Lefebvre and Debord recognized the elemental power of darkness.The ruling powers
always want to send away darkness, to condemn it as “evil,” to flood it with artificial
light and climatized air, with a false brightness of lies. But to forget natural light, to
ignore the butterfly, the will-o’-the-wisp, to downplay frivolity and warmth, is also
to condemn the Marxist life-spirit, to deny its ability to create and engineer
photosynthesis. So, in a book about Henri Lefebvre, let us give the last word to Henri
Lefebvre, a person who lived to ninety rather than killed himself at sixty-two. It is
a passage written in July, in summer, 1973—the summer of his retirement—in a
fresh preface to his masterpiece,La somme et le reste. He describes his own process of
photosynthesis, inspirationally and instructively for us all:

This book speaks of deliverance and happiness regained. Liberated from
political pressure, like fleeing a suffocating place after a long, long period of
asphyxiation, a place of delusion and concealed disappointments, someone
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starts to live and to think again. Look at him: he exits from the abyss. Strange
animal. A little flattened by heavy pressures, he surges from the depths,
surfaces. He breathes in the sunshine, opens himself, displays himself,
comes alive again.
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HOW LEFEBVRE URBANIZED 

GRAMSCI1

Hegemony, everyday life, and difference

Stefan Kipfer

INTRODUCTION

This chapter traces the problematic of hegemony in Henri Lefebvre’s work.This
search for Gramscian resonances in Lefebvre may seem surprising since the relevance
of Gramsci’s Marxism for contemporary oppositional politics is hotly contested. For
some, an overreliance on Gramsci can contribute to a stifling intellectual pessimism
among radicals. Certain theorizations of hegemony in the Anglo-American academy
(including those associated with some post-marxist readings of Gramsci) may have
undermined a search for intellectual hope and utopia, thus promoting the very
political passivity and intellectual fatalism that Gramsci himself never tired of
criticizing.2 In addition, one-sided adaptations of the problematic of hegemony can
blind us to the often unmediated coercion, violence, and dispossessions of
contemporary imperialism.3 These reservations about the current relevance of
Gramsci are sometimes echoed by autonomist and anarchist observers of anti-
globalization movements such as Toni Negri, Michael Hardt, and John Holloway.
Close to anarchist currents within these movements, Richard Day declares Gramsci
“dead.”4 Forms of political practice inspired by Gramsci have exhausted themselves,
he argues, because they are too wedded to Leninist state-centrism. Such state-centrism
runs counter to what Day sees as the base-democratic sensibilities of a new genera-
tion of anti-capitalist activists, who have energized mobilizations from Seattle to



Genoa and carried these energies of mobilizations into projects like social centers
and self-managed enterprises.

Rather than providing a direct defense of Antonio Gramsci’s theory and practice,
this chapter intends to underline the contemporary relevance of Gramscian
problematics by foregrounding Gramscian resonances in Lefebvre’s work. I have
argued elsewhere that linking Lefebvre to Gramsci is politically and theoretically
plausible even though in Lefebvre’s work references to the Sardinian marxist were
sparse and usually cursory.There are clear affinities between the two intellectuals’
respective “open” and “integral” understanding of marxism.5 In this chapter, I 
will not compare Gramsci and Lefebvre but outline how Lefebvre extended 
and redirected Gramsci’s Marxism while making productive use of Gramsci’s theory
of hegemony. The first section outlines Lefebvre’s sympathetic, but crucial
epistemological and political critique of the Italian communist. Much of this critique
follows Lefebvre’s exit from the French Communist Party (PCF) in the late 1950s
and draws from the lessons of “1968.” The bulk of this chapter takes Lefebvre’s
question from the opening pages of The Production of Space (is it “conceivable that the
exercise of hegemony leaves space untouched”?6) as an invitation to urbanize
Gramsci’s theory of hegemony thoroughly.This search for an urban conception of
hegemony will force us to link Lefebvre’s urban and spatial writing to his critique
of everyday life and his conception of difference. As I will argue in the conclusion
(against those who have proclaimed the death of Gramsci-inspired theory and
politics), Lefebvre’s dialectical and anti-statist redirection and differential urban-
ization of Gramsci lends the problematic of hegemony much of its contemporary
salience.

GRAMSCI IN LEFEBVRE’S MARXISM

Antonio Gramsci has been omnipresent in critical intellectual debates within the
Anglo-American academic world of the last three decades. His writing has been
applied in many fields of research, from state and regulation theory and global
political economy to cultural studies, literary theory, and radical geography.
The dominant (but by no means exclusive) interpretations of Gramsci within these
fields of debate have been those influenced by structuralism (Althusser) and
deconstruction (Derrida).This is most evident in those Gramscians (Stuart Hall,
Ernesto Laclau, and Chantal Mouffe) whose own work has undergone a meta-
morphosis from structuralism to post-structuralism and thus had a profound
influence on Gramsci readings in cultural studies, post-colonial theory, and more
recent versions of subaltern studies. Research undertaken within this intellectual
lineage (such as the analyses of racism, articulation and authoritarian populism by
Hall, different from both Laclau and Mouffe) represents a crucial contribution to
Gramsci scholarship. But reading Gramsci into the specific linguistic turn defined
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by structuralism and its deconstructive critics jives only uneasily with key aspects
of Gramsci’s Marxism: his very particular historicism, his historical-relational notion
of language, and his nuanced understanding of internationalism and social
difference.7

This chapter intervenes into these debates only indirectly, by pointing out that
Lefebvre’s own (very selective) reading of Gramsci is also difficult to reconcile with
an Althusserian and Derridean rendering of Gramsci. Just as Gramsci used particular
strands of Italian linguistic theory to theorize hegemony, Lefebvre was profoundly
interested in using linguistic concepts and metaphors for his critique of everyday
life and his theory of production of space. But like Gramsci’s, Lefebvre’s interest in
language was based on a rejection of one-sidedly abstract conceptions of language
as formal structure, notably those inherent in the (post-)structuralist deployments
of de Saussure’s linguistic theory. As I will stress in the section on difference,
Lefebvre’s persistent critique of structuralist linguistic theory demonstrates a
qualitative distance between his use of hegemony and that espoused by post-marxists
Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe.The lineage between Gramsci and Lefebvre rests
not on the alleged affinity of both with the particular linguistic and cultural turn
of post-theory but on their respective attempts to move beyond Leninism and forge
an open marxism attuned to the uneven development of metropolitan capitalism
in all its multidimensional (economic, political, cultural) forms.

Lefebvre’s comments on Gramsci are few compared to his continuous
engagement with Marx, Hegel, Nietzsche, and Heidegger, and his tension-ridden,
but explicit relationships to Breton, Nizan, Sartre, Merleau-Ponty, Bachelard,Axelos,
Debord, Barthes, and Althusser. Lefebvre was tied to Gramsci through shared
orientations, not direct links and connections. One of the few sustained discussions
of Gramsci can be found in Lefebvre’s De l’État.There, Gramsci appears (together with
Rosa Luxemburg) as the marxist linchpin of Lefebvre’s project for a spatialized
political theory. For Lefebvre, Gramsci’s theory of hegemony pointed beyond a
Leninist conception of marxism as philosophy of praxis. In contrast to Lenin,
Gramsci considered hegemony a project to be built patiently through interplays of
“wars of position” and “wars of movement.” As Lefebvre points out, this entails a
sense of political organization and intellectual practice as active, constitutive forces
within the historical process. Instead of instrumental factors to be brought to bear on
class formation and revolutionary politics from the outside, as it were, intellectual
practice, moral leadership, truth claims, and political passion must be considered
immanent to the dynamics of history itself.8

Lefebvre stressed how Gramsci developed a sensitivity to the artistic and intuitive
aspects of political knowledge by developing Marx’s own analysis of Bonapartism.
In Lefebvre’s eyes, Gramsci’s political theory implies a “severe critique of Lenin”9

and leads to an open-ended, non-objectivist understanding of marxism similar to
his own. If knowledge in all its cognitive and sensual aspects (connaissance, in Lefebvre’s
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vocabulary) is itself a historical force, it is no longer possible to uphold objectivist
distinctions between base and superstructure. As Lefebvre points out, base and
superstructure become fused in the tension-ridden formations of what Gramsci
called historic blocs.10 This leads to a self-reflexive, historicized conception of
marxism itself, according to Lefebvre. Marxism cannot be considered as an already-
formed, ready-made body of theory and strategy. It is rather contingent upon
successful engagements with hegemonic forms of life and thought in bourgeois
society.11 For Lefebvre, Gramsci’s refusal to fix his writing in a “system,” a doctrinaire
“gramscianism,”12 thus resonated with his own view of Marx and marxism as a
formally and substantially open-ended, even contradictory totality. Indeed, like
Gramsci’s, Lefebvre’s work does not lend itself to a Lefebvreanism. It resembles a moving
constellation of concepts tied together by dialectical method rather than
instrumental party doctrine (of Thorez’s French Communist Party, for example)
or formalistic protocols (in Althusserian structuralism).13

Lefebvre wanted to rescue Gramsci from being the iconic figure he had become
for the Stalinist leadership of the Italian and French communist parties. But in his
autobiographical La somme et le reste, written after his expulsion from the PCF, Lefebvre
warned, with specific reference to Gramsci, that collapsing marxism as theoretical
orientation with marxism as political-organizational strategy easily reduces
intellectual practice to an instrument of political strategy.14 Gramsci, Lefebvre argues
in De l’État, rehabilitated Machiavelli’s Prince (Gramsci’s figure for the communist
party) only at great cost.The Prince, for whom all means are adequate and political
strategy is essential, strives to “annex science and scholarship” and marshal
knowledge to political authority.15 As a result, the validity of knowledge claims
threatens to become synonymous with their political success.According to Lefebvre,
Gramsci did not fully anticipate the danger of fusing intellectual practice to the
imperative of the Stalinist party-state in waiting (to which Lefebvre sometimes
succumbed himself, notably with his officious critique of Sartre in his 1946 book
L’existentialisme). In contrast to Lefebvre, Gramsci made no clear distinction between
critical, embodied forms of knowing (connaissance) and rationalist, instrumental,
disciplinary (and thus ultimately state-dependent) knowledge (savoir). For Lefebvre,
this distinction (as well as the distinction between political theory and political
action), was essential to safeguard critical knowledge at a time when the proletariat
(ossified in Stalinist and statist social democratic parties) no longer functioned as a
revolutionary pole of negativity vis-à-vis totality.16 Partly against Gramsci (and
resonant with German critical theory) Lefebvre retained a distinction between
critical knowledge and political expression, political thought and political activism,
more decisive than Gramsci’s own.17

Because of Gramsci’s epistemological limitations (and his optimistic view of
French Jacobinism as a recipe to unify Italy), Lefebvre argued that Gramsci’s political
theory never went beyond a “statist critique of the State.”18With reference to Marx’s
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early work, Lefebvre never tired of stressing that Marx’s thought is “fundamentally
directed against the state.”19 Writing in Gaullist France, with full knowledge of real
(state) socialism,he could harbor no illusions about the prospects of a “revolutionary
state,” even in transitional form.20 Lefebvre thus proposed to read Gramsci’s insights
on hegemony (from the Prison Notebooks) through his earlier writing about the workers’
uprising in 1919 Turin (in the socialist weekly Ordine Nuovo).This was to learn from
the legacy of Stalinist state doctrine, which effectively disconnected two of Lenin’s
key revolutionary notions: the “dictatorship of the proletariat” (immortalized in 
state socialism) and the “withering away of the state” (postponed indefinitely).21 For
Lefebvre, the latter notion becomes the imperative of a dynamically conceived
counterhegemonic perspective. In this view espoused by Lefebvre, counterhegemonic
projects are long-term quests to form “dual power” in all areas of life, “from the
economy to pedagogy, culture and knowledge.”22 Following this Lefebvrean
adaptation of Gramsci, the declining dominant class holds onto and perfects the state
while the ascendant revolutionary class establishes itself from below, “in councils,
soviets, community of interests, users’ groups etc.,” pointing toward the “end of an
all-pervasive, perfected state.”23 One might say that with his critique of a lurking
statism in Gramsci, Lefebvre approximates the Gramscian perspective of
counterhegemony to the new left problematic of autogestion (self-management) as
continuous process of transformation (see Chapter 4, this volume).

Lefebvre mobilized Gramsci not only for an analytically more promising theory
of the state as a relatively autonomous condensation of power (as his contemporary,
state theorist Nicos Poulantzas did).24 He redeployed Gramsci for a radical critique
of all things state-like (l’étatique). More than Gramsci, Lefebvre insists that the state
itself is an “instrument, site, result (product) of the struggle for hegemony.”25 As a
totalizing form of institutions and apparatuses and a doctrine for a hierarchy of
functionaries (bureaulogie), the state embodies a logic of equivalence, hierarchy, and
functional dissociation that is central to the organization of the commodity form
itself and as such transcends distinct political ideologies.The state as state-like form
becomes diffuse, penetrating all aspects of society, threatening to become identical
with life and “imprisoning” oppositional forces.26 For Lefebvre, the state (as well
as civil society, in Gramsci’s terminology) is itself central to hegemony to the extent
that everyday life (across increasingly anachronistic divides between city and
countryside) is suffused by the state-like. Lefebvre’s critique of the state as potentially
hegemonic form thus returns to the critique of everyday life. For the Lefebvre of the
late 1970s, it was equally clear that the role of the state-like in the formation of
everyday life was mediated spatially.The state-like helps institute the everyday in and
through the urban.27 The state takes on hegemonic (“consensual”) aspects as a
familiar social space everyone can identify with: the post office, city hall, the train
station, the bistro, the grocery store.28This is why Gramsci must be redirected toward
an anti-statist, urbanized form of critical theory.
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URBANIZING HEGEMONY: EVERYDAY LIFE . . . 

In Lefebvre, Gramsci continues to be an important reference point. For him,
Gramsci’s concept of hegemony remains relevant “as an interpretation of historical
materialism”29 and a theory of the role of passion and intuition in the art of
politics.30 In late and after-Fordist capitalism, however, the problematic of hegemony
must be disentangled from its statist aspects. Indeed, one can argue that in this vein,
Lefebvre critically reformulated analyses of hegemony as a differential analysis of
everyday life mediated by the production of urban space.This argument rests on two
assumptions. First, Lefebvre met Gramsci’s analyses of hegemony as lived reality
(common sense, in Gramsci’s terminology) most clearly in the critique of everyday
life, as has been pointed out by John Roberts and in the early works of Ed Soja.31The
critique of everyday life was Lefebvre’s most enduring concern and thus the linchpin
to his conception of marxism as metaphilosophy and critique of political economy.32

Second, Lefebvre’s urban writing refracts his critique of everyday life. Just as his
critique of everyday life was of epistemological importance for his view of marxism
as metaphilosophy, so too were Lefebvre’s urban writings.33 As Kristin Ross has
argued most forcefully, the link to the critique of everyday life represents the most
explosive aspect of Lefebvre’s urban turn.34 In Lefebvre, Gramsci’s problematic of
hegemony thus becomes explicitly urbanized.

As we will see below, the degree to which the production of abstract space takes
on hegemonic importance stands and falls with its capacity to incorporate everyday
life (the immediate level of totality, or lived space, as Lefebvre calls it in his urban
and spatial writings). Lefebvre’s critique of everyday life was developed from his
work on “mystification” with Norbert Guterman, published in 1933 and 1936.35

From early on, Lefebvre’s approach to everyday life revealed a Gramscian “suspicion
vis-à-vis the stratosphere of society” (the abstract aesthetic distinctions of the culture
of the bourgeoisie) and a penchant for analyzing the contradictory, mundane
tenacity of the daily round.36 Lefebvre’s Critique of Everyday Life (published in three
volumes between 1947 and 1981) effectively reformulated the critique of alienation
and commodity fetishism in an analysis of separation, fragmentation, and
naturalization in the new “sectors” of postwar capitalism: leisure, radio and TV, café
life, advertising, popular literature.37 The critique of everyday life signaled a shift
in the production of consent from the explicit cultural and intellectual leadership
exercised by intellectuals of particular ruling-class factions to a more pervasive
diffusion of bourgeois culture through commodification in intensive, and,
particularly in the French case, heavily state-administered regimes of accumulation.
Neo-capitalism (Gramsci’s Americanism and Fordism) undermined the bourgeois
culture of the nineteenth century. In an era when capitalism “extends into the
slightest details of ordinary life,”38 cultural distinctions by bourgeois class fractions
became part of a more diffuse “bourgeois society.”39
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Lefebvre stressed that as a particular level of totality, everyday life is fraught with
its own contradictions. In this, Lefebvre was closer to Gramsci (who distinguished
between common and good sense) than to Lukács (whose treatment of everyday
life Lefebvre considered lofty and aristocratic)40 or non-marxists (who saw everyday
life one-sidedly, as lowly banality—Heidegger—or source of popular ingenuity—
de Certeau).41 Lefebvre contrasted daily life (la vie quotidienne) with the everyday (le
quotidien), and everydayness (la quotidienneté).42 Everyday life is where dominated,
accumulative sectors (everyday, everydayness) meet undominated, non-
accumulative sectors (daily life), “where both richness and poverty of modern life
become evident.”43 Everyday life is central to the reproduction of capitalism44 insofar
as it is saturated by the routinized, repetitive, familiar daily practices that make up
the everyday in all spheres of life: work, leisure, politics, language, family life, cultural
production.45 Everyday life is the best “guarantee of non-revolution”46 because it
refers to what we take for granted, what seems self-evident (“that’s how it is”) and
inevitable (“it can’t be any different”), irrespective of whether we like it or not.47

Effective because of our “taste of solidity and durability” as a defense against the
uncertainties of modern life,48 the everyday becomes a “seat of power,” the “very
soil on which the great architecture of politics and society rise up.”49

The installation of everydayness and the diffusion of power in neo-capitalism
reduced the degree to which classes opposed each other as demarcated blocs.50 But
Lefebvre refuted Herbert Marcuse’s thesis of the one-dimensionality of the subaltern
subject to insist on the contradictions and promising potentials within postwar
everyday life.51 Indeed, he never tired of stressing the role of intellectuals to extricate
the possible within the real rather than to reify the systemic coherence of capital.52

The dialectical methods that permeate his work—transduction, dialectical humanism,
spectral analysis, differential theory, conjunctural analysis—were all meant to
excavate possibilities latent in commodified and administered everyday life. Never
completely engulfed by the dull constraints of the everyday, daily life—as symbolized
in neo-capitalism by such novelties as the car, the mass-produced bungalow, the
popular beach resort, women’s magazines,TV ads—includes utopian promises for
non-instrumentalized, playful, and non-alienated futures. Contradictions emerge
because these promises are denied by the very regressive forces of administered
consumption and gendered, phallocentric planning that spread them.53As he argued
in his analysis of May 1968, radical or even revolutionary political claims can emerge
from within these everyday contradictions.

The extent to which contradictions within everyday life are tied up with matters
hegemonic becomes clearer in Lefebvre’s urban and spatial writing, which he saw
as a rearticulation of the critique of everyday life.54 In The Production of Space, Lefebvre
explicitly links the problematic of hegemony to the production of space. He agrees
with Gramsci that “hegemony implies more than an influence, more even than the
permanent use of repressive violence.”55 Hegemony includes the exercise of
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bourgeois influence over culture and knowledge, institutions and ideas as mediated
by policies, political leaders, parties, intellectuals, and experts. Most importantly, he
underlines the importance of the production of space for analyses of hegemony. If
it is true that space can no longer be treated as “the passive locus of social relations,”
the production of space “serves” hegemony.This suggests, among other things, that
“the actions of the bourgeoisie, especially in relation to space” may be analyzed
under the rubric of hegemony. Of course, hegemony is not an immutable thing
but a contingent set of processes and strategies which are far from being “purged
of contradictions” and have no “legitimate claim to immortality.”Treating hegemony
as an incomplete, produced totality thus excludes views of capitalism as a “closed
system” or “an aggregate of individual decisions.”

How can the production of space be said to be hegemonic? It is useful to recall
that Lefebvre analyzed the production of space as a three-dimensional process. In a
materialist development of phenomenological categories (see Chapter 2, this
volume), Lefebvre insisted that produced space has perceived, conceived, and lived
dimensions.To put it differently, processes and strategies of producing social space
can be looked at in their material (perceived) aspects, their representational,
institutional, and ideological (conceived) aspects, and their affective-symbolic (lived)
aspects.The production of urban space contributes to hegemony insofar as it fuses
the contradictory immediate realm of lived space with processes and strategies of
producing conceived and perceived space.56The dominant form of produced space
under capitalism is abstract. It is shaped by the relentless forms of repetition (linear
time), homogenizing abstraction, and alienating separation of the commodity, the
state, technocratic knowledge, and patriarchy (phallocentrism).Although structurally
violent, abstract space is hegemonic to the degree that it envelops and incorporates
the daily aspirations, desires, and dreams of subaltern populations. Key examples of
this are two spatial forms of neo-capitalism: the bungalow and the high-rise tower.
While standardized industrial products, they also embody hopes for social reform,
domestic harmony, and a reconciliation with nature in the after-industrial city.

The serialized abstract space and repetitive linear time of state, capital, phallo-
centrism become part of the everyday through a combination of daily repetition
and the appeal to popular aspirations in an alienated world. Lefebvre had already
articulated this insight in his urban writings.There, Lefebvre treated the urban as a
level of analysis.As the middle level of analysis (level M) between the general level of
the social order (level G) and the “private” level of everyday life (level P), the urban
mediates totality.57 Urban social space is of strategic importance in binding everyday
life (the immediate, near order) to macro-structures (the far order of life).

Abstract, formal, supra-sensible and transcending in appearance, it [the far
order] is not conceptualized beyond ideologies (religious and political). It
includes moral and juridical principles. This far order projects itself into the
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practico-material reality and becomes visible by writing itself within this
reality. It persuades through and by the near order, which confirms its
compelling power. It becomes apparent by and in immediacy.58

As a product of industrialization, commodification, real estate capital, and everyday
symbols (such as phallic images) urbanization is abstract space, a multidimensional
“projection of society” that is vital for the solidification of capitalism.59To the extent
that this projection has coercive and persuasive aspects, it may be said to be
hegemonic.The persuasive character of the urbanization process derives not only
from the “self-evident” habits of daily repetition but from the process by which
inhabitants actively and affectively identify with the symbolic promise of privatized
urban life.

The production of space is not agent-less. It is, at least in part, a result of concerted
strategies. Key agents in making the production of space hegemonic are specialists
of urbanisme: architects, planners,developers, specialized academics.60 Given Lefebvre’s
broader claim about the centrality of the urban as a mediation of neo-capitalist totality,
urbanists take on a strategic role as organic intellectuals in an urbanizing, neo-
capitalist order. Urbanists give meaning to the practical-material aspects of city-
building with disciplinary, fragmented knowledge (savoir) and through symbolic
forms (monuments, advertising images). Both forms of conceived space assume and
promote the political passivity and the affective involvement of users of space.The
specialized, state-dependent knowledge of architects, planners, and urban designers
treats urban space as a reified, thing-like object that imposes itself on the urban
inhabitants from the outside, as it were. In turn, carefully researched and marketed
symbols of “good urban life” captured by urban forms (the apartment and single-
family dwelling, for example) invite inhabitants to identify their dreams and desires
with regressive, myth-like utopias caught within the bounds of the nuclear family,
private property, and segregated “community.” By promoting the simultaneous
(symbolic) integration and (political) demobilization of inhabitants,urbanisme had,
by mid-century, significant success in temporarily preempting qualitatively different
ways of producing space.61

. . . AND DIFFERENCE

The processes and strategies by which abstract space becomes hegemonic are highly
differential.The production of abstract space homogenizes through separation. Neo-
capitalist urbanization is explosion/implosion. It undermines city centers by
scattering urban life into isolated parcels: bungalows (pavillons), districts of high-rise
towers (grands ensembles), factory and university compounds, and resort towns on the
beach. Demarcated by property divisions, transportation routes, and lines of
functional and social segregation, these parcelized social spaces (planned in vulgar
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modernist fashion) represent forms of minimal difference. As specified in Le manifeste
différentialiste, The Production of Space, and The Critique of Everyday Life(Volume III), minimal
or “induced” difference is alienated particularity (individualism or group
particularism) that tends toward “difference-as-sameness” and “formal identity.”62

Akin to the “diversity between villas in a suburb filled with villas” and the patriarchal
“family cell,”63 minimally differential space dissociates everyday life, peripheralizes
the working class, imposes much of the weight of reproduction onto women,64 and
banishes new immigrants to “neocolonial” shantytowns and the worst public
housing tracts.65 But minimally different spaces such as beach resorts extend
“bourgeois hegemony to the whole of space.”66 Like bungalows, they promise a
different, erotic appropriation of nature and body, embody hopes for non-
instrumental human relationships, and nurture daydreams about freedom from
repetitive drudgery even as they are managed with “identical plans” and strategies
to foster predictable “rituals.”67

In contrast to post-marxists Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Lefebvre did
not consider hegemony a discursive form of articulation, a linguistic way of “fixing”
the interminable flux of signs that is, in this view, language.68 In Lefebvre’s view,
hegemonic productions of space have a strong linguistic dimension: the symbolism
of lived experience. But Lefebvre insisted that the particular theories of language
inspired by (post-)structuralist readings of de Saussure, which form the philo-
sophical basis of Laclau’s and Mouffe’s post-marxist Gramscianism, is a form of
“semantic reductionism” that separates formal language structure (langue) from
speech (parole) and thus detaches language as a whole from lived experience.69

Lefebvre’s difference is not Derrida’s différance, a term meant to highlight the
necessarily fluid, unstable modality of language that is given by the irreducible
temporal delay and spatial distinction between signs.70 For Lefebvre, difference is a
multidimensional (not-just-linguistic) “struggle concept,” emerging from particular
political struggles rather than the quasi-ontological, a priori conception of linguistic
différance which Laclau and Mouffe import from Derrida.71 To conflate Lefebvre’s
differential method with the deconstructive différanceand contain differential method
within the modernist, self-referential world of signs of Derrida’s philosophy of
language would be to restrict one’s field of engagement to the very decorporealized
world of linguistic abstraction that also informs the logic of equivalence in the
commodifed, state-bound abstract space of neo-capitalism.72

For Lefebvre, abstract space is hegemonic precisely not because it denies différance
through hegemonic articulations of identity, as is claimed by those who have tried
to spatialize Laclau and Mouffe’s post-marxism.73 Instead, the potentially hegemonic
character of abstract space rests on a successful production and incorporation of
(minimal) difference in all its dimensions (linguistic and otherwise). Harnessing
minimally different social space is, of course, fraught with tension.The very urbanist
practices of planners, architects, and developers that established neo-capitalist
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“dreamscapes” negate the aspirations associated with postwar everyday spaces by
reducing them to industrialized, neo-colonial, and patriarchal spaces. In his study
“habitat of the bungalow” (habitat pavillonnaire), Lefebvre described this tension as a
disjuncture of perceived, conceived, and lived aspects of abstract space: a schism
between the bungalow as mode of practical appropriation (of urban space by private
property), ideology (the nuclear, privatized family), and utopian hope for harmony
with nature embodied in the symbolism of built form.74 The chaotic-differential
side of the production of urban space thus also functions as an achilles heel of capital,
revealing the bourgeoisie’s ultimate inability to reduce “the body,” “the practico-
sensory realm” to abstract space.75 While providing grounds for hegemonizing
urbanisms, the “explosion of the city” may also produce “breaking points”76 where
minimally differential aspirations clash with other realities of daily life and may lead
to claims for maximal difference.

From the perspective of Laclau and Mouffe, counterhegemony implies an 
almost impossible, Sisyphian task. For them, there can be “no ‘beyond hegemony’”
since hegemony (as an articulation of identity/difference) rests on an ontology of
language as play of signs. All that remains is a perennial (reformist) project to
mobilize a (linguistic) “logic of difference” to dis- and rearticulate and “pluralize”
hegemony as discursively fixed identity.77 To the extent that Lefebvre shared a
skepticism of identitarian politics, it was rooted not in deconstructive linguistic
theory but a differential understanding of marxism. Within that understanding,
differential method is informed by a dialectical quest of transformation. Lefebvre points
to this with his distinction between minimal and maximal difference. In contrast
to minimal difference, maximal, or produced, difference implies a “shattering of a
system.”78 It points to festive, creative, affective, unalienated, fully lived forms of
plurality and individuality that assume rich social relations unfettered by forms of
“indifference” (individualism, pluralism, imitation, conformism, naturalized
particularism).79 Maximal difference is incompatible with the alienations of private
property, the state-like, decorporealized knowledge, linguistic abstraction,
phallocentrism, and neo-colonialism.80 Sources for maximal difference can be found
both within the interstices of everyday life and in the midst of uprisings.

Asserting a (maximal) right to difference implies a two-pronged quest for
revolutionary transformation. In the more general sense, asserting a right to
difference means laying claim to a different, no longer capitalist world defined by use-
value relationships and generalized autogestion: the self-determination of all aspects
of life, from workplaces to territorial units.81 This general differential quest is tied
to a commitment to strip existing social differences of the very alienating, often
state-sanctioned aspects (productivism, sexism, racism) that make them minimal
in the here and now. Differentialist theory is intended to help move from affirming
oppositional manifestations of difference to transforming these manifestations in
a dialectically humanist fashion:82
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The distinction between particularities and differences, and the dynamic it
displays, form part of the theory [of difference]. Neglecting it leads to con-
fusions with serious consequences. To assert particularities as such under the
guise of differences sanctions racism, sexism, separations, and disjunctions.
This is what differentialist theory, its methodology and concepts, precludes.83

The purpose of dialectical, differentialist theory is thus not to reify difference by
deploying a linguistic imperative (différance) or by affirming essentialized parti-
cularities (“natural distinguishing characteristics”).84 To lay claim to naturalized,
false “authenticity,”85 or to affirm particularities without clarification, leaves politics
firmly within the realm of minimal difference. Instead, a quest for maximal space
is contingent on the possibility that, in their quest for a different, socialist world,
struggles to “establish differences” in class struggle and the “political action of
minorities”86 transform the very alienated forms of social difference that originally
formed their point of departure.

For Lefebvre, claims to “the right to the city” are the prism through which
minimal difference may be transformed into maximal difference and fragments of
abstract space may be connected in a quest to differential space. It helps to recall that
Lefebvre treated the urban not only as a mediation of far and near order of totality.
He also saw it as a (fleeting) form of centrality and difference, a point of convergence
and “an ensemble of differences.”87 The right to difference is thus simply the flip-
side of asserting the right to the city (centrality/power).Affirming the right to the
city/difference does not mean celebrating actually existing manifestation of diversity
per se, however.The liberal-pluralist diversity refers to reified forms of minimal
difference (individualism, group pluralism).88 For Lefebvre, the Commune of 1871
and May 196889 were calls for the right to the city because they combined
revolutionary assertions to power and spatial centrality with a plurality of particular
aspirations of segregated groups (workers, students, immigrants).90 This implies a
process by which claims of particular, peripheralized social groups “against
discriminatory and segregative organization” are transformed into maximal claims
to the “city” as “the centres of decision-making, wealth, power” and spatial centrality
(“meeting places, gatherings,” etc.).91 This process of transformation takes on a
spatial dialectic whereby dissociated, peripheralized spaces (popular suburbs) are
reconnected in mobilizations to reclaim central spaces (Paris’s Left Bank). In the
disruptive moments92 created by this spatial dialectic of mobilization, experiences
of comradeship, festivity, and democratic community may liberate “parodies” of
minimal difference and shatter the homogeneous-fragmented world of abstract
space and linear time. In these moments, a “different”—creative, self-determined,
fully lived—urban society is tangible.93

In retrospect, the claims to the city/difference of “1968” functioned more as a
force of capitalist modernization than as a stimulus of counterhegemony. The
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mobilizations ultimately failed to energize potentially counterhegemonic (urban)
strategies with longer time horizons.94 Lefebvre anticipated this failure to some
extent when he warned of the danger of reifying moments of spontaneity in street
revolts.Without a capacity to transform the energies of short-term mobilization into
a sustained urban strategy of transformation, differentialist claims could thus be
appropriated by the state, the bourgeoisie, and urban specialists for a process of
commodifying the very form of the urban as centrality/difference (see Chapter
17, this volume). Since the 1970s, calls for centrality, difference, and the ludic have
reappeared as commodified traces in those areas of central Paris that have been
gentrified and turned into “diversified museums” in yet another phase of cleaning
up and reclaiming the central city.95The French state helped commodify the urban
by combining its (increasingly) punitive arsenal of intervention with “softer”
strategies of replanning suburbs, restructuring citizenship rights, and promoting
“social inclusion” (and this sometimes with explicit reference to Lefebvrean
concepts like centrality and festivality).96 As a result of the displaced effects of
oppositional claims, (minimal) difference under neo-Fordism has been a focal point
in the reorganization of hegemony not only through the continuously decentralizing
fragmentation of our conurbations but through bourgeois claims and lifestyles of
urbanity as gentrified centrality/difference.97 In this situation, oppositional strategies
have counterhegemonic potential only if they transform (rather than only assert) the
minimal differences of commodified festivality, multiculturalized ethnicity, and
racialized suburban marginality.

CONCLUSION

From Lefebvre, we can gather a new, urbanized understanding of hegemony.While
Gramsci saw hegemonic projects implicitly as alliances spanning socio-spatial divides
at multiple scales (city and countryside, Italy’s North and South, an unevenly
developed international order), Lefebvre invites us to make an explicit link between
hegemony and the production of space. Following Lefebvre, one may submit that,
in advanced capitalism, hegemony is an incomplete, never fully total result of
multidimensional (perceived, conceived, lived) processes and strategies of pro-
ducing abstract space.The central, contradictory arena for potentially hegemonic
projects of producing space is everyday life, or, more precisely, the point at which
dominated aspects of lived space become integrated into the linear-repetitive
rhythms of state, commodity, and technocratic knowledge. Processes of producing
space (shaped by urban specialists) are potentially hegemonic insofar as they
integrate the affective-symbolic sides of everyday life (lived space) into the practical-
material (perceived) and institutional-ideological (conceived) dimensions of
abstract space. This process of producing and incorporating lived space into 
abstract space can be hegemonic not by homogenizing diversity or denying différance,
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as post-marxists have it, but by incorporating particular kinds of minimal difference
into the alienations of property, segregation and reified particularisms. Hegemonic
projects in an urbanizing world are thus best captured as ways of absorbing everyday
life and “minimizing” difference through the production of abstract space and linear
time. In turn, oppositional projects become counterhegemonic to the extent that
they connect revolutionary claims to decision-making and strategies that transform
segregated, minimally different peripheries into quests for spatial centrality and
maximally different, non-capitalist forms of everyday life.

How do these arguments demonstrate the relevance of a Gramsci-inspired theory
and politics today? In light of Lefebvre’s redirection of Gramsci, what are we to make
of those arguments that contrast Gramsci’s allegedly stodgy, state-centered legacy to
the cutting-edge of contemporary anti-capitalist practice? Is it not true that within
the range anti-globalization campaigns, Gramsci lives on in the least inspiring
formations: the left-social democratic milieus or party-based alliances represented
most prominently by French-based Attac and Brazil’s Workers Party? This is certainly
the implication of Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s work, for whom the
Gramscian legacy is necessarily tied to the very state-socialist, top-down, and
productivist party communist trajectory Negri himself confronted in the form of
the Italian Communist Party.98 Going beyond Hardt and Negri’s claim about the
hegemony of immaterial labor within the “multitude,” Richard Day counterposes the
state-centrism of Gramsci (as well neo-Gramscians such as Laclau and Mouffe) to
what he sees as more vibrant practices of self-organization, direct action, cultural
subversion by the Black Bloc, the Earth Liberation Front, the Zapatistas, and the
Argentinian Unemployed Workers Union. Day interprets these practices as
expressions of a distinctly minoritarian, postmodern “ethic of affinity” that lends
itself to building micro-political experiments in the here and now but abdicates
horizons of large-scale, centered forms of revolutionary transformation.99

As we can see from Lefebvre, however, Gramscian themes are not inexorably state-
centric (let alone Leninist). Like some exponents of contemporary anti-globalization
politics, Lefebvre’s socialism, while critical of anarchism, had an anarchist twist
(un socialisme anarchisant). He was also uncomfortable with the officious use of Gramsci
by the Stalinist parties of his time. But Lefebvre wanted us to take Gramsci into a
decidedly non-Leninist direction. He refused to throw out the baby (a problematic
of hegemony) with the bathwater (lingering state-centrism) and insisted that the
former be tied to a critique of all things state-like and rallied to autogestion as an
incarnation of revolutionary spontaneity and continuous projects of chang-
ing everyday life.100 Lefebvre’s view of hegemony as a complex combination of
integration-homogenization and separation-fragmentation is thus sociological
extension and politico-theoretical redirection of Gramsci. His reframing of
hegemony as a production of urban space is tied to his epistemological critique of
Gramsci’s lack of distinction between marxism as dialectical method and marxism
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as party-dependent strategy. In Lefebvre, Gramsci lives on in clearly dialectical,
differential, and anti-statist form. It is within this new left theoretical context that
Lefebvre’s urbanization of Gramsci’s problematic of hegemony may be of promise
for those hostile to Gramscian themes but otherwise committed to a marxist-
influenced perspective of “changing the world without taking power.”101

As other current voices against capitalist globalization have argued,102 dissociating
radical, alternative practices of self-determination from the question of hegemony
is dangerous, however. Over the last decade, moments of mobilization (Los Angeles,
1992; Seattle,1999;Genoa,2001), social fora (Porto Alegre,Mumbai) and alternative
micropractices (centri sociali, squats, self-managed enterprises) have provided only
uneven counterweight to the forces of neo-imperial capitalism.Whether this indicates
that in metropolitan centers of decision-making,power is based not only on coercion
but on persuasion, as Lefebvre suspected long ago,103 we cannot really know without
linking the subjectivities of radical politics to an urbanized problematic of hegemony.
While radical moments of mobilization demonstrate the possibility of revolutionary
change, they can also provide the socio-cultural material for renewed hegemonic
projects.The differential claims of 1968 and its aftermath, for example, now live on
in the culturalized neo-racisms and commodified centralities of metropolitan life.
More explicitly than during Fordism, the minimaldifferences of the current postmodern
“era of difference” are central for hegemonic projects in a neo-imperial world that
is otherwise characterized by a shift from consent to coercion (unilateralism,
militarism, repression, exclusion).Tackling both consensual and coercive aspects of
neo-imperial capitalism requires a protracted, dialectical urban strategy to link
spectacular protests or promising subterranean practices with each other.Otherwise,
radical spaces of experimentation risk being confined to the acutely segmented
experiences that mediate the rapidly urbanizing world order today.
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13
TOTALITY, HEGEMONY, DIFFERENCE

Henri Lefebvre and Raymond Williams1

Andrew Shmuely 

TRACING THE CONSTELLATION

Henri Lefebvre and Raymond Williams died within a few short years of one another.2

Having lived through most of what Eric Hobsbawm was later to call “the short
twentieth century,”3 they spent the duration of their lives trying to come to terms
with the immense social, political, and cultural shifts ushered in through the arrival
of the “modern world.” At a glance, despite the geographic and contextual gulf
between them—Lefebvre escaping his Jesuit upbringing in the south of France to
study philosophy at the Sorbonne in Paris; Williams, the working-class son of a
railway signalman, leaving the Welsh border town he grew up in for Cambridge as
a “scholarship boy”4—their biographical similarities prove striking.

To begin with, it can be noted that both thinkers were significantly marked by
the experience of war.As Lefebvre was helping the resistance movement to “derail
enemy trains” and hunt down Nazi “collaborators,”5 Williams was serving as an
anti-tank captain in the British army. It is likely that these circumstances contributed
not only to their spirited activism—recall their shared interest in anti-colonial
politics (Algeria and Vietnam) and parallel engagements with May 1968—but also
to their mutual distrust of unwieldy and oppressive state structures and concomitant
preference for some form of “self-management.”

It can also be claimed that both scholars were “men of frontiers.” Eleonore
Kofman and Elizabeth Lebas have pointed out that Lefebvre must have been thinking
of himself when he wrote that “only the man apart, the marginal, the peripheral 



. . . has a creative capacity . . . [as] he is both inside and outside, included and
excluded.”6 Similarly, David Harvey has alluded to the unique insights harnessed
by Williams as a result of the both literal and metaphorical “borderland space” he
inhabited.7This common sense of critical distance pushed them to look all the more
vigilantly for the contradictory relations that bind social reality together: instilling
in both thinkers a profound commitment to the concept of totality in all of its many
guises.

This, of course, brings us to the place of Marx in each of their respective oeuvres.
If Lefebvre’s adherence to a distinctly open brand of Marxism was established early
on in his career—in the late 1920s, through an affair with Hegel and the Surrealists,
and his involvement with the Philosophies group8—then Williams’s relationship with
Marx was more gradual in its evolution, and sober in its tone. Accordingly, while
Lefebvre was heralding the “explosive” arrival of urban society,9 Williams was
contemplating a much different form of “long revolution”:10 one that shied away
from a Marxian emphasis on “confrontation” and “struggle.”11 From the 1970s
onwards, however—as Williams became more familiar with the works of the likes
of Lucien Goldman and Antonio Gramsci—we find him engaging with a series of
theoretical and practical concerns in a manner that dovetails with Lefebvre’s own
sensibilities in ways that this chapter will attempt to map in some detail.

After commencing with an exposition of the idea of totality through the eyes of
Lefebvre, this chapter will unfold by considering how he and Williams made use
of this crucial notion to, first, surmount the problems posed by the base-
superstructure model, and, second, come to a (decidedly open and contingent)
theory of hegemony.After dwelling on their respective understandings of this decisive
concept, it will proceed by assessing how their schematics come together in a
dialectic of difference and recuperation. Lastly, it will offer an evaluation of their shared
perspectives on the problem of counterhegemony: aiming to illuminate not only their
common aspirations, but also their penetrating reflections on the existing state of
(what’s left of) the “left.”

It has been made apparent by the editors of this volume that this book seeks to
offer something of a “third reading” of Lefebvre’s work: one that clears a path
between an entirely admirable, if somewhat limiting political-economic interpretation
on the one hand, and a rather less inspiring post-structuralistappropriation on the other.
Of course, this division is in no way arbitrary; it speaks volumes about the polarized
coordinates of the contemporary left as a whole. On this matter, consider Terry
Eagleton’s assessment:

It would sometimes seem today that a commitment to class struggle on the
one hand, and a celebration of difference and plurality on the other, have been
linked up on opposite sides of the left political fence. Yet both ways of thinking
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would seem to have subtly coexisted in your own work almost from the
beginning. You’ve always deeply suspected closed, monolithic theories and
strategies, and from the outset your socialism has stressed difficulty, com-
plexity, variety.12

While these remarks were made explicitly of Williams, they could just as easily have
been made of Lefebvre. Both thinkers were unwavering in their attempts to
supersede the false binary that would situate an allegiance to class politics over and
against a devotion to difference; and more than anything, it is this underlying point
of convergence that I hope most forcefully emerges in the exposition below.

TOTALITY, LEVELS, MEDIATION

Lefebvre can be found engaging with the concept of totality in the two fundamental
senses it has generally assumed throughout the history of Marxist thought.13 On the
one hand, he deploys it normatively, as a type of utopian longing for a radically
different way of being.14 On the other, he employs it descriptively, as an epistemological
sensibility, in order to grasp the complexity and interrelatedness of social life under
global capitalism. “Without this concept,” he observes in the second volume of his
Critique of Everyday Life, “there can be no frame of reference; no generality, and even
more, no universality.”15

Lefebvre is as vehemently opposed to the fragmentation of knowledge as he is to the
specialization of practical and aesthetic activity. If the social division of labor is found
to impose an alienating and reductive force on the individual human subject, then
it is also seen to bring about similar results in the realm of thought itself.We thus
find him lamenting the compartmentalized nature of disciplines and studies that
would carve up human phenomena into “myriad isolated, empirical facts.”16

Accordingly, he is equally dismayed by the concomitant relativism that inevitably
follows from such “anti-totalizing” approaches, noting that in “an empiricism
without concepts, one fact is as good as another.”17 In losing sight of the “whole,”
what is lost is nothing less than the very “object” of investigation itself:“[w]hen we
try to particularize knowledge, we destroy it from within.”18

While it should be obvious that the idea of totality occupies a fundamental place
in Lefebvre’s conceptual arsenal, it would be wrong to infer—as so many “post-
thinkers” have been inclined to do—that its use somehow precludes an adequate
understanding of the contingent nature of social reality. Completely refuting the
notion of a preexisting or inevitable historical telos,19 Lefebvre’s “metaphilo-
sophical” approach appropriates the concept of totality both critically and dialectically.
Noting its tendency “to absorb particularities and specificities, and therefore to
neglect differences and types,”20 he readily acknowledges the “almost insur-
mountable difficulties” behind its deployment, asking:
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Are we inside a totality? Which one? Bourgeois society? Industrial society?
Technological society? Society in transition (but to where)? How can we
determine a totality from inside? . . . In any event, how could we determine a
totality if we take up a position outside of it, be it from this side or that?21

But if the amount of philosophical resilience required to face these challenging
questions head-on made it all the more inviting for some to consign them to the
dustbin of history, it only pushed Lefebvre to think them through all the more
rigorously. He developed an increasingly partial and open-ended understanding of the
social totality, coming to view it as a never-ending and dynamic spatio-temporal
process of creation-negation.This is briefly implied in the second volume of his
Critique by the shorthand formula, “realization/fragmentary totalization/breaking
of the totality”;22 but it is more sufficiently developed in The Production of Space, wherein
it is alleged:

The notion of centrality replaces the notion of totality, repositioning it,
relativizing it, and rendering it dialectical. Any centrality, once established, is
destined to suffer dispersal, to dissolve or to explode from the effects of
saturation, attrition, outside aggressions, and so on. This means that the
“real” can never become completely fixed, that it is constantly in a state of
mobilization.23

In this manner, we find Lefebvre preserving a necessarily relational understanding of
complex phenomena while at the same time avoiding the pitfalls of overly systemic
thinking.

At this point, however, a decisive, if deceptively banal, methodological question
immediately suggests itself: how might we effectively explore a particular avenue
of inquiry without abandoning a commitment to totality? Lefebvre found his answer
in the idea of the level. In the midst of a detailed consideration in the second volume
of his Critique—possibly his most steadfastly analytical work—he tells us that levels
“contribute towards expressing a complexity which is differentiated and yet
structured within a whole (a totality).”24 “Wherever there is a level,” he writes,
“there are several levels, and consequently gaps, (relatively) sudden transitions, and
imbalances or potential imbalances between those levels.”25While refuting the idea
of a “continuous field”—such as the supposedly “smooth space of Empire” in the
work of Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri26—Lefebvre nevertheless underscores the
fact that “[l]evels cannot be completely disassociated one from the other.”27

Regarding the crucial notion of mediation—in this context, a reference to both the
“interpenetration”between levels and also within any given level—he asserts that “levels
can interact and become telescoped, with differing results according to what the
encounters and circumstances are.”28 Finally, and most critically, Lefebvre posits that
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“[a]t one particular moment of becoming . . . one level can dominate and incorporate the
others.”29

REARTICULATING THE BASE: FROM TOTALITY TO HEGEMONY 

The idea that one level of social reality could come to dominate another has loomed
large in the history of Marxist theory, particularly in the form of a vulgar, but
regrettably widespread, (mis)interpretation of Marx regarding the relationship
between a society’s “determining” base (often synchronically reified at the level of
the economy alone) and its “determined” superstructure (usually perceived as a
mixed bag of political, ideological, and juridical apparatuses that some have even
attempted to rank in relation to the base itself). Of course, it should be obvious
that this form of “systematization” is not quite what Lefebvre had in mind regarding
the relationship between the levels of a given totality; and it is on these grounds that
we find his thoughts converging with the equally nuanced efforts of Raymond
Williams.

Opposing the “totality of social practices” to the “layered notion of a base and a
superstructure”30 in order to focus on the irreducible role of “real cultural
activities”31 in the production and reproduction of social life,Williams observed
that while Marx’s truncated elaborations on the base-superstructure theme were
ambiguous at best, they were always rooted in a relationalcontext: a fact that was surely
lost on those who attempted to develop them into a static model that allowed for
the separation of human activity into discrete categories. In the resulting “transition
from Marx to Marxism,”32 the “base” became a fixed and inflexible concept that
betrayed “Marx’s central emphasis on productive activities.”33 To correct this error,
Williams transformed it back into a dynamic process that Marx would have recognized.
In so doing, he included within it a much broader array of social forces and practices,
in effect reclaiming a substantial degree of phenomena once deemed to be “merely”
superstructural.

It is in this sense that we find Williams turning toward a theory of totality, save
for one important caveat: the idea of determination. Although this was a concept he
substantially reworked—leaving behind the idea of “an external cause which totally
predicts or prefigures” in favor of “a notion of determination as setting limits,
exerting pressures”34—it was nonetheless one he refused to dispose of. “If totality
is simply concrete,” he argued, “if it is simply the recognition of a large variety of
miscellaneous and contemporaneous practices, then it is essentially empty of any
content that can be called Marxist.”35 What he therefore endeavored to attach to
the concept of totality was a more acute emphasis on social intentionand the class character
of certain practices, forms of knowledge, and “structures of feeling”;36 and it was
with this “synthesis” in mind that he came critically to appropriate Gramsci’s notion
of hegemony.
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Before going any further, however, it should be acknowledged that Lefebvre
employed a strategy that is in many ways comparable, if not outright equivalent,
to the one depicted above. Indeed, we have already seen how Lefebvre utilized the
idea of totality without sacrificing the problematic of domination; but we have yet
to explore how he too rearticulated the base to focus on a much broader segment
of lived experience.To do so, we need to turn to the subject that preoccupied him
more than any other: (the critique of) everyday life.The profundity of this level in
Lefebvre’s oeuvre can perhaps best be illustrated through a fundamental image he
utilized on many occasions: that of the soil upon which all other levels of social reality
are rooted.While we find this crucial metaphor deployed as early the first volume
of his Critique,37 it would be some thirty years before it ripened to full maturity.

In The Survival of Capitalism, first published in 1973, we come across an illuminating
reference to the everyday as “the greatest weight” and “the very soil on which the
great architectures of politics and society rise up,”38 along with the more direct
assertion that “[t]he everyday, and not the economic in general, is the level at which
neo-capitalism has been able to establish itself.”39 By the time of the third volume
of his Critique, he presents his (much evolved) thesis with heightened clarity and
vigor.The passage is worth quoting at length, as it not only captures the affinities
he shares with Williams, but also paves the way to his own distinctive approach to
the problematic of hegemony:

The state is now built upon daily life; its base is the everyday. The traditional
Marxist thesis makes the relations of production and productive forces the
“base” of the ideological and political superstructures. Today—that is to say,
now that the state ensures the administration of society, as opposed to letting
social relations, the market and blind forces take their course—this thesis is
reductionist and inadequate . . . Daily life and people in daily life still perceive
the institutional edifice above their heads . . . In daily life, these believers do
not realize that they are the soil on which the edifice rests and bears down.
With all their gestures, words and habits, they preserve and support the
edifice.40

If Williams expanded the base by subsuming within it a number of social and
cultural practices from the domain of lived experience, Lefebvre proceeded
analogously by equating the base with the level of everyday life itself.And while it
would be careless to wrest the above remarks from the historical context in which
they emerged (France on the eve of the “technocratic” left’s rise to power), it can
nevertheless be claimed that they described a situation general enough to the
conditions of advanced capitalism that Williams was able to make similar comments
from the viewpoint of an entirely separate national context.
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DOMINANT, RESIDUAL, EMERGENT 

For Williams, the idea of hegemony conveys how dominant social groups maintain
their ascendancy over subordinate classes in the lived experiences of everyday life,
while at the same time referring to the way in which those subordinate classes consent
to their being ruled as such in the first place. Accordingly, he is careful to separate
hegemony from ideology, because “[w]hat is decisive is not only the conscious system
of ideas and beliefs, but the whole lived social process as practically organized by
specific and dominant meanings and values.”41 Thus, hegemonic relations are not
simply produced by—or are the result of—a decidedly idealist phenomenon like
“false consciousness.” Instead, they are implicated materially in the relations of power
that permeate every aspect of lived experience.

Of course,Williams’s dynamic view of the social totality—an undeniably similar
outlook to Lefebvre’s—kept him from envisioning the hegemony of any given
dominant group as hermetically sealed.As a contingent network of social relations
and productive forces, he tells us that hegemony “does not just passively exist as a
form of dominance. It has continually to be renewed, recreated, defended, and
modified.”42 This remark proves crucial; because if the hegemony of a dominant
group is always, to a certain extent, in a state of flux, then it follows that it can be
“resisted, limited, altered, [and] challenged by pressures not at all its own.”43 We
here find Williams implicitly agreeing with Lefebvre’s recoding of totality in terms
of centrality, as he tells us that “in any society, in any particular period, there is a central
system of practices, meanings and values, which we can properly call dominant and
effective.”44 Meanwhile, what the center denies—that is to say, what it cannot
incorporate—remains confined to the margins “outside” its purview of dominance.

Williams creates two intersecting ideal-type dichotomies to refer to those
marginalized elements that manage to “slip through the cracks,” as it were. In the
first, residual and emergent cultures are contrasted, with the former described as
“survivals” from previously dominant social formations, and the latter based on
“new meanings and values, new practices, [and] new significances and experiences
[that] are continually being created.”45 In the second,alternativecultures are portrayed
as those that deviate from a given dominant group—but nevertheless do so without
challenging their place in the social hierarchy—whereas truly oppositional cultures are
those that attempt to engage directly with the hegemonic formation for a position
of centrality.

To give a somewhat unorthodox example of how these categories relate to the
domain of lived experience, they can fruitfully be applied to Lefebvre’s short but
lucid Notes on the New Town, wherein he offers a poetic juxtaposition of two social and
spatial formations.46 The first, Naverrenx, a quiet and antiquated village near the
Pyrenees where Lefebvre came of age, can be labeled residual-alternative.The second,
Mourenx, a Corbusian industrial settlement that appeared in the 1950s to house
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those working in the oil fields at nearby Lacq, can be called—with some reserva-
tions—emergent-oppositional. Describing the dynamic of the former, Lefebvre likens it
to that of the “natural” relationship between a seashell and the creature housed
within: an organic and spontaneous secretion of space through time.“Look closely,”
he tells us, “and within every house you will see the slow, mucous trace of this
animal which transforms the chalk in the soil around it into something delicate and
structured: a family.”47 And yet, despite this apparently nostalgic, Gemeinschaft-like
outlook, he is quick to emphasize that the social and cultural context from which
Naverrenx emerged has itself become residual:“ever more distant from us as the years
pass by.”48 While the boredom that has settled over Naverrenx is still infused with
the sounds and smells of a life worth living, its time is seen to have passed: “[t]he
expiring seashell lies shattered and open to the skies.”49 Increasingly irrelevant in a
rapidly changing world, it is content to lumber on, “vegetating and emptying, like
so many other dying towns.”50

Conversely, while many commentators have pointed out Lefebvre’s unrepentant
hostility toward the stifling urbanism that Mourenx so vividly represents, they are
often less inclined to notice that the dialectical subtleties behind his critical analysis
generally betray an affirmative stance to the forces of modernity in general.Thus, we
are told that it is the boredoms of the new town that are “pregnant with desires,
frustrated frenzies, [and] unrealized possibilities.”51 It is in this experimental
“laboratory,” he thinks, that new forms of social existence will emerge to “face up
to the challenge” of our era.52 And while this is not to say that the new town is
“oppositional” in its own right, it is to suggest that the new town creates the
conditions from which an oppositional culture could arise. “[W]e will not find a
style for our age in a place like this,” alleges Lefebvre, “[b]ut we will find the way
towards it.”53

Before leaving behind Williams’s topology of hegemony, it is vital that we
introduce a final, critical component in the notion of incorporation.Aside from brute
force—which would, in any case, fall outside the jurisdiction of hegemony in the
strict sense54—history has surely revealed that a dominant formation’s most
successful strategy regarding those who would “question or threaten its domi-
nance”55 can be found in the attempt to incorporate their views and practices in a
manner that effectively diffuses them of their revolutionary potential: a perverse
“negation of the negation” that allows the reigning relations of power to remain
fundamentally unaltered. And so much the better, notes Williams, if this can be
accomplished ideologically, so as to conceal the instrumental nature of the incor-
poration behind a façade of recognition and acceptance.56

A salient example of the phenomenon in question materializes in Kristin Ross’s
incisive account of May 1968,57 wherein she describes how capitalist society in
France subsumed the myriad and vociferous demands to changer la vie by presenting
itself not as their brutal and repressive negation—a more accurate representation,
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in any case—but, instead, as the triumphant culmination of their very aspirations.
In this way, the “official story” depoliticized the event and rendered it both familial
and pathological; it eventually came to serve as an “affirmation of the status quo,”
thereby banishing the tumultuous occasion’s social and political contradictions to
the outermost margins of historical memory.58

Of course, this particular occurrence resonates strongly with Williams’s rather
sobering observation that

the dominant culture reaches much further than ever before in capitalist
society into hitherto “reserved” or “resigned” areas of experience and practice
and meaning. The area of effective penetration of the dominant order into the
whole social and cultural process is thus now significantly greater.59

To use the language of Guy Debord, we could say that Williams is here speaking of
the dominant culture’s “colonization of social life”:60 a strategy of inward-facing
imperialism that emerged as a supplemental alternative on the eve of decolonization.
In fact, this was a diagnosis that Lefebvre also emphatically proposed. In the second
volume of his Critique, we find him speaking approvingly of Debord’s use of the
colonization motif in the context of everyday life under the thumb of state
capitalism.61 It would thus seem that Lefebvre and Williams are essentially in
agreement here; but in order to avoid overstating the case, it is necessary to consider
just how they might differ.

SPATIAL DIALECTICS: FROM HEGEMONY TO THE RIGHT TO
DIFFERENCE 

The foremost divergence between Williams and Lefebvre on the hegemonic process
turns on the different levels of emphasis they each place on space and time.While
the former conceived of the antagonistic relationship between dominant, residual,
and emergent cultures in a basically temporal framework,62 the latter moved to
connect the notion of hegemony explicitly to the bourgeoisie’s prevailing spatial
practices,63 asking:

Is it conceivable that the exercise of hegemony might leave space untouched?
Could space be nothing more than the passive locus of social relations, the
milieu in which their combination takes on the body, or the aggregate of
procedures employed in their removal? The answer must be no.64

Perhaps overemphasizing the severity of the transition—Neil Smith has rightly
noted that he “is always suggestive, reaching, pushing his argument farther than
he would later want to go in order to get a point out”65—we find Lefebvre making
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this radical, almost scandalous truth claim:“[T]he dialectic is no longer attached to temporality
. . .To recognize space, to recognize what ‘takes place’ there and what it is used for,
is to resume the dialectic; analysis will reveal the contradictions of space.”66 On
this matter, Kanishka Goonewardena provides us with a fruitful way to proceed in
his insightful reading of The Urban Revolution, wherein he discusses the pivotal,
mediating role played by the specifically “urban” level (M) in the two (conflicting)
socio-spatial trajectories—from “global” (G) to “private” (P) and back again—
that ultimately demarcate the very horizons of hegemonic struggle in Lefebvre’s
oeuvre.67 On the one hand, we bear witness to the uneasy alliance between capital
and the state at level G: a strategic assemblage that attempts to dominate everyday
life at level P by controlling the urban “battlefield” at level M. On the other hand,
we are reminded that in Lefebvre’s “vision of the struggle for socialism,” level P’s
revolutionary capabilities and practices can affect level G “primarily but not
exclusively” through the occupation and defense of level M (hence the provocative
title he gave to his book).68

Regarding the first of these trajectories, Lefebvre provides a series of paradoxical
metaphors to illuminate its underlying dynamic.The most suggestive of these falls
under the rubric of “implosion–explosion,”69 but there are numerous variants
throughout all of his explicitly spatial works.70 Confined to the urban alone, this
formula implies a benign and predominantly descriptive significance, entailing both
a concentration of various phenomena (“people, activities, wealth, goods, objects,
instruments, means, and thought”) as well as their simultaneous dispersion into space
(in the form of “peripheries, suburbs, vacation homes, [and] satellite towns”).71

But taken in conjunction with the motivations of the global, this process unfolds
its patently ideological dimensions, unveiling “neo-capitalism’s” two-pronged strategy
of internal colonization (the invasion of everyday life by “the bureaucratic society of
controlled consumption”),72 and external segregation (the “expulsion of whole groups
towards the spatial, mental, and social peripheries”).73

Like Williams, Lefebvre is quick to emphasize just how much further the forces
of state capitalism have managed to penetrate into the stronghold of the everyday;
but in positing the urban as the central intermediary between them, the latter
highlighted the irreducibly spatial nature of their struggle. Consequently, he gave
the term abstract space to refer to those “lethal” territories that obliterate “the historical
conditions that give rise to [them],” including even their “own (internal) differences,
and any such differences that show signs of developing, in order to impose an
abstract homogeneity.”74 Indeed, he posited as their endgame nothing less than “the
removal of every obstacle in the way of the total elimination of what is different.”75

For Lefebvre, this is the absolute “ground zero” of hegemony, as abstract space
“depends on consensus more than any space before it.”76Through the “reproduction
of the relations of reproduction,”77 it preemptively attempts to quash whatever
differential ruptures might arise in order to secure its rule indefinitely. However,
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by way of an abrupt shift in subject-positions, Lefebvre turns this problem on its
head:

If it is true that [the] reproduction of the relations of production is the result of
a strategy and not of a preexisting system, and that it is an attempt to
constitute this system rather than to ratify it, then it follows that the “real”
cannot be enclosed . . . There can be no reproduction of social relations either
by simple inertia or by tacit renewal.78

Once again, we find his observations in agreement with those of Williams, who
maintains that “[t]he reality of any hegemony, in the extended political and cultural
sense, is that, while by definition it is always dominant, it is never either total or
exclusive.”79

Ascendant social formations—and the abstract spaces they seek to maintain—are
never wholly successful in achieving their ultimately reductive aims; because within
those areas of human activity they inevitably attempt to normalize, there are “other
forces on the boil,”80 and “[t]hese seething forces are still capable of rattling the
lid of the cauldron . . . for differences can never be totally quieted. Though defeated,
they live on, and from time to time they begin fighting ferociously to reassert
themselves and transform themselves through struggle.”81 Indeed, for Lefebvre, the
very concept of “difference” is all but fused to the notion of (counterhegemonic)
“struggle.”As Kofman and Lebas note, “[h]e insists that difference is not based on
particularity, originality, or individualism; it emerges from struggle, conceptual and
lived.”82 Accordingly, in Lefebvre’s own, prescient words, we are told that “[t]he
right to difference implies no elements that do not have to be bitterly fought for.”83

DIFFERENCE AND RECUPERATION; OR, REINTEGRATING THE
TEMPORAL

It needs to be emphasized that Lefebvre’s way of dealing with difference is worlds
apart from the (in)famous articulations of his post-structuralist counterparts.While
many of the latter have tended to conceive of difference as something like a quasi-
transcendental, a priori category that establishes the conditions of possibility for
virtually anything that might contingently emerge, Lefebvre maintains that
difference can never be posited at an ontologically constitutive level. On the contrary,
it is something that emerges dialectically—after the fact—in the struggle between any
number of particularities.

Lefebvre tells us that particularities “are defined by nature and by the relation of
the (social) human being to this nature”;84 they are always already-existing
distinctions that are understood as “given and determinate.”85 Differences, in
contrast, are thought never to be isolated in and of themselves. Emerging from the
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antagonistic articulations between the various particularities within a given totality,
they are purely social and entirely relational. Consider this passage from the third
volume of Lefebve’s Critique:

Particularities confront one another in struggles which run through history,
and are simultaneously struggles between ethnic groups, peoples, and
classes or class fractions. It is in the course of these struggles that differences
are born out of particularities; they emerge.86

It should be understood that Lefebvre here utilizes the word “emerge” in a sense
that is entirely analogous to Williams’s idea of “emergent” formations. He was, in
fact, overstating the case when he claimed that the dialectic had abandoned time in
favor of space, as there is a definite diachronicdimension inherent to the break he poses
between particularities and differences.

Lefebvre is also quick to point out that particularities can suppress differences,
noting that “[t]he victory of a particularism abolishes difference and replaces it with
a return to the natural, the original, affirmed and valorized as such.”87 Moreover,
he claims that “[t]o assert particularities as such under the guise of differences
sanctions racism, sexism, separations and disjunctions.”88 In this context, it needs
to be stressed that dominant formations effectively “function” as veiled
particularities, as they, first, attempt to eliminate even the possibility of difference
by presenting themselves as natural and thus inevitable; and, second, assert
particularities as such under the guise of differences by incorporating the latter into
their homogeneous structure of rule, thus emptying them of whatever differential
“content” they might have possessed in the first place.While we have already seen
precisely how this occurs in Williams’s conceptual schema, it should prove
instructive to see just how close Lefebvre comes to reflect his views in toto.

Stefan Kipfer has rightly dwelled on Lefebvre’s distinction between minimal (or
induced) differences, on the one hand, and maximal (or produced) differences, on the
other.89 The former are strictly analogous to what Williams deems incorporated, or
having been brought under the control of a dominant power, while the latter remain
non-incorporated, as alternative or oppositional practices that have managed to elude its
hegemonic grasp.Viewed synchronically, this is all well and good; however, taken
diachronically, especially in relation to once disruptive but now subdued events like
May 1968, the key question becomes: how are produced-maximal differences effectively
transformed into induced-minimal ones?Lefebvre responds by inflecting his spatial schematic
of hegemony with a more temporally anchored dialectic of difference and
recuperation.

Specifically defining the phenomenon of recuperation, Lefebvre alleges that it is what
occurs when
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an idea or project regarded as irredeemably revolutionary or subversive—that
is to say, on the point of introducing a discontinuity—is normalized,
reintegrated into the existing order, and even revives it. Shaken for a brief
moment, the social relations of production—that is to say, domination—are
reinforced.90

After implicating Marxism, the urban question, and difference in general, Lefebvre
cites as the most exemplary case of recuperation nothing other than the critique of
everyday life itself:

This formula—which, to start off with, was disturbing and subversive, albeit
vague—was then adopted and adapted on all sides, banalized, recuperated by
advertising as well as political parties, and ended up being blunted and
flattened into “quality of life” . . . In lieu of changing life, the image of life was
changed!91

And is this not entirely aligned with what Williams has termed incorporation? In
each case, we are faced with the exact process by which an emergent-oppositional
formation is swallowed up and rendered ineffectual by the hegemonic order. On
this matter, we find Lefebvre and Williams in staunch accord: both theoretically—with
the former claiming that “[d]ifferences are replaced by differential signs, so that
produced differences are supplanted in advance by differences which are induced,”92

and the latter warning that “[e]lements of emergence may indeed be incorporated,
but just as often the incorporated forms are merely facsimiles of the genuinely
emergent cultural practice”93—and empirically, given their mutual focus on changes
to the domain of leisureas a vital incorporative-recuperative gesture on behalf of state-
capitalist hegemony.94

A QUESTION OF ALLIANCES: MOVING BEYOND THE
(MILITANTLY) PARTICULAR

Differences endure or arise on the margins of the homogenized realm, either
in the form of resistances or in the form of externalities . . . Sooner or later,
however, the existing centre and the forces of homogenization must seek to
absorb all such differences, and they will succeed if these retain a defensive
posture and no counterattack is mounted from their side. In the latter event,
centrality and normality will be tested as to the limits of their power to
integrate, to recuperate, or to destroy what has transgressed.95

How, then, to conceive of—and properly actualize—the “counterattack” alluded to
above? For his part, Lefebvre was relentless in asserting the need for a “total project”
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that “expressly proposes a radically different way of living.”96This inevitably entailed
“a critique of politics in general, of politics and parties in particular, of the existing
state and every state.”97 It meant the (critical) affirmation of “self management,” and
it strived to establish both “the right to the city” and the “right to difference” on
an unprecedented scale.As for Williams, he too believed in “the distinctive principle
of maximum self management.”98 He put his faith in a “socialist democracy . . . built from
direct social relations,” wherein power would be located “in the base” and “at the
grassroots.”99

What both thinkers have in mind here, then, goes against the grain not only 
of state capitalism in all of its reactionary variations, but also of two entirely separate
strands of the so-called leftist alternative: namely, a heavily bureaucratized,
“technocratic socialism” as exemplified by Mitterand’s France; and those social and
theoretical formations that would refute any conception of totality, choosing instead
to focus on the fragments at the margins alone. In the first instance, they strongly
object to state socialism’s uncritical acceptance of the ideology of “development”
and “growth.”100 In trying to outplay capitalism at its own game, it is seen to have
displayed “a monstrous lack of vitality, imagination, or social creativity.”101 As for
the second case, Lefebvre’s critique is sympathetic but incisive, as he observes how
the “anti-totalizing” strategy on which they inevitably rely brings about

a lot of pin-prick operations that are separated from each other in time and
space. It neglects the centres and centrality; it neglects the global . . . So long
as the centres and centrality remain stable or reconstitute themselves, the pin-
prick operations can be beaten off one by one.102

Of course, Lefebvre is deeply concerned with “those groups which central power
has rejected and thrown back into the mental, social, and spatial peripheries,”103

considering their struggles to be “of the greatest possible interest.”104 But his
intervention here is to ensure that they do not retreat upon their own particularities
in the midst of their concrete efforts at fighting back.

On this point, we find Lefebvre approximating Williams’s critique of “militant
particularism”: a phenomenon that occurs when “[i]deals forged out of the
affirmative experience of solidarities in one place get generalized and universalized
as a working model for a new form of society that will benefit all of humanity.”105

The problem here arises when—due to level G’s successful strategies of division and
expulsion—marginalized groups are forced to develop their own utopian visions
in isolation from all the others. Under these circumstances, when such formations
are able to come together, it is usually in order to establish temporarily and
instrumentally “an alliance of negatives, the priority being to unite against an
immediate evil rather than concentrating upon the development of a truly popular
programme with mass support from below.”106 This is a recipe doomed to failure;
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because, as Williams rightly warns us, “you can’t make much of an alliance out of
negatives; the only real basis of alliances is agreement on positive proposals for
transcending the negatives.”107

Here, we return to the question of the conjuncture. “Apart from one or two
exceptional moments,” claims Lefebvre, “it is a question neither of a working ‘class’
as a structure nor of a predetermined historical bloc, but a question of alliances.”108Thus,
he would insist on the importance of “[a] strategy which would join up the
peripheral elements with elements from the disturbed centres” in a “kind of global
project” that “can only be linked to a diversified,qualitative ensemble of movements,
demands and actions.”109 Out from the multitude of anti-hegemonic struggles, what
is required is a perspective that, while respecting the right to difference of those
particular interests articulated within, could properly bring them together in the form
of a counterhegemony that could effectively challenge and overcome the power of state
capitalism by removing it from its privileged position at the center indefinitely.110

As for the specifics of such a strategy, it would be wrong to offer anything more
than an orientation:“a direction that may be conceived, and a directly lived movement
progressing towards the horizon.”111 But I would like to conclude with at least one
powerful suggestion. Recall, for a moment, the Janus-faced tactic described at length
regarding Lefebvre’s level G: with one side working to reduce and recuperate, the
other aiming to divide and marginalize.With this in mind, Lefebvre once claimed
that “[t]he answer to separation and dispersion is unification, just as the answer to
forced homogenization is the discernment of differences and their practical
realization.”112 Through these patently dialectical reversals, he rightly emphasized
the futility in applying a logic of “either–or” to the question of unity and difference
on the part the counterhegemonic subject-in-becoming.

Which brings us right back to where we began: to the fracture delineated by
Eagleton regarding the left’s dissolution into two separate camps. Indeed, given the
fact that it has become nothing more than “an aggregate of divergent attitudes
beneath the appearance of unity, or of convergent attitudes beneath an appearance
of diversity,”113 is it not due time to leave such inadequate appearances behind and
become, at one and the same time, an actually existing unity-in-difference? Should the
contemporary left—like neo-capitalism itself—not make the most of its con-
tradictions? The impassioned and articulate writings of Lefebvre and Williams would
seem to suggest that, contrary to the prevailing Zeitgeist, there is still much we can
learn from the dialectic after all.
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14
HENRI LEFEBVRE’S CRITIQUE OF

STATE PRODUCTIVISM1

Neil Brenner

INTRODUCTION

The mid-1970s was a remarkable phase of Henri Lefebvre’s intellectual and political
career. Having published La production de l’espace in 1974,2 he embarked upon an
ambitious project on the theory and historical geography of the modern state on a
world scale.The result of this inquiry, which appeared in France between 1976 and
1978, was a sprawling, four-volume treatise entitled De l’État.3 In significant part
because it has never been translated into English,De l’État has been largely ignored
in the rediscovery of Lefebvre’s work on urbanism and capitalist spatiality during
the last decade within Anglo-American geography.Yet De l’État arguably represents
an essential pillar within the corpus of Lefebvre’s mature writings on sociospatial
theory.

As in previous decades, Lefebvre developed many of his seminal ideas of the
1970s in conjunction with his involvement in political struggles and debates within
the French Left.The interaction of Lefebvre’s theoretical and political projects is
particularly apparent in his writings on state theory of the late 1970s, in which issues
of conceptualization, interpretation, strategy, and praxis are explored in an
exceptionally immediate relation to one another.Although Lefebvre had previously
published scholarly commentaries on the political sociology of Marx and Lenin,4

De l’État represented, simultaneously, the culmination of his own theoretical
reflections on the modern state, an important extension and concretization of his
writings on the production of space, and, perhaps most importantly, an impassioned



call to arms in the name of an anti-Stalinist and anti-social-democratic form of
radical-democratic political praxis. Indeed, in De l’État and his other writings on the
state of the 1970s, Lefebvre developed theoretical foundations for a number of
political projects that he had begun to elaborate in his earlier writings, including
radical political decentralization, grassroots democratic governance, and the
transformation of everyday life. Lefebvre’s writings on the state during this period
can thus be read as an expression of his sustained efforts to clarify both theoretically
and practically the possibility for transformative political praxis under the highly
fluid global, European, national, and local conditions of that tumultuous decade.

Particularly in light of the lively interest in Lefebvre’s work among Anglo-
American geographers, the aforementioned reasons would probably suffice to justify
a contemporary reengagement with Lefebvre’s state-theoretical and political writings
of this period. However, there is an additional, and more immediate, justification
for such an exercise: it can be argued that a number of Lefebvre’s central
preoccupations of the 1970s—in particular, his conception of radical democracy
as a process of autogestion; and his concern to develop a left-radical critique of the
capitalist state—remain essential to the work of critical social theorists in the
contemporary conjuncture of neoliberal globalization.

MARXISM EXPLODED: LEFEBVRE, 1968, AND THE FRENCH LEFT

As Stefan Kipfer has argued, Lefebvre’s politics were forged under the influence of
four key experiences:

(1) the critique of Stalinism in France and Eastern Europe before and after his
expulsion from the PCF [French Communist Party] at the end of the 1950s; (2)
a critical engagement with Situationist avant-gardism in the 1950s and 1960s;
(3) a brief flirtation with the alternative Communism of Yugoslavia and China;
and (4) his contribution to New Left politics in France both before and after
1968.5

This fourth layering of Lefebvre’s political identity was articulated most powerfully
and systematically during the 1970s as his relation to politics shifted—in the words
of his biographer Remi Hess—“from [an embrace of] grassroots militantism to a
critique of the state.”6

The post-1968 period witnessed a number of dramatic transformations within
the French Left that significantly conditioned Lefebvre’s outlook. He would
subsequently describe these transformations as an “explosion” (éclatement) of
Marxism in which the dogmatic unity of Marxian theory associated with Stalinism
was splintered into a multitude of strands and currents.7Although, as Lefebvre noted,
this explosion of Marxism had begun as early as the late nineteenth century in the

232 neil brenner



bitter debates between Marx, Ferdinand Lassalle, and Mikhael Bakunin, it continued
well into the late twentieth century.8 In the post-1968 period, the explosion of
Marxism occurred in sites scattered throughout the world, from Prague, Belgrade,
London, Chicago, and Berkeley to Mexico City, Calcutta, and Beijing, but Paris was
arguably one of its most vibrant global flashpoints. Here, as Sunil Khilnani remarks,
“[t]he ‘long decade’ between the revolutionary efflorescence of May 1968 and the
Socialist Party’s election to government in 1981 produced the most dramatic and
decisive realignment in the political affiliations of French intellectuals that has
occurred in recent times.”9 Since many of Lefebvre’s state-theoretical and political
writings of the 1970s can be viewed as attempts to decipher these realignments, it
is worth reviewing some of their main contours here.

The SFIO (Section Française de l’Internationale Ouvrière), which had been the
major political organ of the non-communist Left in France since 1920, had entered
a process of terminal decline by the early 1960s and was dissolved following the
defeat of the traditional left parties in the 1968/9 national elections. Soon thereafter,
the PCF emerged from the political ghetto to which it had been consigned since
the outbreak of the Cold War: following the example of the Italian Communist Party
(PCI), it embraced the project of Eurocommunism by abandoning its commitment
to a dictatorship of the proletariat and its rigid support for the Soviet model. Major
segments of the non-communist Left were reconstituted under Mitterrand’s
leadership at the Epinay Congress of 1971 to form a revived Socialist Party (PS).
Although some segments of the post-1968 New Left subsequently affiliated with
the PS, other gauchiste thinkers such as Lefebvre,André Gorz, and Cornelius Castoriadis
continued to seek an alternative, radically democratic socialism that circumvented
the rigidified orthodoxies of the PCF as well as the feeble reformism of the social-
democratic model.10

In July 1972, the newly formed PS, the PCF, and the Left-Radicals forged a political
alliance under the “Common Program of Government” (Programme commun du
gouvernement) in which they committed themselves to a somewhat inchoate mixture
of communist/socialist/gauchistepolitical goals (demand-led growth, nationalization
of major industrial sectors, increased corporate taxation, extension of social
protection and civil liberties) and traditional liberal ideology (acceptance of political
pluralism, multiple political parties, and the parliamentary system of the Fifth
Republic). During the ensuing decade, as the electoral base of the PCF dwindled
under Georges Marchais’s foundering chairmanship, Mitterrand’s pragmatic, power-
hungry PS acquired an unprecedented political influence as it strategized to expand
its constituency by appealing to the anti-communist Left.Although the unified Left
lost the parliamentary elections of March 1978, the socialists obtained more votes
than the PCF for the first time since 1936. Indeed, in contrast to the “popular front”
of the 1930s, which had benefited the communists, the “popular front” of the 1970s
was a major boon to the PS and “signaled the beginning of the end for French
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communism.”11 Through its embrace of the Programme commun, the PS managed to
gain credibility as a left-wing reformist party.As of the late 1970s, the PS surpassed
all other parties of the Left in strategic political importance, paving the way for its
landslide electoral triumph in 1981. The PCF, meanwhile, refused to accept its
increasingly subordinate role as a mere junior partner within the unified left alliance
and withdrew from the Programme commun following the March 1978 elections.
Throughout the subsequent decade, the PCF retreated from its earlier Euro-
communist stance but its electoral base continued to decline.

In the midst of these unpredictable shifting political tides, autogestion—an idea
“whose vagueness was its strength”12—became a central topic of political debate
and ideological struggle throughout the French Left. Literally,autogestion means “self-
management,” but its specific connotation in the French context of the 1960s and
1970s may be captured more accurately as “workers’ control.” The project of
autogestion can be traced to the anti-statist socialist movements of the nineteenth
century; it was subsequently debated among contributors to Castoriadis’s journal
Socialisme ou Barbarie in the 1950s and again in the 1960s in discussions within the
French Left of the Yugoslav system of industrial democracy and the Algerian
independence movement. During the events of May 1968, autogestion became a
popular rallying cry for the non-communist and anarchist Left, including Lefebvre
himself, who discussed it enthusiastically in a number of texts and interviews during
this period and afterwards.13

As of the early 1970s, the concept of autogestion was reappropriated by a range of
left-wing intellectuals, organizations, and movements to characterize very different,
and often fundamentally opposed, political projects within universities, factories,
trade unions, localities, and municipal and regional administrations.14 The main
non-communist trade union federation CFDT (Confédération Française Démo-
cratique du Travail), guided by the editor and philosopher Pierre Rosanvallon,
promoted autogestion as a means to enhance workers’ control at the site of produc-
tion.15 The dissident socialist Michel Rocard and the CFDT trade unionist Edmond
Maire advocated autogestion as a form of radical democratic political mobilization
to counteract the hierarchical, state-centered orientations of both the PCF and the
PS. Meanwhile, various urbanistic and regionalist strands of the autogestion
discussion emerged which advocated a radical decentralization of political power,
enhanced local control over basic economic and administrative tasks and an abolition
of the divide between governors and governed. At its founding congress, the PS
likewise embraced the slogan of autogestion, albeit primarily on opportunistic
grounds as a means to gain trade union support, to maintain its alliance with the
PCF and to recruit soixante-huitards.16 Finally, despite its entrenched étatiste tendencies,
even the PCF tentatively adopted a politics of autogestion in conjunction with its
experiments with Eurocommunist ideology, particularly between 1975 and 1978.
In short, as Lefebvre quipped in The Survival of Capitalism, autogestion was the ideological
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focal point for “a great outburst of confusion.”17 By the mid-1970s, the concept of
autogestionhad come to operate as a strikingly vague, internally contradictory semantic
placeholder, an “infinitely plastic idea” which encompassed, at one and the same
time, anti-statist and statist political projects, anti-productivist and productivist
visions of modernization, and radical-grassroots and traditional liberal forms of
political participation.18

Nowhere in his writings of this period does Lefebvre explicitly invoke the
Programme commun or its abrupt dissolution in 1978, and he only fleetingly alludes
to the PCF’s confused appropriation of a politics of autogestion just prior to the Twenty-
third Congress. None the less, several of Lefebvre’s key political writings of the 1970s
allude to the changing ideological landscape of the French Left, in particular to the
evolving positions of the PCF and the PS, in relation to one another, in relation to
French civil society, and in relation to the state apparatus itself.19 As Lefebvre notes,
the political conjuncture of the late 1970s was strongly reminiscent of the 1930s
in France. In both cases, an organizationally fragmented and ideologically divided
Left was struggling to articulate and defend a common ground of political positions
against its opponents in the midst of a systemic capitalist crisis; and in both cases,
the communist and non-communist factions of the socialist Left were engaged in
frenzied internal debates as they attempted to clarify their ideological positions,
political commitments, and practical strategies in response to that crisis. It was a
moment in which established political choreographies were being unsettled as an
atmosphere of heightened uncertainty—but also of possibility—swept across the
European Left.

While insisting upon the superiority of a critique “from the left,” Lefebvre
distances himself from both “the so-called Socialist Party” and the “so-called
Communist Party.”20 In his fascinating 1979 intervention, “Comments on a New
State Form” (hereafter “CNSF”), Lefebvre quickly dispenses with the political
positions of the PCF, confining himself to the observation that it had yet to break
sufficiently with its Stalinist legacy and that its approach to political strategy in 
the Fifth Republic was “dangerously empirical” due to a consistent failure to ask the
question, “What kind of state do we want?”21 Elsewhere Lefebvre argued that the
PCF and other “worshippers of the total state economy” were “just playing with
words” in their adoption of the slogan of autogestion in the 1970s.22 In CNSF, Lefebvre
devotes a more extensive commentary to the evolving agendas of the PS, particularly
to the work of the social-democratic economist and theoretician Jacques Attali,
whose widely discussed book La nouvelle économie française had appeared the previous
year.23 Against the traditional communist position, Lefebvre rejects the instru-
mentalist interpretation of social democracy as the “principal social support of
capital,” emphasizing instead the ideological heterogeneity of the Parti Socialiste
in contrast to the social-democratic parties of Germany and Northern Europe.
Despite their tendency to sprinkle their texts with certain Marxian-inspired
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categories, social-democratic theoreticians such as Attali ultimately conceived the
state in traditional liberal-pluralist terms, as a neutral institutional framework for
the articulation of societal interests. Lefebvre scornfully dismisses this view as a
“peevish negation of politics.”24

Albeit in qualitatively different ways, both the PCF and the PS had proposed to
strengthen civil society through a decentralization of political power. Lefebvre had
likewise endorsed such an agenda in his earlier writings on cities and on territorial
autogestion, but here he expresses extreme skepticism about its viability in the absence
of a systematic critique of the state. Alluding to de Gaulle’s cynical use of political
decentralization as a weapon of central state steering, Lefebvre suggests that this
project has all too frequently amounted to no more than a “simulacrum” of
democratization in which administrative problems and fiscal burdens are merely
reshuffled without qualitatively modifying the balance of power. More generally,
Lefebvre argues that society-centered projects of political transformation have, since
Hegel, been tightly intertwined with a de facto enhancement of state control. Hence,
Lefebvre maintains, any viable approach to the democratization of civil society must
be linked to a sustained critique—and radical democratization—of the modern state
form itself.

LEFT PRODUCTIVISM: SOCIAL DEMOCRACY AND THE STATE
MODE OF PRODUCTION

Here Lefebvre arrives at one of his core politico-theoretical arguments of the 1970s:
the real historical significance and political danger both of Stalinism and of social
democracy consists in their role in facilitating the consolidation of a “new state
form” (une nouvelle forme étatique), a hyperproductivist politico-institutional ensemble
to which he refers as the state mode of production (SMP). Clearly, Lefebvre
considered the ideological nuances within the French Left to be of paramount
strategic and political importance, but he developed his analysis at a higher level of
abstraction in order to interrogate theoretically the very institutional field within
which the sociopolitical forces of the Left were situating themselves.The dispersed
threads of Lefebvre’s analysis of the French Left thus converge around the politico-
theoretical problem of the SMP.

For Lefebvre, the structural essence of the SMP is the state’s increasingly direct
role in the promotion and management of capitalist industrial growth.The concept
of the SMP is intended primarily as a means to describe what might be termed state
productivism:“A qualitative transformation occurs from the moment in which the State
takes charge of growth . . . from this moment forward economic failures are
attributed to the State.”25 In volumes three and four of De l’État, Lefebvre examines
the dynamics, geohistory, and consequences of state productivism at some length,
with reference both to the Stalinist state apparatuses of the East and to the
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neocapitalist state apparatuses of Western Europe and North America. In CNSF,
Lefebvre focuses more closely upon the role of social-democratic political regimes
in the reconstitution of the SMP in Western Europe during the 1970s.According to
him, the social-democratic model of the state is but one specific politico-institutional
form in which the SMP has been articulated historically.

Lefebvre interprets the social-democratic form of the SMP as the long-term
historical outcome of the Lassallian political project that had been promoted by
reformist social-democratic parties during the early twentieth century. Since this
period, when social-democratic parties first gained access to the national parlia-
mentary systems of Western European bourgeois democracies, social-democratic
control over the machinery of state power has been deployed consistently, if
unevenly, as a means to redistribute the social surplus to the working class on a
national scale.This social-democratic politics of national redistribution, Lefebvre
suggests, has in turn masked a profound transformation of state/economy relations,
in which the state has become imbricated in ever more complex ways in producing,
maintaining, and reproducing the basic socio-institutional and territorial pre-
conditions for capital accumulation. The conception of social democracy as a
deradicalizing form of collaboration with the capitalist class enemy dates to Marx’s
1875 Critique of the Gotha Program (a text which Lefebvre frequently cites) and to the
subsequent debates between Lenin, Karl Kautsky, Eduard Bernstein, and Rosa
Luxemburg within the Second International.26 However, Lefebvre’s central concern
over a half-century later is to assess the politico-institutional consequences of this
strategy of social-democratic redistribution and aggressive state productivism.
From his vantage point in the late 1970s, the key issue is less the role of social
democracy as a reformist political strategy than its long-term structural impacts
upon the nature of state power and everyday life within neocapitalism. Lefebvre
maintains, in short, that the social-democratic strategies that were deployed during
the first half of the twentieth century have now been inscribed directly onto the very
structure and logic of the capitalist state. State productivism appears to reign
supreme, independently of fluctuations of political regime or ruling coalition,
within the bureaucratic society of controlled consumption of the late twentieth
century.Throughout Western Europe, Lefebvre argues, the social-democratic class
compromise has served as a key political anchor for the consolidation of state
productivism. One of Lefebvre’s specific politico-theoretical concerns of the 1970s
was to articulate an uncompromising critique of the French Left for its failure
critically to interrogate its own role in the creation of this social-democratic
crystallization of the SMP.

Lefebvre considers this task particularly urgent because, in his view, the SMP was
being reconfigured in a number of disturbing ways during the 1970s. In De l’État, he
examines the role of the SMP in the production of the socio-territorial infrastructures
for successive historical regimes of capital accumulation. In Lefebvre’s framework,
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state institutions play an essential role in the production, regulation, and repro-
duction of a vast range of capitalist spaces—from factories, industrial farms, housing
estates, commercial zones, suburban enclaves, and large-scale urban ensembles to
roads, canals, tunnels, port facilities, bridges, railway networks, highway grids,
airports and air transport corridors, public utilities systems, and diverse techno-
institutional infrastructures for communication and surveillance. According to
Lefebvre, the state’s unparalleled capacities to channel large-scale, long-term
investments into the built environment for industrial production, collective con-
sumption, commodity circulation, transportation, and communication—coupled
with its sovereign legal power to plan and regulate the social uses of such invest-
ments—give it a privileged institutional position in the production of capitalist
spatiality.As he notes, “Only the state can take on the task of managing space ‘on a
grand scale.’”27

In CNSF, Lefebvre extends this analysis by focusing upon three emergent realms
in which the SMP is attempting to protect and promote capitalist growth: the
regulation of energy; the control of computers and information technology; and the
mediation of national and worldwide market relations.28 In each of these spheres,
Lefebvre argues, state institutions have been extending their power over everyday
life, at a range of spatial scales, causing civil society in turn to be threatened with
obliteration.

Lefebvre’s remarks on each of the aforementioned aspects of the modern state
are abbreviated but suggestive. For instance, he suggests that the real danger of
nuclear power lies less in its environmental impacts than in its role in further
insulating the techno-infrastructures of the modern state from democratic
deliberations. Lefebvre’s apparent anxiety, at the moment when the French formation
of Fordism was being systematically dismantled, that the power of the modern state
was being still further entrenched may appear rather unfounded in the contem-
porary period of global neoliberalism, in which major utilities infrastructures are
being privatized and in which information technology is more frequently equated
with an erosion of state regulatory capacities than with their oppressive extension.29

Lefebvre’s more general point, however, is less to engage in speculative futurology
than to emphasize the profoundly political implications of these apparently
technocratic developments within diverse fields of state power. In this sense,
Lefebvre’s remarks bear direct comparison to the critique of instrumental rationality
and technology developed by the early Jürgen Habermas and other writers in the
Frankfurt School.

Lefebvre’s analysis of the role of the SMP in mediating national/global
interactions remains particularly salient in the contemporary period insofar as it
questions both left-wing and right-wing forms of “global babble.” Lefebvre rejects
instrumentalist understandings of the state, such as that embraced by the Red
Brigades in Italy, as a direct tool of manipulation by multinational corporations.At
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the same time, he dismisses state-decline arguments and conceptualizes the national
state as the major institutional framework in and through which the contemporary
round of globalization is being fought out. Much like Nicos Poulantzas—whose
final book State, Power, Socialism was published during the previous year (1978)—
Lefebvre insists that the state is a contested institutional arena in which diverse
sociopolitical forces struggle for control over everyday sociopolitical relations.
Consequently, Lefebvre argues, the relation of national states to multinational capital
is never predetermined but is the object and expression of nearly continual
sociopolitical contestation, conflict, and struggle. If the risk persists that the state
might be subordinated to the demands of global corporations, so too, according
to Lefebvre, does the possibility of a state controlled by an anti-imperialist, popular-
democratic coalition oriented toward radically anti-productivist goals.

AUTOGESTION, RADICAL DEMOCRACY, AND THE CRITIQUE OF
THE STATE

These considerations enable Lefebvre to articulate two central political conclusions.
First, he argues that a critique of the modern state form is a crucial prerequisite for
any viable radical-democratic political project:

Such is the danger that menaces the modern world and against which it is
necessary to struggle at all costs. There is no “good State”; today there is no
State which can avoid moving towards this logical outcome: the state mode of
production; that’s why the only criterion of democracy is the prevention of
such an outcome.30

Lefebvre’s claim is not that a critique of the SMP could or should somehow replace
the Marxian project of a critique of political economy. Rather, he is suggesting that,
in an era of entrenched state productivism, the former project has today become a
particularly essential component within any viable critique of capitalism. According
to Lefebvre, therefore, there is today a direct contradiction between state pro-
ductivism—which is increasingly premised upon what Poulantzas termed
“authoritarian statism”31—and the existence of substantive forms of democracy and
democratic participation. Second, Lefebvre advocates a generalized project of
autogestion through which all social institutions—including those of capital, the
modern state, political parties, urban and regional administration, and everyday
life—would be systematically democratized. As noted previously, Lefebvre
recognized the degree to which autogestion had become a “hollow slogan” within the
French Left as it was appropriated by pseudo-radical political organizations that 
were committed substantively neither to democratization nor to democratic
socialism.32 Nonetheless, Lefebvre insists that autogestion is the “one path and the one
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practice” through which the SMP—in both its Stalinist and its social-democratic
forms—might be opposed and transcended.33

Particularly in light of his critique of the mainstream left-wing political parties
within France, this is a provocative assertion. For Lefebvre,autogestion is not only a
project of democratic governance but a conflictual process through which partici-
pants continually engage in self-criticism, debate, deliberation, and struggle; it is
not a fixed condition but a process of intense political engagement and “revolu-
tionary spontaneity”34 that must “continually be enacted” (se gagne perpétuellement).35

Lefebvre therefore distances himself from the various meanings that were linked
to projects of autogestion within France,Yugoslavia, and elsewhere:autogestion, Lefebvre
insists, is not a magic formula, a system, a model, or a panacea; it is not a purely
technical or rational operation; it will not solve all the workers’ problems; it
encounters countless obstacles and threats; and it is in constant danger of
degenerating or being assimilated into considerably less radical projects of “co-
management” (co-gestion). In this manner, Lefebvre promotes autogestion less as a fully
formed post-capitalist institutional framework than as a political orientation through
which various sectors of social life—from factories, universities, and political
associations to territorial units such as cities and regions—might be subjected to
new forms of decentralized, democratic political control through the very social
actors who are most immediately attached to them.

The roots of Lefebvre’s approach to autogestion during the 1970s lie in his lifelong
concern to elaborate a critically revised Marxian approach to the philosophy of praxis
in the context of twentieth-century industrial capitalism.36 Lefebvre had articulated
the foundations for this project in his writings on the critique of everyday life, in
his detailed historical analysis of the Paris Commune of 1871, in his interpretation
of the French student revolts of 1968, as well as in his various critical commentaries
on Marxian theory.37His remarks on autogestion in the 1970s illuminate the ways in
which this philosophy of praxis may be extended to include a critique of the modern
capitalist state: autogestion, in this sense, is a form of grassroots political practice that
“is born spontaneously out of the void in social life that is created by the state.”38

To the extent that the apparatuses of the SMP are redefined into mechanisms of
grassroots democratic political practice, Lefebvre argues, the state is “withering away
in the Marxist sense.”39 The issue here, however, is less the erosion of state power
as such than the possibility of its qualitative transformation into a non-produc-
tivistic, decentralized, and participatory institutional framework that not only
permits social struggles and contradictions, but actively provokes them.40 The
political utopia envisioned by Lefebvre is one in which the state would serve not as
an instrument for capital accumulation, bureaucratic domination and everyday
violence but rather as an arena for—as he puts it at the end of De l’État—“spatial
(territorial) autogestion, direct democracy and direct democratic control [and the]
affirmation of the differences produced in the course of and through this struggle.”41
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Unfortunately, Lefebvre provides few clues about how such a project might be
pursued under contemporary conditions, and he left to others the complex task of
translating this vision autogestionnaire into viable, sustainable social institutions and
practices.42 Apparently, Lefebvre’s concern in his major discussions of autogestion was
to suggest that the concept can and should be reappropriated from the social-
democratic and communist Left in the name of an alternative socialist project
grounded upon anti-productivism and radical grassroots democracy. In this general
sense, Lefebvre’s remarks on autogestion can be read as a spirited defense of utopian
thinking during a period in which, as Habermas would argue a few years later, the
utopian energies associated with classical Marxism appeared to have been
“exhausted.”43

However, as Kipfer has noted, Lefebvre’s political utopianism was profoundly
dialectical, grounded upon the method of “transduction” which “entails detecting
and transforming the possible within the real, the symbolic forms and fragments
of an alternative future within everyday life.”44 Lefebvre’s interest in the diverse
experiments in autogestion that were percolating throughout French society during
the post-1968 period—in factories, schools, universities, trade unions, cities,
regions, and so forth—stemmed from his conviction that they represented the
elements of a “social pedagogy”45 within everyday life that pointed beyond the
extant and towards alternative futures grounded upon more progressive, democratic,
and egalitarian ways of organizing social space and time: “In political thought and
political theory, the category (or concept) of the ‘real’ should not be permitted to
obscure that of the possible. Rather, it is the possible that should serve as the
theoretical instrument for exploring the real.”46 To proceed otherwise, Lefebvre
believed, would be to engage in a fetishism of the present that perpetuates the
unquestioned power of capital and the state to foreclose political possibilities and
to dominate everyday life.47

BEYOND FORDIST MARXISM? LEFEBVRE IN THE AGE OF 
NEOLIBERALISM

The Eurocommunist movements of the mid-1970s in France, Italy, and Spain may
be viewed as the high point of a distinctively Fordist form of Western Marxism that
prevailed throughout much of the postwar period. In Western Europe and North
America, the main reference point for this Fordist crystallization of Marxist theory
and practice was the framework of political-economic organization that was
consolidated between the early 1950s and the early 1970s: the critique of capitalism
was articulated, under these conditions, as a critique of the Fordist regime of
accumulation, the bureaucratic apparatuses of the Keynesian welfare national state,
and the entrenched patterns of everyday power, class domination, and popular
alienation with which those institutional forms were intertwined.48
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Like many of the major critical theorists of the postwar period, Lefebvre’s most
important works were tightly embedded within the theoretical grammar of Fordist
Marxism.Whereas Lefebvre’s initial analyses of the bureaucratic society of controlled
consumption were explicitly focused upon the political-economic order of the
1950s and 1960s, even his later studies of neocapitalism implied that the
restructuring processes of the 1970s represented an entrenchment of the postwar
capitalist order rather than its destabilization. In his mature works, Lefebvre
occasionally mentions the politics of neoliberalism, but in so doing he is more
frequently referring to a specific ideological strand within the French Right than
to the worldwide capitalist class offensive that has underpinned the successive waves
of state retrenchment and economic restructuring of the post-1970s period.
Although De l’État was published while the institutional foundations of French “state
Fordism” were being dismantled, Lefebvre does not attempt in these works to
examine the global economic crises of the 1970s or their ramifications for the forms,
functions, and territorial organization of the modern state.

These contextual limitations of Lefebvre’s theoretical framework have not been
acknowledged by many of his commentators and arguably deserve to be examined
much more closely. None the less, a recognition of the contextual boundedness of
Lefebvre’s theoretical framework also points toward a number of potentially fruitful
questions about its possible applications and redeployments under the after-Fordist
conditions of the present day.49 What, we might ask, would a Lefebvre-inspired
interpretation of the current round of global sociospatial restructuring entail? In
what ways might Lefebvre’s political writings help illuminate the strategic dilemmas
of the radical-democratic Left under conditions of global neoliberal domination and
authoritarian statism? In the present context, I consider four possible ways in which
the specific arguments developed by Lefebvre in his state-theoretical and political
writings of the 1970s remain relevant to the concerns of left-radical scholars and
activists.

Neoliberalism as a new form of the SMP

Lefebvre’s analysis of the SMP can be fruitfully redeployed to decipher the neoliberal
forms of state restructuring that have been unfolding on a world scale throughout
the last two decades.As we have seen, Lefebvre interprets the social-democratic form
of the SMP as the outgrowth of a historical class compromise that was consolidated
during the mid-twentieth century and grounded upon a complex combination of
aggressive state productivism and a class-based politics of redistribution and
decommodification.The post-1970s round of state restructuring can be understood
as an assault upon the state’s redistributive functions coupled with an intensification
of the productivist, commodifying aspects of the SMP—its role in promoting,
financing, and managing capitalist growth. Indeed, as contemporary analyses of
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“competition states”50 imply, we may currently be witnessing the emergence of a
historically new form of the SMP in which the state’s function as an agent for the
commodification of its territory—at once on national, regional, and urban scales—
has acquired an unprecedented supremacy over other regulatory operations within
the state’s institutional architecture. Although this productivistic function of state
power was already evident within the social-democratic form of the SMP, the newly
emergent, neoliberal form of the SMP appears to signal: an intensified role for the
state in “developing the productive powers of territory and in producing new spatial
configurations”;51 an increasing dissociation of state productivism both from
mechanisms of social redistribution and from historically attained relays of
democratic accountability;52 and a deepening of uneven geographical development
within and between national territories as states target specific cities, regions, or
technopoles as globally competitive development areas to the detriment of others.53

From this point of view, currently emergent patterns of authoritarian statism entail
a significant enhancement of the state’s role in mobilizing space as a productive
force, coupled with a major recalibration of the social power relations that are
mediated in and through the state apparatus. In an era when public discourse on the
state is dominated by the neoliberal utopia of free, deregulated markets, powerless
states, hypermobile capital, and unlimited exploitation, Lefebvre’s theory of the SMP
provides a powerful analytical lens through which the evolving political, institu-
tional, and geographical dimensions of actually existing state productivism can be
critically decoded.

Beyond left productivism

The social-democratic form of the SMP was grounded upon the assumption that
redistributive goals could be attained within the parameters of a political system
that was structurally dependent upon capital for its own reproduction. However,
as the current period of worldwide capitalist restructuring has brutally illustrated,
this assumption was deeply problematic insofar as it was premised upon historically
and geographically contingent socio-institutional conditions and power relations
that appear now to have been largely superseded through the destructive forward
movement of capital.Whereas many traditional left-wing political parties struggled
throughout the 1970s and into the 1980s to defend the redistributive arrangements
associated with the Fordist–Keynesian settlement, much of the centrist or main-
stream Left today appears to have embraced some version of the so-called Third Way,
whose economic policy repertoire is almost indistinguishable from that of the
neoliberal Right. Under these conditions, Lefebvre’s analysis of the SMP provides a
timely warning against the tendency—which is quite rampant even within contem-
porary left-wing political discourse—to narrow the field of political discussion to
the issue of how to promote capitalist growth and thus to vacate the problematic of
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criticizing the logic of capitalism itself as an objectified form of abstract domination.
Clearly, the politico-institutional frameworks within which capitalist growth occurs
have massive ramifications for everyday life and must remain a key focus of any
progressive, egalitarian, and democratic politics. None the less, from a radical-
democratic socialist perspective, it would be fatal to accept the capitalist form of
development as an unquestioned feature of contemporary social existence. In an era
in which putatively left-wing parties across Europe and North America have become
agents, enforcers, and apologists for various kinds of soft neoliberalism, Lefebvre’s
dissident critique of the French Left over two decades ago provides a welcome
reminder of one essential ingredient within any radically democratic socialist
politics: the ruthless critique of the capitalist growth dynamic in the name of
alternative frameworks for the production of everyday life.

Radical democracy and the critique of the state

Whereas the project of a critique of the state was a central agenda of left-wing,
socialist, and radical theory throughout the 1970s, this project today appears to have
been monopolized by the neoliberal and neoconservative Right. In a paper originally
published in 1979, shortly after the completion of Lefebvre’s De l’État, Claus Offe
noted the apparent convergence between leftist and neoconservative accounts of the
crisis of the Keynesian welfare state.54 At that time, the critique of the state was one
of the major ideological battlegrounds on which the politics of capitalist restruc-
turing were being fought out in Western Europe.Today, over two decades later, the
right-wing critique of the state in the name of efficiency, lean-management, fiscal
discipline, market rationality, and the putative rights of capital has become the
dominant political response to the most recent round of capitalist globalization.
Meanwhile, the left-wing critique of the state seems to have all but disappeared as
progressives struggle to salvage the vestiges of the Keynesian settlement and to
manage the polarizing socioeconomic effects of neoliberal policies. Such struggles
no doubt remain significant, even essential. However, as Lefebvre’s analysis indicates,
they need not be premised upon a wholesale retreat from the project of a critique
of the state. Indeed, as we observe state institutions becoming leaner, meaner, and
increasingly undemocratic in their quest to promote territorial competitiveness, a
critique of the state must surely remain central to any radically democratic politics.
Although Lefebvre’s conceptualization of autogestion is multifaceted, one of its core
components is the affirmation of grassroots democracy as an ongoing project at all
geographical scales and within all sectors of social and political life—including,
crucially, within state institutions themselves. During the last three decades,
neoliberal regimes have undermined mechanisms of democratic accountability that
were won during many centuries of popular struggle. Currently, this US-dominated
“new constitutionalism” of corporate capitalist power, fiscal austerity, heightened
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social polarization, and financial speculation is being extended onto a global scale
through the initiatives of autocratic institutions such as the IMF, the World Bank, the
WTO, the OECD, and the World Economic Forum.55These trends have been further
complicated through the consolidation of new forms of militarism and imperialism
in an increasingly volatile, post-9/11 geopolitical system.56 Under these circum-
stances, the project of a democratization of the state at all spatial scales remains
particularly urgent. Lefebvre’s sustained critique of the state in the name of a politics
of social and territorial autogestion could potentially provide a normative reference
point for the rejuvenation of political struggles oriented toward a redemocratization
of state institutions and other governance institutions.

Toward a dialectical utopianism

One of the hallmarks of neoliberal politics is the appeal to the supposed external
constraints of the global economy, which are generally represented as being quasi-
natural forces that are independent of human control. This neoliberal political
program is most concisely expressed in the infamous Thatcherite dictum, “There
is no alternative” (TINA).A number of left intellectuals have recently written stinging
critiques of this neoliberal politics of “false necessity”57 with its “utopia of unlimited
exploitation.”58 Lefebvre’s critique of the state likewise questions this necessitarian
logic while emphasizing the need to excavate everyday life for political possibilities
that could point toward more democratic, egalitarian, and humane futures. For
Lefebvre, the formation of the Paris Commune in 1871 and the French student
revolts of 1968 represented defining political conjunctures within capitalist
modernity that revealed such latent possibilities for radical democracy and autogestion,
even if they were realized only fleetingly and incompletely.59 In an epoch in which
the apparent “exhaustion of utopian energies”60 continues to plague the radical Left,
Lefebvre’s dialectical utopianism61 provides a salient reminder that everyday life
under capitalism is permeated with utopian possibilities and strivings—of both
reactionary and progressive variants, and with foreboding, benign, or emancipatory
ramifications.Whether we look to the anti-WTO protests in Seattle, to the ongoing
grassroots mobilizations around the World Social Forum, to the living-wage and
justice for janitors campaigns in a number of major US cities, to the anti-sweatshop
movement in North American universities, to the efforts of European progressives
to establish a Europe-wide welfare net, or to the struggles of left-wing urban social
movements to create more socially just, democratic, and sustainable forms of
urbanism, there is plenty of evidence to suggest that progressive, potentially
emancipatory forms of everyday utopianism, grounded in and expressed through
diverse forms of political struggle, persist unabated in a broad range of institutional
sites and spaces within contemporary capitalism. Against the background of these
ongoing struggles, Lefebvre’s dialectical utopianism continues to provide an
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extraordinarily useful orientation for the activities of radical scholars, even in a
dramatically different political conjuncture than that to which his critique of the
state was a response.
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15
RIGHT TO THE CITY

Politics of citizenship1

Liette Gilbert and Mustafa Dikeç 

INTRODUCTION

In January 1991, the Chief of Land-use and Planning Operations at the French
Ministry of Equipment and Housing invited various researchers and academics to
discuss a new law in preparation.2 The law in question was the Urban Development 
Act (Loi d’orientation pour la ville, hereafter LOV), also known as the “anti-ghetto law,”
with the major concern to fight against social exclusion and spatial segregation.The
ensuing seminar spawned lively debates that generated difficult questions,
particularly concerning the opening article of the law, which read:

In order to realize the right to the city, urban districts, other territorial
collectivities and their groupings, the State and its public institutions assure
to all the inhabitants of cities the conditions of living and dwelling in favor of
social cohesion as to avoid or abate the phenomena of segregation.3

The invocation of “the right to the city” seemed, as one of the participants suggested,
merely “a homage to the work of Henri Lefebvre.”4 Indeed, the inclusion of the
catchphrase, without deliberate elaboration and careful consideration of larger
structural issues, appeared unable to deliver on its promises. Besides, it was unclear
what this “right” would mean for inhabitants of cities—especially for the margin-
alized and those without legal citizenship or “proper” papers.



Étienne Balibar was also present at the seminar.The LOV, Balibar argued, failed
to take into consideration the implication of any notion of right, that is, “defining
and instituting the balance between equality and freedom.”5There was no reference
to freedom; it was largely presupposed under the conditions of the free market.
The allusion to equality, on the other hand, was ambiguous. It was not clear whether
it implied an “egalitarian redistribution of a service or an indivisible good, situated
beyond individual property, that in sum would be the urban as such, or the quality
of urban life,” or a conception of equality that would “attribute each individual or
group a good corresponding to its rank; that is, to its financial means, and material
and cultural needs.”6This ambiguity, Balibar maintained, undermined the viability
of LOV, particularly in its reference to the right to the city. What he had in mind
was a third notion of equality, neither distributive nor participatory, but openly civic.
Informed by such a conception,“talking about the right to the city would be a way
of indicating that the city becomes as such a polis, a political collectivity, a place where
public interest is defined and realized.”7

Adopted on July 13, 1991, the LOV (with the right to the city as its opening
article) was to encourage diversity through the provision of social housing:
agglomerations with more than 200,000 inhabitants were obliged to provide a
minimum of 20 percent social housing.8 A letter was circulated on July 31, 1991
to clarify the articles of the law, which stated that the opening article—the right to
the city—had “no normative nature.”9

The LOV envisioned the construction of some form of community with the
objective of social cohesion. But “in which space-time does this community have
to be constituted?”10The ultimate horizon that the law implicitly presupposed was
the nation-state. In a period in which the local and the global seem to be intertwined,
creating new human geographies and new frameworks of action, “would it not be
necessary,” Balibar asked,“to formulate the questions of right, equality, and democ-
racy in terms of global flows?” In other words,“[w]ould it not be necessary that the
framework in which the urban questions are approached be a space of flow of
populations and not simply an administrative and financial space?”11

Why did the French urban policymakers prefer to repudiate Lefebvre’s notion
rather than attempt to develop some normative content for it? Such an attempt would
have raised at least two major issues: the terms of membership and the structural
dynamics articulating society and its space; and the dialectical relationship between
them. It would, in other words, have had to be confronted by a reconsideration of
immigration policy and principles of citizenship, and the ethics and politics of urban
society, including the socio-spatial dynamics that make the city.

Our aim in this chapter is to argue that the notion of right to the city, if it is to
go beyond a catchphrase, has to be considered within a larger framework. One way
to reflect on the implications of the right to the city is to consider it in relation to
the current debates about immigration and citizenship, of which absolutely no
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mention was made in the aforementioned law. In attempting to push the conceptual
boundaries of the right to the city, we shall particularly focus on Lefebvre’s Right to
the City (1968), and on Du contrat de citoyenneté (1990), written in collaboration with
the Navarrenx Group.12We contend that it is particularly relevant to revisit Lefebvre’s
writings, which have been consistently concerned with the structural dynamics of
urban society and space in an era of increased immigration and undermined
citizenship.

Three decades later, Lefebvre’s right to the city as a practice and argument for
claiming rights and appropriating social and physical spaces of the city resonates
loudly in the streets of many French and North American metropolitan areas (among
others). It might be argued that the notion of new citizenship has always been (if
not explicitly) part of Lefebvre’s insistent call for the practice of the right to the
city and the right to difference by urban inhabitants. But Lefebvre’s thinking on
the notion of citizenship became more explicit in his later writings, where he argued
for a new citizenship linked to a new societal ethics.We are certainly not pretending
to resolve his thoughts on the “social contract” (pacte social) and “new citizenship”
that were cut short by his untimely death. It is our aim to interpret Lefebvre’s
writings on the right to the city and citizenship together against the backdrop of the
recent urban debates revolving around immigration and citizenship.13

IMMIGRATION AND THE QUESTION OF CITIZENSHIP

The growing literature on the questions of immigration and citizenship is articulated
around three major currents. First, immigration and citizenship directly call into
question the sovereign and unitary capabilities of the nation-state, and consequently
the issues of membership and its borders. Second, the notion of citizenship occupies
a considerable place in current debates revolving around globalization and its
unsettling impacts on the nation-state.While the flows of migrant labor have secured
economic production, such new spatializations are still lacking social and political
recognition of citizenship.Third, the effects of immigration, and the practices of
citizenship mainly unfold at the urban level.This provides a link between Lefebvre’s
right to the city as elaborated in the revolutionary political context of the 1960s and
the current formulation of rights-claims of urban citizenship.14 While these three
arguments are developed separately below, it is important to recognize their
interrelatedness and their influences on the everyday practices of the city.

Immigration is not only an important part of the processes of economic and
cultural globalization but, as Catherine Wihtol de Wenden states, the “ultimate
symbol of the exercise of state sovereignty,” and, therefore, “the object of tension
between market logic, state logic, and human rights.”15 Usually regarded as a “threat
to sovereignty and national identity,” migratory movements do not enjoy the same
ease of mobility of capital, goods, information, and knowledge.16These movements
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nevertheless challenge the territorial borders of the nation-state, while also probing
the national boundaries of membership and its ostensible homogeneity. The
immigration question, with regard to the social, economic, and political status of
the immigrant, formally and informally touches on the question of citizenship,
another domain in which the state exercises its sovereign powers by controlling who
has access to membership. For the nation-state, the challenge is not only to ensure
official citizenship provisions but to facilitate the equal practice of citizenship rights
of its members, since the provision of citizenship rights does not necessarily mean
that each member will equally enjoy the fruits of these rights.17 Moreover, as the
gap between provision and performance is contested, the state is confronted with
the task of reconsidering the political status of the “non-citizen residents” within
its borders.

Second, the citizenship literature has recently received its share of arguments
about the eradicating powers of deterritorialization, either in the form of denation-
alization as (the transformation of the nation-state) or of post-nationalization as a
“call for global civil society and citizenship.”18 Both arguments “invoke a world
without borders in which nation-states play a diminished role.”19 But these
arguments eschew the difficult questions of defining the political community to
which one belongs, as well as the multiple conceptions and scales of citizenship.
Post-national forms of cosmopolitan or transnational citizenship have accurately
emphasized the emergence of practices of citizenship outside the national realm.20

These trends, resulting from the current processes of globalization, certainly do
represent a challenge to the nationally conceived notion of citizenship, but these
practices of citizenship are predominantly grounded at the sub-national level of
cities. As Saskia Sassen has argued, global cities have become the strategic sites for
localized practices of globalization, immigration, and citizenship.21 What we are
therefore witnessing is a gap between the terms of economic development and
participation, and social and political development. In other words, low-skilled
and deskilled workers become the victims of social and political alienation and the
agents of new claims of citizenship.

Finally, these claims and other aspects of substantive or performative citizenship
are shaped to a large extent at the urban level. Holston contends that “many cities
have experienced political mobilization through local civic affiliation, which in turn
resulted in a reformulation of principles of membership and distribution of
resources.”22 From this argument, Holston identifies three forms of urban citizen-
ship based on, first, the city as the “primary political community,” second, “urban
residence as the criterion of membership and the basis for political mobilization,”
and, third, the formulation of “right-claims addressing urban experiences and
related civic performances.”23These conceptions of urban citizenship, emphasizing
the struggles over the conditions and inequities of globalization and urban life,
resonate particularly well with Lefebvre’s notions of the right to the city and the
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right to difference.The civil rights movements of the 1960s demanded equality and
recognition of difference by national minority groups. More recent social mobil-
izations around the struggles of the sans-papiers in France and the current protests to
regularize millions of undocumented workers in the United States invoke new
conceptions of citizenship conceived on the basis of residence, of inhabiting the
city.24 These efforts, although responding to national policies, occur in the streets
of cities, and the protesters constitute themselves as political subjects in and through
the spaces of the city even if they are not officially recognized as citizens. Such efforts
may be read as a recognition of the urban as a new spatial level where the practice
or performance of citizenship unfolds through local affiliations, in contradistinction
to a notion of citizenship conceived merely at an abstract level and national scale.
Moreover, recent struggles of urban citizenship are also based on claiming a just
access to resources, but this time by people who are not necessarily national citizens.
Hence, revisiting Lefebvre’s notions of the urban, of the right to the city, of the right
to difference, and of new citizenship, brings urban social and political engagement
to the forefront of the current debates on immigration and citizenship.

REARTICULATION OF THE URBAN

Writing in France in the mid-1960s, Lefebvre could not have envisioned the most
recent intensification and diversification of international migrations, and the
multiple claims and scales of citizenship related to full-blown globalization.Yet,
for Lefebvre, immigrants and their marginalized positions were important (if
perhaps underdeveloped) reference points for the notion of the right to the city as
early as the late 1960s. Just a few decades later, the internationalization of labor has
become an inherent aspect of globalization—even though the mobility of capital
and goods remains far greater than the mobility of people (particularly the mobility
of low-skilled workers).

Immigration has typically concentrated in cities, and, as a result, cities have
become increasingly heterogeneous and culturally diverse. While cities are
reemerging as more salient sites for citizenship (hence challenging the modern
construct of national citizenship itself built upon the obliteration of the historical
primacy of urban citizenship), claiming the right to the city does not simply translate
into a relocalization of claims from the national to the urban level. Urban citizenship
does not necessarily replace or negate national citizenship.The right to the city, or
what Lefebvre also referred to as the right to urban life, is a claim upon society rather
than a simple claim to territorial affiliation. For Lefebvre, the urban is not simply
limited to the boundaries of a city, but includes its social system of production.
Hence the right to the city is a claim for the recognition of the urban as the
(re)producer of social relations of power, and the right to participation in it. In the
words of Engin Isin, “[r]ethinking rights that arise in the age of the global city
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requires the articulation of the right to the city rather than rights of the city as a
container of politics.”25Thus, any attempt to frame citizenship in merely formal and
territorial terms rather than substantive and structural terms will fail to recognize
the role of the city as a political community that reflects the urban society and its
social relations of production and power.

Lefebvre’s reflection on the disjuncture between economic and social develop-
ment was initially guided by a practical question relating housing to the notion of
habitat in France in the 1960s. Postwar public housing policy attempted to deal with
housing shortages and the need to accommodate an unprecedented number of
foreign-born (mainly Algerian) workers. New suburban neighborhoods of public
housing, commonly referred to as grands ensembles, led to the social and spatial
peripheralization of immigrants/workers.The grand ensemble “had both objective (as
a response to a completely new situation) and normative considerations (as an ideal
of collective stability).”26 In spite of their inclusionary intents, these housing projects
led to severe problems of social exclusion and spatial segregation of immigrant
workers and their families from the center of the city and society, which has been
made manifest by recurring revolts in such areas, of which the incidents of fall 2005
remain a particularly striking example in terms of magnitude.This, roughly, was the
context in which Lefebvre first conceived the notion of the right to the city as a
way to legitimate “the refusal to allow oneself to be removed from urban reality
by a discriminatory and segregative organization.”27

Immigrants and workers were subject to discriminatory and segregated
organization not only of urban space but of society.This, as Brian Turner argues,
reflects the inherently contradictory nature of citizenship, which

can be seen as (1) an inclusionary criterion for the allocation of entitlements,
and (2) an exclusionary basis for building solidarity and creating identity. In
this sense, national citizenship is constructed around institutionalized racism
because it excludes outsiders from access to entitlements, characteristically
on the basis of a racial or national identity.28

Marginalized from the city and its activities, immigrants and workers were, and still
are, seen as a double challenge to integration in the city and to the integrity of the
state, even though immigration has long provided the necessary labor force for
economic development.This process of integration inevitably questions the capacity
of the state and the willingness of the dominant society to define acceptable terms
of admission.

Despite a façade of humanism, immigration policy in Canada and the United
States has long been complicit with corporate interests and was historically
institutionalized with labor or employment departments. Whether through
recurrent support for guest-worker programs or through unenforced employers’
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sanctions and the targeting of professional qualifications, low-skilled immigrants
have found themselves caught between economic and political alienation (i.e., in
low-paid jobs, and with temporary or “illegal” status). Immigrant workers are
consistently the scapegoats for worsening social conditions and economic instability,
even though the exploitation of the immigrant labor force directly aids economic
growth. But the so-called immigrant problem is not just one of marginalization of
people; it is about access to affordable and decent housing, to living-wage jobs, to
basic services, and to official papers. However, work permits and passports do not
automatically move someone up the economic and social ladder. Immigrants have
been, and continue to be, victims of economic, political, and social segregation,
captive in the production system, excluded from the benefits, and marginalized
from, or even denied, full participation in society.

Many people find themselves between national borders.The forces of economic
and political displacement are such that some people are caught in situations where
they can afford neither to stay in their countries of origin nor migrate elsewhere.
The opposite condition is sometimes also true: that is, some people who manage
to leave often find themselves in the precarious situation of struggling to stay while
not necessarily being able to return. Think of the estimated twelve million
undocumented workers/citizens living in the United States and imagine the whole
population of a city like Mumbai, Shanghai, or São Paulo being completely denied
its everyday existence.

Unprecedented demonstrations of support for immigrants’ rights mobilized
millions of people in street protests in many North American cities in spring 2006.
In Chicago, Los Angeles,Washington, D.C., Milwaukee, Phoenix, and Atlanta, among
many others, these demonstrations not only mobilized immigrants and immigration
advocates but received the support of unions, religious and community
organizations, Spanish-language media, and business groups.

Longtime and newly arrived residents marched together to oppose the HR 4437
Border Protection,Anti-terrorism, and Illegal Immigration Control Billof 2005 that would make
living in the United States without legal documents a felony (rather than a violation
of civil law), persecute people for assisting undocumented immigrants, expand
police powers over immigrants, and lead to the construction of a 698-mile security
wall on the U.S.–Mexican border.This bill, also known as the Sensenbrenner Bill,
was awaiting Senate approval at the time of writing, and has been the catalyst for
other immigration reform proposals. Many immigration reform bills have recently
been debated, including the bipartisan proposal by Senators J. McCain (Republican,
Arizona) and Ted Kennedy (Democrat, Massachusetts) known as the SecureAmerica and
Orderly Immigration Bill of 2005.The McCain–Kennedy proposal would potentially
regularize more than ten million undocumented immigrants and create a temporary
worker program (long favored by President George W. Bush). Like no others, the
issue of immigration has divided the Republicans between supporters of this bill
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and those in fear of alienating the Latino vote and business owners who are pressing
for more laborers to fill jobs in construction and service industries. Another
unexpected effect has been the convergence of the progressive left and corporate
America in the regularization of undocumented immigrant workers.

In addition to the many controversial anti-immigration proposals and militia
activities toughening border security and immigration laws, anti-immigration drives
are under way in many states. Measures seeking to deny state services to undocu-
mented immigrants have been spurred by the passage of Proposition 200 in Arizona
(in 2005) and Proposition 187 in California (in 1994).The “effect and likely goal of
Proposition 187,” as Honig states, was “not to prevent illegal immigration but to render
aliens politically invisible, to quash their potential power as democratic actors, labor
organizers, and community activists.”29 Indeed, Proposition 187 (eventually declared
unconstitutional by the Supreme Court on the basis that immigration is under the
sole jurisdiction of the federal government) gave rise to an impressive mobilization
of “illegal” and “legal” citizens defending the right of immigrants to be part of the
city where they work and live.

It is unclear what the 2006 street protests and legislative debates will yield but
the explosion of protests, often the largest street demonstrations many U.S. cities
have ever witnessed, is exposing the blatantly hypocritical immigration policies and
recasting the debate in the media and public opinion.These claims, formulated on
the basis of residence and participation in the economy, offer a “display of public
citizenship in performance,” claiming the right to live where one labors, and
therefore demanding recognition of the immigrant contribution to the global
economy and society.30

Some cities have been more preemptive in their approach to immigration issues.
San Francisco and Cambridge, among others, declared themselves sanctuary cities
for undocumented immigrants in the 1980s and have reaffirmed, in the light of
the recent anti-immigration rhetoric and legislative measures, their sanctuary policy
prohibiting the use of city funds to enforce the civil provisions of federal immi-
gration law. Some mayors have supported the recent protests by immigrants and
immigration activists.Antonio Villaraigosa, Mayor of Los Angeles, addressed a crowd
estimated at one million, stating that “we cannot criminalize people who are
working, people who are contributing to our economy and contributing to the
nation.”31 Richard Daley, Mayor of Chicago, affirmed that “those who are
undocumented, we are not going to make criminals out of them. Everyone in
America is an immigrant.”32 In fact, as early as 2000, when momentum for
regularization was building nationally (but was subsequently halted in the aftermath
of 9/11), the City Council of Chicago adopted a resolution “wholeheartedly
support[ing] a new legalization program to allow undocumented immigrants to
obtain legal residency in the United States.”33 The resolution also
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support[ed] the abolition of the present system of employer sanction and . . .
join[ed] ICIRR, AFL-CIO and other leading business, religious and civic leaders
and organizations in urging the United States Congress to establish such a new
legalization program to ensure the rights of undocumented immigrants and to
insure that it is justly applied to all peoples of African descent.34

This municipal initiative supported the regularization of immigrants as well as the
recognition of their citizenship as both a status and a practice.

However, ensuring justice in the workplace for immigrants as well as for people
of African descent raises the question of practices of substantive and normative
citizenship rights.The majority of the so-called minorities in the United States, as
in the case of people of African descent, are national citizens.The tension between
possessing rights and being able fully to practice them is exemplified by the
distinction between formal status and substantive practices of citizenship. Formal
citizenship is a legal category whose terms are defined by the nation-state. Each
citizen, in this framework, is granted certain rights (e.g., welfare, political
participation), and expected to fulfill certain obligations (e.g., paying taxes).The
specifics and combinations of these rights and obligations vary according to the
political community (the nation-state) in question.Yet, such official rights continue
to fail a large sector of the population disadvantaged by social and economic
conditions. Performative or substantive citizenship, on the other hand, refers “to the
ability to act as a citizen and to be respected as one,” and is “shaped by the material
and ideological conditions in a society that enable people to function with some
degree of autonomy, to formulate political ideas, and to act on those ideas.”35

While a regularization program would allow undocumented immigrants to
obtain legal citizenship, residence and labor rights on paper are not sufficient by
themselves if they do not translate into the exercise of rights and participation in the
society.36 “Tolerating” or “legalizing” immigrant workers in the fields, factories, and
kitchens of restaurants is not enough if they cannot move freely on the streets, in
the media, in universities, in government positions, and in society at large.
Substantive practices of citizenship emphasize the difference between rights and the
ability to enjoy and perform such rights.

Lefebvre’s reflections on the right to the city and the right to difference, as a right
not inscribed on paper but cultivated through sharing space, could make a
specifically urban contribution to the debates of citizenship rights. Normative rights
provide citizens with a political voice (i.e., voting) but do not prevent social, cultural,
and economic marginalization.Yet, while being officially included in a polity, this
marginalization may very well prevent political representation. Even as legal citizens,
people may not have their say in decisions that affect their lives.The full and effectual
participation in the society in which they live might be denied, but still can be
claimed. If one considers the city as the utmost site of social interaction and
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exchange, every person has the right to the city. Hence, the notions of the right to
the city and urban citizenship connote a sense of engagement in the public and
urban realm. Citizenship is acquired through public participation, and is enacted
through participatory democracy.As Eleonore Kofman argues, the right to the city
“was about the right to appropriate space and participate in decision making, a
situation in which exchange values had not usurped use values, and where the city
could be added to other abstract rights of the citizens.”37 Street protests, whether
in the suburbs of Paris or in the streets of Los Angeles, act as reality checks on the
marginal living conditions of people imposed by the norms of prevailing political
praxis and social spatialization. For Lefebvre, the potential transformation of the
dominant political culture by more inclusive or alternative social relations expressed
a new citizenship.

THE RIGHT TO THE CITY AND NEW CITIZENSHIP 

For Lefebvre, the right to the city represents the right to participate in society through
everyday practices (e.g., work, housing, education, leisure). For him, everyday life
and the urban were inextricably connected.The realization of urban life becomes
possible only through the capacity to assert the social in the political and the
economic realms in a way that allows residents to participate fully in society.
Lefebvre’s right to the city is established through social relationships, and, once
claimed, it gains its own value affirming new ways of life, new social relations, and
possibilities for political struggles. In this sense, the right to the city

becomes a claim upon society for resources necessary to meet the basic
needs and interests of members rather than a kind of property some possess
and others do not . . . [I]n terms of rights to the city and rights to political
participation, right becomes conceived as an aspect of social relatedness
rather than as an inherent and natural property of individuals.38

Lefebvre’s rights, then, were at once ethical and political projects.They were not
rights to be granted from above, but rather rights to be defined and redefined
through political action and social relations. Such rights were enacted through the
right to difference that Lefebvre considers as resistance to centrality through and
ultimately against marginalization.The complementary right to difference was “the
right not to be classified forcibly into categories which have been determined by
the necessarily homogenizing powers.”39The right to the city and to difference were
aimed at fighting discrimination and repression through a reinvention of the
political and the development of a new societal ethics.

The implications of these rights would figure later in Lefebvre’s writings with
the Navarrenx Group.There is, in the collective work of Lefebvre and the Navarrenx
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Group, an explicit recognition of the necessity for a new expression of citizenship.
First, Lefebvre observes a discrepancy between human rights and citizen rights. He
argues that human rights have been an important contribution to the rights
discourse by inscribing rights to mobility, opinion, the vote into national and
international institutions and constitutions. However, the discrepancy emerges from
the capacity of the citizen to claim and enact human rights in a changing democratic
society.Acknowledging the global transformations redefining political and economic
systems, Lefebvre insists on the redefinition of new relations of dependence and
interdependence which not only challenge the meaning of representative democracy
but emphasize the multiple and often contradictory identities and sense of belonging
now characterizing the globalized citizens. Citizens are no longer strictly defined
in terms of family, origin, or place with a rather direct and simple claim of
representation.Their diverse identities and affiliations reposition the question of
citizenship in political, as well as ethical and philosophical terms.The new citizen
is the “synthesis of the political citizen, the producing citizen and the user and
consuming citizen.”40 Furthermore, in the preface of Du Contrat de citoyenneté,Armand
Ajzenberg writes:

The New Citizenship can be defined, for each individual and for each social
group, as a possibility (as a right) to recognize and master (individually and
collectively) its own conditions of existence (material and intellectual), and
this simultaneously as a political actor, as a producer, as a citizen-user-
consumer, in its place of residence, its city and its region, its professional and
non-work related activities, as well as in its nation and in the world.41

Implicit in this new contract of citizenship are a new ethics and new ways 
of living. Such a contract implies new relationships between individuals and the
state, as well as between individuals themselves.While such relations are certainly
made more complex by the construction and contradiction of changing rapports
between institutions and people, such a definition of new citizenship emphasizes
that the citizen plays an active role in shaping this new rapport. Lefebvre calls this
essential participation in society self-management (autogestion). In his words, self-
management describes a situation where “each time a social group refuses passively
to accept its conditions of existence, of life or of survival, each time such a group
attempts not only to learn but to master its own conditions of existence.”42

Thus the idea of new citizenship and the project of a contract of citizenship have
profound practical and political implications for the ways in which individuals
participate in the processes that affect their lives. It is the formulation of this new
social and political contract that holds the promises of a new societal ethics.The new
rights of citizenship would be directly linked to the experiences and exigencies of
everyday life.
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Lefebvre’s new citizen rights evidently exceed an understanding of citizenship as
the nationally defined bundle of rights (e.g., voting) and obligations (e.g., paying
taxes). For Lefebvre, there is a series of additional rights crucial to fully participating
in society. Such rights include the right to information, to express ideas, to culture,
to identity in difference (and equality), to self-management.The right to the city
provides a terrain for the assertion and exercise of these rights:

The right to the city, complemented by the right to difference and the right to
information, should modify, concretize and make more practical the rights of
the citizen as an urban citizen (citadin) and user of multiple services. It would
affirm, on the one hand, the right of users to make known their ideas on the
space and time of their activities in the urban area; it would also cover the
right to the use of the center, a privileged place, instead of being dispersed
and stuck in ghettos (for workers, immigrants, the “marginal” and even for
the “privileged”).43

CONCLUSION AND OPENING: RIGHT TO THE CITY AS 
SOCIETAL ETHICS

We have tried to advance three main arguments on the nature of the right to the city
and its relation to contemporary debates and issues around citizenship. First, as
Balibar’s remarks on the LOV imply, the advancement of a right to the city calls for
major changes in the structural dynamics that produce urban space. Unless the forces
of the free market, which dominate—and shape to a large extent—urban space,
are modified, the right to the city would remain a seductive but impossible ideal for
those who cannot bid for the dominated spaces of the city; those, in other words,
who cannot freely exercise their right to the city.

Second, the notion of the right to the city implies a change not only of spatial
conceptions, but of society, for the ways in which the notion is conceived and
justified depend very much on society itself.As May Joseph reminds us,“[t]he citizen
and its vehicle, citizenship, are unstable sites that mutually interact to forge local,
often changing (even transitory) notions of who the citizen is, and the kinds of
citizenship possible at a given historical-political moment.”44

Finally, there is a continuing unbundling of “the postwar political-geographical
consensus” on the principle of citizenship.45 Anti-immigration and regularization
legislative proposals exposed the limits of citizenship conceived merely in abstract
terms, revealing the ways in which racism is institutionalized.There obviously is a
need to complement formal rights of citizenship with an ethics cultivated by living
together and sharing space.The right to the city may be seen in this perspective, and
recognized as a new societal ethics.This is why Lefebvre’s right to difference and
right to the city, years later, resonate so loudly in the recent protests offering more
radical conceptions of the city.
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16
LUCIEN KROLL

Design, difference, everyday life1

Richard Milgrom

In order to create a type of politics unrealizable at present, we are trying out in
advance the different methods which might one day bring about the political
situation we have in mind. This is simply a matter of suggesting prototypes . . . and
taking note of their possibilities and drawbacks. We have never imagined that we
could bring about revolution with pockets of alternative architecture, which to make
a revolutionary impact, would have to infiltrate the existing constraints. The familiar
question is: “If tomorrow morning we woke up to find the earth taken over by local
authorities, how would we change our way of planning and constructing the built
environment?”

Lucien Kroll, 19802

INTRODUCTION

Henri Lefebvre argues against the abstract space of capitalism, space that tends toward
homogeneity and suppresses difference rather than attempting to accommodate the
representational spaces and spatial practices of diverse populations.3 He suggests,
however, that a new differential space will emerge, one that embraces and enhances
difference. In Spaces of Hope, David Harvey notes that Lefebvre leaves few clues as to
how this space might be realized—except that it will rise from the contradictions
in abstract space—or how its physical manifestations might be configured.4 Harvey
suggests that this new space cannot be imagined in the manner of the “utopias of
spatial form” proposed in conventional architectural models.5 Instead, he calls for



the articulation of utopias of space and utopian processes “to build a utopianism
that is explicitly spatiotemporal.”6

The work of Belgian architect Lucien Kroll provides an example of how utopian
processes (or at least thinking about them) might influence the production of urban
space.7 Rather than starting with abstract ideas about urban space, Kroll starts with
the everyday lives of human populations. Describing himself as a situationist, Kroll
works in a non-hierarchical manner, addressing concerns as they are identified,
rather than assigning priorities to issues.8 He suggests that the configuration of urban
spaces must adapt to meet the changing needs of dynamic populations and
recognizes that design is an integral part of the processes of habitation that should
involve all human urban dwellers. The urban forms resulting from Kroll’s work
accentuate the differences present in the resident communities and the particularities
of local contexts, while inviting change over time.

The genesis of this chapter stems from my concerns with sustainability and the
particular roles that architects could play in the production of sustainable urban
space. I start, therefore, with a brief discussion of architectural visions of sustainable
cities. Sustainability, in design circles, tends to be uncritically accepted as an approach
that emphasizes ecological processes while making few connections between social
and environmental conditions. My particular concern here is with the social
structures and processes that are assumed in designs that purport to address
ecological issues and conditions of human health. I contend that these proposals
generally fall into Lefevbre’s category of abstract space—overlooking aspects of
inhabitants’ everyday lives, suppressing the diversity of populations and assuming
a standardized and static social structure. In addressing the possibility of another
approach to the design of cities, one that embraces the diversity of urban dwellers
and assumes that ever-changing populations continually produce urban space, I place
the architectural process within Lefebvre’s “conceptual triad” of the production of
space. Based on this analysis, I suggest that Kroll’s approach to design, atypical in
terms of all three of triadic elements, represents an attempt to envision differential
space that includes the possibility of embracing both ecological and social diversity.

DESIGN, SUSTAINABILITY, AND SOCIAL DIVERSITY

For the most part, in the fields of design, sustainability has been viewed as a physical
or ecological problem—the search for urban configurations that promote human
physical health by providing access to light and clean air and by preserving the
ecological processes that support human life.This is not a particularly new endeavor.
Although not specifically identified as such, the iconic city designs of Modernism
generally addressed the physical health of urban dwellers.The most frequently cited
of these, like Le Corbusier’sVille contemporaine (1922) and Frank Lloyd Wright’s
Broadacre City (1932)9 were developed in reaction to the congestion, pollution,
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and poor living conditions that had become common in the industrial cities of the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Although the term was not in use at
the time, they were addressing what would now be understood as issues of
sustainability. In hindsight, and from an ecological point of view, these designs were
badly flawed. But as Richard Ingersoll notes, Le Corbusier’s towers in the park were
intended to save land and concentrate services; and Wright’s sprawling utopia
provided agricultural land for all inhabitants, integrating the production of food into
everyday lives.10 A generation later, Paolo Soleri provided his own utopian vision
of a sustainable city, in which millions would be housed in mega-structures with
relatively small physical footprints.11 While conserving most land for “nature,” the
ecological feasibility of Soleri’s proposals, relying heavily on automated industries
and energy-intensive construction techniques, were just as questionable.12

The Modernist visions mentioned here can be placed within Harvey’s category
of “utopias of spatial form.”The spaces that are proposed are not the result of social
processes that have occurred over time, nor do they suggest that form might change
significantly if the social profile of the inhabitants changes over time. Harvey is more
concerned with the

relationship proposed between space and time, between geography and
history. All these forms of Utopia can be characterized as “Utopias of spatial
form” since the temporality of the social processes, the dialectics of social
change—real history—are excluded, while social stability is assured by a fixed
spatial form.13

For Harvey, a strictly aesthetic vision also risks authoritarianism as the price for
stability.

Some versions of these utopian forms have been realized—certainly many North
American urban renewal projects were derived from Le Corbusier’s vision of towers
in the park. The resulting environments provide clear illustrations of Lefebvre’s
concerns with abstract space:

Formal and quantitative, it erases distinctions, as much those that derive
from nature and (historical) time as those which originate in the body (age,
sex, ethnicity). The signification of this ensemble refers back to a sort of super-
signification which escapes meaning’s net: the functioning of capitalism . . .
The dominant form of space, that of the centres of wealth and power,
endeavours to mould the spaces it dominates . . . and it seeks, often by violent
means, to reduce the obstacles and resistance it encounters there.14

This description mirrors the history of urban renewal and the resulting projects that
applied universal templates to a wide range of contexts and populations.Although
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there were forces lobbying for the provision of better housing in urban areas,
economic concerns of capital, for example the need to clear slums from inner cities
to maintain a safe environment for investment, were the deciding factors in the
reshaping of the inner cities.15 The bulldozing of neighborhoods illustrates the
violent means employed in these efforts. The strict rules imposed on residents,
particularly in public housing projects, also belie the diversity of the resident
populations, imposing rules of tenure that do not acknowledge, for example, the
cultural diversity of the resident populations, and deny them significant roles in
the management of the neighborhoods that they occupy.

This critique should not be limited to Modernist visions, however. With rare
exceptions, the recognition by some of the need to integrate understandings of
ecological processes into the design of cities has not in itself managed to overcome
the universal design templates used by city planners and developers.16 Building on
the environmental awareness that emerged in the 1960s and 1970s, designers
developed more detailed understandings of ecological processes and the impacts
that urban forms have on the environment.17 As a result of this new knowledge,
proposals for “green cities”18 and “sustainable communities”19 have been developed.
Green city advocates have laudably made proposals for more environmentally benign
technologies and green infrastructure to support urban life, but, while addressing
issues of biodiversity, have not addressed the social diversity and social change
present in all cities. For example, David Dilks, reporting on a workshop addressing
sustainability indicators, suggests that the environmental component of urban
sustainability “implies dynamic, changing [ecological] processes (rather than a
steady state),”20 while the social component “connotes social stability and
encompasses equity.”21 While I have no trouble with the idea of equity, hoping to
achieve social stability in the near future seems unrealistic and possibly undesirable,
if for no other reason than the fact that most of the world’s cities are going to
continue to grow as the world’s population increases. And realized examples 
of sustainable communities—built neighborhoods22 and “eco-villages”23—
are generally accessible only to those with the capital to buy into the vision by
purchasing property.These visions of sustainability remain rather exclusive.

The most recent discussions about urban form have centered on the possible
sustainability of the compact city.24 Although this discourse encompasses a broad
range of concerns, much of its analysis is based on questions of density, distributions
of resources, questions of energy conservation, and efficiency of transportation links.
Kevin Lynch argues that “functional theory,” like that often found in the compact
city discourse, abstracts space “in a way that impoverishes it, reducing it to a neutral
container, a costly distance, or a way of recording a distribution.” For Lynch, this
type of approach fails to deal with the “rich textures of the city form and meaning.”25

While it may provide valuable tools for analysis of existing and proposed forms,
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I suggest that it has generally failed to deal with the experience of the urban
inhabitants.

For some, the idea of the compact city is being realized in the works of New
Urbanists.26 This popular design trend, based on the model of the pre-1940s
American town,27 purports to address sustainability by reducing reliance on the
automobile and preserving agricultural land by building at greater densities.
However, the aesthetic predilection of the designers and developers is culturally (and
economically) exclusive.28 Many of the realized neo-traditional neighborhoods
include aesthetic regulations intended to maintain the appearance of a common and
homogeneous culture.While the most widely published examples of built projects
have been made available as a new consumption choice for the suburban market,29

the model is now also being imposed on inner-city redevelopment, to accommodate
populations that have little choice in the housing they can afford.This vision of 
a homogeneous community, however, is at odds with the increasing cultural
diversity of urban areas in North America30—the social composition of the turn-of-
the-millennium city bears little resemblance to that found in the early twentieth
century.

Stren and Polèse provide a more satisfactory approach to understanding social
sustainability, taking into account the complexity of urban social relations.Their
understanding of human interactions in cities is drawn from Henri Lefebvre’s
concepts of the social production of space (see below) and theorists like Jordi Borja
and Manuel Castells, who argue that policy-makers must accept the multicultural
nature of cites. Borja and Castells argue: “Learning to live with this situation,
succeeding in managing cultural exchange on the basis of ethnic difference and
remedying the inequities arising from discrimination are essential aspects of the
new local policy in the new conditions arising out of global interdependence.”31

Stren and Polèse provide their own definition of social sustainability, one that
addresses social difference:

Social sustainability for a city is defined as development (and/or growth) that 
is compatible with the harmonious evolution of civil society, fostering an
environment conducive to the compatible cohabitation of culturally and socially
diverse groups, while at the same time encouraging social integration, with
improvements in the quality of life for all segments of the population.32

In architectural visions, this harmony and social integration have most frequently
found physical expression in the similarity of the accommodation provided for
residents in particular neighborhoods—difference is tolerated only insofar as it fits
within the overall vision of the designer.Wright, for example, suggested different
dwelling models for different household types in Broadacre City, but all would have
conformed to a common aesthetic.33 Implicit in the design is an understanding that
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the dwellers share a common culture, not only among themselves but with the
architect. In Lefebvre’s terms, the variety permitted is “minimal” difference that
“remains within a set or system generated according to a particular law”34—in this
case the designer’s law. He uses particularly apt illustrations suggesting that minimal
difference might include “the diversity of villas in a suburb filled with villas; . . .
or . . . variations within a particular fashion of dress, as stipulated by that fashion
itself.”35

Harvey also identifies the need to accommodate difference, but defines the
“variety of spatio-temporalities” as a central problem for the production of urban
space: “accommodating a variety of spatio-temporalities, varying from that of the
financial markets to those of immigrant populations whose lives internalize
heterogeneous spatio-temporalities depending upon how they orientate themselves
between place of origin and place of settlement.”36

In this, Harvey is suggesting the need for the coexistence of greater differences
encompassing wide ranges of cultural and spatial experience.This comes closer to
Lefebvre’s understanding of “maximal” or “produced” differences within which
“a given set gives rise, beyond its own boundaries, to another, completely different
set.”37

Rising to this challenge would, for Lefebvre, constitute the production of a new
type of space in reaction to abstract space that “carries within it the seeds of this new
space”—differential space.38 Lefebvre writes extensively about the contradictions
that exist in abstract space—between, for example, use and exchange values, quality
and quantity, production of objects in space (commodities) and the production of
space.39 He suggests that “inasmuch as abstract space tends towards homogeneity,
towards the elimination of differences or peculiarities, a new space cannot be born
(produced) unless it accentuates differences.”40

ARCHITECTS AND THE PRODUCTION OF SPACE

Henri Lefebvre’s conceptual triad provides a framework within which to address
an alternative role for architects attempting to engage sustainability within the field
of ecological and social diversity. For Lefebvre, space is a social product consisting
of three elements: representations of space, or “conceived space,” which for my purposes
includes not only the drawings and images produced by the designer but the material
manifestations of those designs in the built environment (i.e., urban form);
representational space,“lived space” or the symbolic values produced by the inhabitants;
and spatial practice, “perceived space” or the ways in which spaces are used.41 These
elements are not independent, and it is the interaction between them that results
in the production of space (see Figure 16.1).

It is important to note, however, that while the interaction of these three elements
produces space, they are also produced in space—Lefebvre notes that space is a
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product of and a precondition for social processes:“space is at once result and cause,
product and producer.”42 This added dimension means that space itself is not a
neutral container but plays a role in shaping the social processes that determine
representations of space, spatial practice, and representational space. While this
appears at first glance to be a circular argument, it is actually an acknowledgment
that the production of space is a continual process, and that space is always changing
as conceptions, perceptions, and lived experiences change. This point further
explains the “heterogeneous spatio-temporalities” that Harvey refers to as a result
of moving from a place (or space) of origin to a new place (space) of settlement.

In attempting to define roles for architects and designers in the production of
urban spaces, I refer to the comments of Peter Davey, made in an introduction to
Lucien Kroll’s work. Davey asserts that “architecture must have social effects in at least
three areas: direction, production and image.”43 While he applies rather narrow
definitions to these terms, I am suggesting here that they are more or less congruent
with the corners of Lefebvre’s triad, and as such can help develop an understanding
of an architect’s participation in the production of differential space.

Lefebvre designates representations of space as the dominant space in any society.
It is the “space of scientists, planners, urbanists, technocratic subdividers and social
engineers, as of a certain type of artist with a scientific bent—all of whom identify
what is lived and what is perceived with what is conceived.”44 Clearly this is the
realm within which the architect is most comfortable. By direction, Davey means 
that architecture has an influence on how people behave in space (he does not want
to fall into environmental determinism, but notes that the form of urban space must
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have some influence on the way spaces are used). More broadly speaking, designs
suggest “how people might live.”45 The designer’s direction is, therefore, a repre-
sentation of space—not only is it a prescription for the configuration of urban 
form, but it makes assumptions about the spatial practices of the users, their
understandings of space, and the symbolism carrying the designer’s intentions.

Because of the interrelated nature of the three elements of the triad, it is not
enough to know that architects produce representations of space.Although designers
may place themselves firmly in that corner, their activities are influenced by the
spatial practices around them, and their own understandings of representational
spaces. Spatial practice, for Lefebvre, “embraces production and reproduction, and
the particular locations and spatial sets characteristic of each social formation.”46

For Davey, the second area of architectural influence is that of production. Davey’s
narrow interpretation here takes in social consequences of design in terms of those
who produce building from designers’ instructions.While this alone is a spatial
practice, a broader interpretation might take into consideration the design process
itself, the practice of architecture and the “social formations” involved. Clearly, the
nature of these formations has an influence on the designs produced. Thomas
Dutton, for example, criticizes “drawing-room” architects who, rather than
engaging with social movements, practice an “aestheticized politics” in suggesting
alternative urban forms.47 In eschewing engagement and maintaining their auton-
omy, Dutton suggests that this practice “cannot help but generalize and universalize
their discourse, in other words, to speak for the people instead of with them.”48

Although the designers in question (Leon Krier and Lebbeus Woods) base their
designs on a critique of existing urban spaces, the isolated spatial practice retains
an abstract nature.

Representational space, for Lefebvre, is the space of the users. It is “space as
directly lived through its associated images and symbols . . .This is dominated space—
and hence passively experienced—space which the imagination seeks to change and
appropriate. It overlays physical space, making symbolic use of its objects.”49 Davey
argues that the architect has a role to play in “their choice of imagery.”50 Moreover,
he notes that at the time of writing (the early days of architectural post-Modernism),
clients and architects were just starting to escape from the aesthetic dogma of
Modernism and a new freedom of image-making was emerging. He is careful to
add, however, that these images were often associated with particular lifestyles, and
that these choices were political decisions.

While Davey talks about the designer’s choices, Lefebvre’s insistence that this is
the realm of the user suggests it is the interpretation of the choices made that is of
primary importance in the production of space. Despite the attempts by some
theorists, influenced by semiotics, to develop an understanding of architecture as
a language that could clearly communicate designers’ meanings to the users,51

misunderstandings have persisted. Lefebvre observes that “architects seem to have
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established and dogmatized an ensemble of significations, as such poorly developed
and variously labeled as . . . functionalism, formalism, and structuralism. They
elaborate them not from the significations perceived and lived by those who inhabit,
but from their interpretation of inhabiting.”52 It is difficult to image how Dutton’s
“drawing-room” architects can appreciate the spaces of the users if they do not
engage with them.

LUCIEN KROLL AND THE PRODUCTION OF DIFFERENTIAL SPACE

[T]here are two ways of organizing social space. The first aims at a single,
predetermined objective. It is authoritarian, rational, and reductive. It
corresponds to the desire to control events and people on the part of those
whose task it is to conceive, organize, and produce . . . Some people like this.
It corresponds to a wish to manipulate and be manipulated.

The other way of making social space . . . is a living process which imparts
only key centers of activity in a clear spatial configuration and with an intensity
of form and meaning that favors (and expresses) what we believe essential:
living relationships and activities that spring from diversity, unexpected
initiatives, and above all, that something in social man that leads to the
creation of community.53

There are a number of striking similarities between Lefebvre’s concerns with
the production of space and the architectural work and supporting writings of
Lucien Kroll. The quote above from Kroll, for example, more or less parallels
Lefebvre’s descriptions of abstract and differential space. Although Kroll met
Lefebvre, he claims that he was not directly influenced by him.54 The Production of Space
was first published in 1974, while Kroll’s best-known work, a student residence
for L’Université Catholique de Louvain on the outskirts of Brussels (see Figure
16.2),was initiated in the late 1960s. It appears that the similarities are based more
in common concerns, and similar experience of political events and times.

Like Lefebvre, Kroll was influenced by the student uprisings of 1968. In fact, his
appointment as architect for the university residence was at the insistence of the
students.The university administration’s own ideas for the university campus were
already partially realized; following a strict Modernist segregation of functions, an
anonymous mass-production aesthetic (abstract), and an institutional image.The
students found this environment overwhelming and alienating, and “demanded that
the project be broken up and mixed in with the functions and families in the adjacent
neighbourhoods.”55 The university agreed to the students’ choice of architect,
thinking that the design team would assume the typical hierarchical role of the
expert and that ultimately the university’s agenda would be served by the
conventional practice of architecture. But Kroll contrasts the “authoritarian,
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paternalistic order” of the pre-existing institution and its architecture with his team’s
approach that moved toward “diversity, everyday culture, decolonization, the
subjective, toward an image compatible with the idea of self-management, an 
urban texture with all its contradictions, its chance events, and its integration of
activities”56 (see Figure 16.3). He claims that this approach is political rather than
aesthetic, and compares his work with the complexity of ecological systems.57While
Lefebvre criticizes the focus on “things in space” (commodities) rather than a
broader understanding of production of space,58 Kroll suggests that his practice has
“moved far from the traditional role of the architect as maker of isolated objects.”
Instead, Kroll’s emphasis is on the “relationships between people in space that suits
them . . . Construction finds its meaning only in the social relations that it
supports.”59

Kroll insists that his commissions should allow the designers to work directly with
the present and/or future users, adamantly believing that the relations of users and
the environments of their everyday lives can be understood only if the users
themselves are as engaged as possible in the design process. In this engagement Kroll
attempts to address one of the fundamental challenges presented by abstract space—
what Lefebvre has referred to as the “silence of the users.” He asks: “when the
interested parties—the ‘users’—do not speak up, who can speak in their name or in
their place?”There have been some attempts within the design professions to address
this problem, and Lefebvre singles out “advocacy planning” in the United States as
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an example.60 He states:“The notion was that . . .‘users’ and ‘inhabitants,’ as a group,
would secure the services of someone competent, capable of speaking and
communicating—in short an advocate—who would negotiate for them with political
or financial institutions.”61 In Lefebvre’s thinking, these attempts to speak for the users
were bound to fail “because no one has the right to speak for those directly concerned
here.The entitlement to do so, the concepts to do so, the language to do so are simply
lacking.How would the discourse of such an expert differ from that of the architects,
‘developers’ or politicians?”62 Although these practitioners were well intentioned,
their efforts ultimately fell short because they did not give voice to the silent users,
choosing instead to speak for them, interpreting their needs.63

Kroll attempts (with varying degrees of success) to work with the users, and also
to take into account how future users might be involved in producing their own
environments, even after the architects are no longer engaged in the project. In
addressing the present and future concerns of users, Kroll has drawn heavily on the
work of SAR (Stichting Architecten Research) and John Habraken,64 particularly
their research on the concepts of “supports” and “infill.”65 Habraken’s approach
suggested that a system of key structures could be placed permanently in the urban
environment, to support the infill elements provided by future residents.The idea
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was to provide accommodation that would meet the needs of future generations,
as well as those who first occupied the sites, since infill could be changed with no
negative effects on the structural integrity of the whole.

One of the best examples of an application of these principles (apart from Kroll’s
work) is, surprisingly and maybe inadvertently, in a project designed originally by
Le Corbusier. In the 1920s, the architect was commissioned to design a new
neighborhood in Pessac, a suburb of Bordeaux. His vision consisted of Modernist
flat-roofed houses, featuring clean, machine-like geometries and an artistic interplay
of open and closed spaces.The development is best known, however, not for Le
Corbusier’s architectural vision, but for the modifications that the residents have
made to the buildings over time. Occupied, the structures bear little resemblance
to the blueprints as residents have added decorative elements that many architects
would claim undermine the purity of the original design. Lefebvre, however, in
the preface to a case study of Pessac, praises the residents for their initiatives as well
as the architect for designing structures that could so easily accommodate the desires
of the users:

Instead of installing themselves in their containers, instead of adapting to
them and living in them “passively,” they decided that as far as possible they
were going to live “actively.” In doing so they showed what living in a house
really is: an activity. They took what had been offered to them and worked it,
converted it, added to it. What did they add? Their needs. They created
distinctions . . . They introduced personal qualities. They built a differentiated
social cluster.66

There is also a parallel in the connections of both Lefebvre and Kroll with
Situationism. Lefebvre’s work had a well-documented influence on the Situationists
and their concerns with the disruptions imposed by capitalism and Modernism on
the spaces of everyday life in the mid-twentieth century. In the early days of the
movement, the search for alternative urban visions, a “unitary urbanism,” was
presented in terms like those used to describe differential space, acknowledging “no
boundaries; it aims to form a unitary human milieu in which separations such as
work/leisure or public/private will finally be dissolved.”67

One of the methods employed by the Situationists in their interrogation of and
interaction with the city was referred to as the “drift” (dérive).Their search for the
valuable elements of the city, those not degraded by capitalism, was undertaken by
wandering through the city following a spontaneously determined path. Simon
Sadler relates Situationist Guy Debord’s explanation of this as

“playful constructive behavior” that . . . should not be confused . . . with
“classical notions of the journey and the stroll”; drifters weren’t like tadpoles
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in a tank “stripped . . . of intelligence, sociability and sexuality,” but were
people alert to “the attractions of the terrain and the encounters they find
there,” capable as a group of agreeing upon distinct, spontaneous prefer-
ences for routes through the city.68

Supporting this Situationist approach, Kroll argues against the methods of
“functional spatial organizers” and their imposed hierarchies with similar
vocabulary:

The approach of the “Situationist” in architecture . . . consists of pre-occupying
oneself with the first object one comes across, at random and carefully noting
its personal characteristics in order to be able to integrate it into a general
context without destroying it or reducing it to a semi-abstraction.69

In this manner, Kroll hopes to embrace differences that are encountered, whether
they are in architectural form, the symbolic values of users, or the spatial practices
of everyday life. Rather than ignoring differences or placing them in, and suppressing
them with, a preconceived hierarchy, Kroll understands difference as an opportunity
to engage with users and to allow them to engage with the environments that they
inhabit.

While there were strong links between Lefebvre and the Situationists in the late
1950s, they parted company in the early 1960s. According to Mary McLeod, he
had been attracted to their “active engagement in spatial experimentation, their focus
on urban transformation, and their global critique.” However, he “never accepted
the Situationists’ belief in the revolutionary potential of situations or short-term
events. He believed that revolutionary change was a slower and more comprehensive
process, less theatrical and individualistic, necessitating a more historically grounded
engagement with everyday life.”70

Writing about Lefebvre’s Critique of Everyday Life, McLeod goes on to note that in his
understanding of utopia, “only by proposing alternative possibilities, conducting
endless experiments, and constructing new futures could individuals and groups
actively initiate the process of social transformation”; and that his notion of utopia
“precluded any totalitarian synthesis or controlling a priori vision.”71 Closely
paralleling Kroll’s statements that his process is “simply a matter of suggesting
prototypes . . . and taking note of their possibilities and drawbacks,” Lefebvre asserts
in Right to the City that utopia should be

considered experimentally by studying its implications and consequences on
the ground. These can surprise. What are and what would be the most
successful places? How can they be discovered? According to which criteria?
What are the times and rhythms of daily life which are inscribed and
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prescribed in these “successful” spaces favourable to happiness? That is
interesting.72

CONCLUSION

Kroll acknowledges that his work is utopian. As he notes in the quote at the
beginning of this chapter, his work addresses “a type of politics unrealizable at
present.” But, unlike most other architects, who have been content to conceive new
representation of space in isolation, Kroll recognizes that, in order to have any chance
at implementation, a new vision must be based in an understanding of the social
processes that would be involved in realizing that vision.As David Harvey has argued,
utopian visions must be derived from utopian processes, and it is in this regard
that Kroll’s work is remarkable. He is perhaps best known for his attempts at
participatory design (and has been known to insist on community involvement
before accepting commissions), but he also realizes that his desire for full
participation, for giving voice to all the users, is an unrealistic expectation within
current social structures.

Returning to the conceptual triad (as modified by Davey’s architectural concerns),
Kroll’s work is atypical in all three areas. His representations of space are different,
diversified, complex, and maybe even cluttered, yet they appear to invite change.
Rather than imposing an order on the built environment, Kroll hopes that a complex
ecological order will emerge from the needs and desires (spatial practices and
representational spaces) of the users. In this sense, his vision is part of a process
rather than the result of one.73

Kroll’s own spatial practice, that is the design processes he initiates, differs
significantly from conventional and Modernist architectural practices. His insistence
on the participation of users is rare in design fields (but not unheard of), and he
has taken involvement further. Recognizing that the future users of the building
are not the only people affected by its design, and following Davey’s logic that the
architect has social effects in determining how buildings are constructed, Kroll’s
work on the university residence is particularly unusual in that he left some design
decisions to the builders.The pattern of the window openings, the changes of wall
materials, and the brick sculptures were often left to the discretion of the workers.
This involvement of the workers as users makes Kroll’s spatial practice still more
inclusive and adds yet another layer of complexity to the built environment.

Finally, it is through this inclusive spatial practice that Kroll hopes to address the
representational spaces of the users. In most cases, designers and their clients have
very different sets of values and understandings of space. Kroll acknowledges and
embraces these differences. On the cover of his book Enfin chez soi (Home at Last)74 a
garden gnome has a prominent place. He makes this symbolic statement in
recognition that the elements that constitute home, the symbolic values of the user,
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may differ significantly from those of the designer. Kroll welcomes symbolic as well
as practical interventions of users.

Unlike most other designers, Kroll acknowledges that difference in environments
that humans inhabit and create does not fit into fixed sets. His methods seek
differences rather than working to suppress it, and present the possibility of
addressing Lefebvre’s “maximal” difference. Lefebvre argues that the resulting
“produced difference presupposes the shattering of the system; it is born of an
explosion; it emerges from the chasm opened up when a closed universe
ruptures.”75 While Kroll does not imagine that his individual projects “could bring
about a revolution,”76 his work provides a glimpse of what might happen if the
contradictions of abstract space were acknowledged and addressed in the design
of human environments.
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GLOBALIZING LEFEBVRE? 
Stefan Kipfer, Christian Schmid, 

Kanishka Goonewardena, 
and Richard Milgrom

INTRODUCTION

This book presents in many respects a different Henri Lefebvre. Whereas, in the
English-speaking context, the most influential Lefebvre readings have centered on
urban marxist political economy and postmodern geographical interpretations, most
of the contributors to this volume go beyond these views. Some of them reconstruct
Lefebvre’s epistemological basis in order to understand his theoretical concepts, such
as space, difference, and everyday life. Others trace links between Lefebvre and a number
of his intellectual contemporaries, such as Axelos, Bachelard, Breton, Debord,
Gramsci, Heidegger, Kroll, Lukács, and Merleau-Ponty.While noting the limitations
of Lefebvre’s theoretical life-project, most authors in this volume understand
Lefebvre as an important source of inspiration for their work and have stressed the
importance of “translating” his work for today’s world and political conjuncture.

In this sense, it is possible to point to a “third” constellation of Lefebvre scholar-
ship, one that links his urban-spatial contributions to the most promising, dialectical
aspects of his broader theoretical projects and political commitments.This is in no
way intended to open up a new “Lefebvre School,” nor to develop a unifying
perspective. Contributors in this collection see Lefebvre’s work serving as a promis-
ing starting point, and they try to go beyond it to open up new perspectives for
analytical interpretation as well as political action.



Attempts to interpret authors in their historical-geographical context are by
necessity an excavation for the present and the future. Any contemporary engage-
ment with past writing implies that the meaning of a text is not fully exhausted by
its historical context.As we know from various theorists, including Lefebvre, every
particular historical and geographical situation is tied to the past and the future by
multiple temporal rhythms.The rhythms of cultural practice (including intellectual
work) are not neatly synchronized with other temporalities. Translating past
intellectual work, to echo Walter Benjamin, is an active intervention into multiple
temporalities and depends on strategies of de- and re-contextualization.

As Neil Brenner and Klaus Ronneberger remind us in this volume, Lefebvre’s life’s
work was strongly shaped by the formation and crisis of Fordism as well as the social
struggles in French marxist debates responding to this context. In this sense,
Lefebvre’s work is limited in ways not dissimilar to those of other Western Marxists.
Still, he continues to be relevant today, partly because there are historical continuities
between postwar capitalism and the contemporary world order, partly because
elements of Lefebvre’s work can be fruitfully brought to bear on contemporary
intellectual debates. Most prominently, contributors to this volume highlight
Lefebvre’s relevance for theorizations not only of space, difference, and everyday life,
but of time, modernity, hegemony, state, scale, urbanization, architectural practice,
and radical political strategy.

How is it possible to make Lefebvre “live” today by more decisively “globalizing”
the insights in his life’s work? We start by linking Lefebvre’s thinking about the
protorevolutionary urban “moments” of 1871 and 1968 to the contemporary
worldwide conjuncture of politics.The entry point to this discussion will be the
wave of urban uprisings in the France of late 2005 and early 2006. Next, we sketch
how Lefebvre’s work holds considerable promise for analyzing transnational
urbanization and attendant social struggles. Central to Lefebvre’s relevance in this
regard are his multi-scalar notions of centrality, periphery, and colonization. Finally, we
reflect upon the possibilities of incorporating and rearticulating Lefebvre’s meta-
philosophy into a “global” formation of radical theory. In all sections, we underline
the importance of fusing Lefebvre’s European perspective with anti-colonial and
feminist traditions. In this regard, Lefebvre’s persistent critique of specialized and
academic knowledge remains crucial.

THE URBAN REVOLT OF 2005 IN PARIS 

On October 27, 2005, two boys, Zyed Benna and Buna Traoré, were killed by
electrocution in a transformer station while trying to escape police harassment in
Clichy-sous-Bois, an eastern suburb of Paris. For three weeks after that, youths 
in popular suburbs around Paris and then across the country engaged the police in
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street battles and burned cars, schools, and shops. Most of the rioters were apparently
young male French citizens without criminal records and with familial links to
France’s former colonies.The then Interior Minister Nicolas Sarkozy described them
as “scum” (racaille) and demanded the “mopping up” of popular suburban housing
projects.While the deaths sparked the actions, the uprising was in fact a reaction
to the Chirac government and its politics of intensified neoliberalism, aggressive law
and order campaigns, and “culture wars” aimed at demonizing Islamic culture. In
this sharpening conjuncture, the uprising articulated three pre-existing structural
conditions: socio-economic inequality, precariousness, and structural unemploy-
ment; racialized exclusion coupled with experiences of daily humiliation at the
hands of authorities; and a growing gulf between all forms of organized politics and
third-generation residents of the popular suburbs (la génération de cité).1

The right to the city

Some commentators insisted that the uprising of 2005 was difficult to understand
without recourse to Henri Lefevbvre’s urban work.2 It helps to recall that Lefebvre’s
political orientation strongly hinged upon his path-breaking analysis of the role of
spatial relations in the revolutionary moments of 1871 and 1968. As Andy
Merrifield, Sara Nadal-Melsió, and Stefan Kipfer point out in this volume, Lefebvre’s
work on everyday life, the state, the city, and space was shaped by May 1968 and
the decades on either side of those events. As a professor in Strasbourg (1961–5)
and Nanterre (after 1965), Lefebvre supported student struggles before and during
May 1968. Elements of his work (on marxism, everyday life,autogestion) were known
among activists at the time.3 Indeed, Lefebvre’s own reading of 1968 captured the
key aspects of the mobilizations.4 He saw May 1968 as a twentieth-century version
of the Commune of 1871, a specifically urban interruption of the linear time and
abstract space of postwar capitalism and its colonial aspects.This protorevolutionary
rupture was produced by a spatial dialectic of struggle that linked the segregated
suburban social spaces of students, workers, and immigrants with Paris’s Left Bank
in calls for the right to the city.The result was an experience of the city as a collective
work of art (see Nadal-Melsió, this volume).5

Lefebvre’s perspective, which is at odds with the revisionist view of 1968 as a
mere counter-cultural movement of spoiled middle-class kids,6 invites us to draw
parallels between 1968 and 2005. Both events were part of a history of urban
struggle against spatial peripheralization that dates back at least to the Commune.
They suspended the normal course of daily life. Rioters and resident bystanders of
different generations and genders intermingled in festive scenes and seemed to say:
“the city is ours.”7The uprising of 2005 was a struggle for the right to the city also
because it rebelled against socio-spatial peripheralization and threatened to overtake
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the central cities. Such a spatial dynamic linking city and suburb was prevented only
by the efforts of paramilitary forces and state of emergency legislation that allowed
the state to deport rioters and suspend freedom of association. The deportation
measure was first used to expel strikers in 1934 and dissidents during the 1930s.
The emergency laws date back to efforts to stop decolonization in 1955 (in Algeria)
and 1985 (in New Caledonia).

A lost generation?

The uprising of 2005 emerged from the most segregated parts of the suburbs where
colonial aspects were more prominent than in 1968. It was rooted in a history of
suburban riots against exclusion and police brutality dating back to the late 1970s.8

While novel in terms of scale, duration, and intensity of mobilization, it was also
shaped by the racialized experience of “apartheid à la française.”9Young people with
family connections to the former French colonies were the clear majority of the
rioters. Unlike their grandparents and parents, they are no longer seen as “immigrant
workers” or beurs (second-generation North African immigrants) with at least one
foot in the world of the organized left and struggles for immigrant rights, fair rents,
and workplace justice. Instead, they conjure up the media image of racialized,
demonized “youth” with no perspective other than violence and chaos.

After three decades of socio-spatial polarization and segmentation, the postwar
suburbs that are their home are no longer considered the “red belt” (couronne rouge),
the organized “red” (communist) threat to bourgeois city centers, as they had been
from the 1920s until the 1960s.They are also no longer as strongly shaped by left-
leaning struggles for equality and against racism—represented by events like the
annual Marche pour l’égalité et contre le racisme in the mid-1980s.10 The social spaces of
the third and fourth suburban generations are now treated as social pathologies that
associate unemployment and immigration with crime and rampant male violence.11

Ghettoization, disappointment with left governments, and resurgent racism have
distanced these generations from formal political channels and left organizations.12

As a result, the uprising did not originate with formal political organizations, nor
was it articulated in left-wing terms. Even local associations, organized Islam, and
anti-racist groups have no or only fleeting relationships with the rioters.13 Without
an organized voice, the movement of 2005 appeared on the scene ghost-like, visible
and invisible at the same time.14

The segmentation of social movements

Following 1968, Lefebvre pointed to the difficulties associated with connecting
distinct social groups (students, workers, immigrants in the north, peasants and
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slum dwellers in the south), whose experiences of peripheralization were rooted 
in distinct processes.15Today, the segmentation of social movement mobilization is
hard to overlook. The uprising of 2005 had only weak links to other strands of
mobilization. It occurred in the period immediately following the successful
referendum campaign against the constitution of the European Union in May 2005,
which had been spearheaded by unions and anti-globalization forces on the left of
the Socialist Party. Shortly after the uprising—in February and March 2006—
students and unions staged a series of strikes, road blockades, and mass demon-
strations against “precarious” work.This led to the withdrawal of a law that would
have removed young workers from the “hire and fire” protections provided by
French employment law. Most clearly in the tradition of French anti-globalization
(alter-mondialiste) politics, these student/labor mobilizations overlapped only
marginally with the milieus of youth rioters and, in some cases, actually clashed
with youth for whom education no longer offers any hope of social advancement.16

They also overlapped only partly with the (unsuccessful) efforts of immigrant rights
activists to block another punitive response to the uprising: a harsh reform of French
immigration laws that will make permanent the precarious status of migrants
without papers.17

Importantly, the social spaces of popular suburbs have strong material and
symbolic ties to transnational migrant networks and associated subcultural
practices.18 In this transnational context, geopolitical concerns about imperialism
often come into direct contact with experiences of socio-spatial exclusion in the
banlieue.Today, it is not uncommon for suburban youth to link their experience of
segregation and racism in France to the occupations in Iraq, Palestine, Haiti, and the
Ivory Coast.19 Such anti-imperial and anti-colonial sentiment is much less central
within the networks of student and labor mobilization that shaped the protests 
in the winter of 2006. This bifurcation between “social” and “anti-colonial”
struggles—a distinction often made in France—highlights the difficulty of linking
points of mobilization positioned differentially vis-à-vis dynamics of socio-spatial
peripheralization.This difficulty was in evidence back in 1968.20 But today, more
than ever, the uneven development of anti-systemic politics suggests the need for a
differentially articulated globalization of calls for the right to the city.21

CENTRALITIES AND PERIPHERIES IN A GLOBALIZED WORLD: A
RESEARCH AGENDA 

These reflections on recent urban struggles in France indicate a need to deepen our
understanding of the links between the “colonial management of the planet” and
the “colonial management of the neighborhood,” to cite a Paris-based anti-racist
organization.22 Lefebvre’s conception of urbanization, as an articulation of central
and peripheral social spaces that mediates the social order, appears promising here.
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Transnational urbanization

Lefebvre’s hypothesis of the “complete urbanization of the world” is more relevant
today than ever.23 Just think of the exploding literatures on transnational urban-
ization: global and globalizing cities, scale and globalization, transnational urbanism,
cosmopolis, colonial and Third World cities, imperial and postcolonial urbanization.
Nevertheless, Lefebvre offers a view of the urbanization process that is distinct from
most others. He analyzes the urban not as accomplished reality but as possibility, a
potential that is inherent in existing urbanization but can be realized only through
fundamental social change: an urban revolution.The peculiar quality of this analysis
is that it does not limit itself to a critique of the urbanization process but thinks
through the implications of this process to lay bare its social possibilities.This reveals
a potential that Lefebvre programmatically calls “urban society.”

In order to grasp the specific character of the urbanized world, a fundamental
reorientation of analysis is required: the city has to be embedded in the context 
of society as a whole. Seen from this perspective, the focus of the analysis changes,
from the city as an object to the process of urbanization and its implications. As
Ronneberger, Schmid, Kipfer, and Kanishka Goonewardena remind us in this
volume, Lefebvre saw the urban at the same time as form and as level of analysis.

Level: mediation

Lefebvre identifies the urban as a specific level or order of social reality. It is a middle
or mediating level situated between the private level, the nearby order, the realm
of everyday life, on the one hand; and the global level, the distant order, the realm
of the global market, of the state, of knowledge, of institutions, and of ideologies,
on the other.The urban is the middle level of analysis and thus mediates micro-
and macro-levels of social reality in the modern world. In urbanized society,
however, the urban level is at risk of being eroded between the global and private
levels. A universal rationalism is undermining the particularities, the specificities
of places. At the same time, space is parceled up and subjected to the individualist
logic of private enterprise. The hypothesis of the disappearance of the city as
mediating reality can, however, reveal the significance of the urban.The city should
be understood as a social resource: it represents an essential device for organizing
society; it brings together widely disparate elements of society.

The urban is not reducible to a scale. Lefebvre’s hypothesis about complete
urbanization was meant to apply to the world as a whole.The urban as level of social
reality is thus subject to analysis at multiple scales: the scale of metropolitan regions,
national urban systems, and transnational, potentially global urban networks and
strategies.24
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Form: centrality

Under conditions of complete urbanization,“the city” is permanently undermined
as a distinct social space physically demarcated from the (pre-capitalist) countryside.
The old opposition between town and countryside is dialectically transcended into
the contradictory relationship of center and periphery.

From a Lefebvrean point of view, the urban can be analyzed as a fleeting and
historically contingent social form that connects various fragments of modern life.
It is a social product of centralization of power and oppositional struggles against
its dominant spatial and social forms. Centrality is defined by the association and
encounter of whatever exists together in one space at the same time. Thus it
corresponds to a logical form: the point of encounter, the place of coming together.
This form has no specific content. Its logic stands for the simultaneity contained
within it and from which it results: the simultaneity of everything that can be
brought together at one point.

Centrality eliminates peripheral elements and condenses wealth, means of action,
knowledge, information, and culture. Ultimately it produces the highest power,
the concentration of powers: the decision. In The Right to the City, long before the
discussions about “global cities” and “world cities,” Lefebvre argued that urban-
ization signaled the advent of new forms of global centrality: today’s cities are centers
of design and information, of organization and institutional decision-making on a
global scale.They are centers of decision and power that unite all the constitutive
elements of society in a limited territory.

The ideal city, the New Athens, is already there to be seen in the image which
Paris and New York and some other cities project. The centre of decision-
making and the centre of consumption meet. Their alliance on the ground
based on a strategic convergence creates an inordinate centrality. We already
know that this decision-making centre includes all the channels of infor-
mation and means of cultural and scientific development. Coercion and
persuasion converge with the power of decision-making and the capacity to
consume. Strongly occupied and inhabited by these new Masters, this centre
is held by them. Without necessarily owning it all, they possess this privileged
space, axis of a strict spatial policy. Especially, they have the privilege to
possess time. Around them, distributed in space according to formalized
principles, there are human groups which can no longer bear the name of
slaves, serfs or even proletarians. What could they be called? Subjugated, they
provide a multiplicity of services for the Masters of this State solidly
established on the city.25

Lefebvre identifies new centralities with centers of decision-making that facilitate
the globalization of the state (the experts of “technicity”), capital (“new masters”)

globalizing lefebvre? 291



and servant-laborers (“new slaves”). They do so with technical infrastructures
(airports, hotels, expressways), modes of reproduction, and consumption and
strategies of segregation that reserve central places to “directors, heads, presidents
of this and that, elites, writers, artists, well-known entertainers and media people,”
“executives, administrators, engineers,” “scholars and intellectuals” while banish-
ing workers and surplus populations to “planned suburbs,” “satellite cities,” and
“residential ghettos.”26

Lefebvre’s conception of the urban incorporates relationships between centers
and peripheries.This relationship is not fixed in physical form. Once central social
spaces (imperial capitals at the global scale or historic city centers at the scale of
urban regions) can lose their status as centers of decision-making and control. At
the regional scale, central functions of city centers can “implode” socially and
economically while cities “explode” into far-flung metropolitan agglomerations. In
turn, new centralities can emerge: new business districts, newly powerful urban
centers of finance and state control. In all cases, the formation of centralities is
predicated on processes of peripheralization—displacement, enclosure, segregation,
exclusion.This takes place through both “coercion” and “persuasion,” incorporation
and domination.

Space–time: difference 

Against the perspective of the city as a totalizing control center, Lefebvre developed
the concrete utopia of an urban society as a differential space–time. Seen from this
point of view, the city can be defined as a place in which differences know, recognize,
test, confirm, or offset one another: space–time distances are replaced by contra-
dictions, contrasts, superimpositions, and juxtapositions of different realities.

Differences must be clearly distinguished from particularities: they are elements
of active connection, while particularities remain mutually isolated, external, and
can easily turn into antagonism toward other particularities. Over the course of
history, however, they come into contact with one another. Their confrontation
evolves into mutual “understanding,” and hence into difference, a concept that obtains
its content not only by means of logical thought but along a variety of paths, that
of history and those of the manifold dramas of everyday life. In this way, and under
these circumstances, particularities become differences and produce difference.

As Kipfer, Milgrom, and Andrew Shmuely remind us in this volume, there is also
an important distinction between minimal and maximal difference. Minimal or induced
difference tends toward formal identity that fragments everyday life and peri-
pheralizes social groups. Maximal or produced difference implies a fundamental social
transformation. Sources for maximal difference can be found both within the
interstices of everyday life and in the midst of uprisings. For Lefebvre, difference is
a multidimensional concept emerging from political struggles. It has to be
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understood as an active element that is constantly produced and reproduced.
Differences can only present and re-present themselves within their reciprocal
relationships.

In this context, Lefebvre’s famous call for a right to the city has to be reconsidered
as the right to difference.27 It means essentially the right not to be forced into a space
that was produced only for the purpose of discrimination. It refers to a renewed
centrality, to the places of meeting and exchange, to life rhythms, and a use of time
that enable a full and complete—maximal—use of these places.This right cannot
be simply interpreted as the right to visit or to return to traditional city centers. It
can only be formulated as the right to a transformed, renewed urban life. Lefebvre’s
grand project envisions a possible path to this urban world in which unity is no
longer opposed to difference, where the homogeneous no longer conflicts with the
heterogeneous, and gatherings, encounters, and meetings—not without conflicts—
will replace the struggle of individual urban elements that have become antinomies
as a result of divisions: this urban space would provide the social basis for a radically
transformed daily life that is open to possibility.

The commodification of the urban

In recent years, the city has been reinvented as a positive socio-cultural category.
Claims to oppositional centrality (street life, central-city living, festivity) and
difference (multiculturalism, ethnic and sexual diversity, avant-garde cultural
practice) can be traced to various urban movements since the 1960s. Today,
superficial versions of these claims are integral components of bourgeois urbanism
and gentrification28—the result of the integration and cooptation of parts of the
oppositional milieus into the metropolitan mainstream. At the same time, they
represent a “rediscovery of the city,” a process that was initiated by innovative social
groups and then spread out into wider social milieus.These processes could also
be understood as more or less successful attempts of powerful social groups to
appropriate and monopolize the urban as a productive force through various urban
strategies which reduce maximal difference to minimal difference. From a general
point of view, this demonstrates a fundamental contradiction within the dialectic of
the urban. On the one hand, the productivity of the city brings into contact and
mutual reaction the most variegated elements of society. On the other hand, access
to the resource that is the city tends to be controlled and appropriated by powerful
interests.This both limits the productivity of the city and denies some the right to
the city.

Furthermore, these processes entail a new tendency: the incorporation of 
the urban into the process of valorizing capital. During this process, the urban 
itself becomes a commodity. One may describe this form of incorporation as the
commodification of the urban.29 Not only is urbanization subjected to top-down forces
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of privatization, marketization, and competitive entrepreneurialism. But the very
form of centrality and difference that is the urban for Lefebvre is also incorporated
into the commodity form. Urban space itself is mobilized as a commodity, and
becomes the ultimate object of exchange: “The deployment of the world of
commodities now affects not only objects but their containers, it is no longer limited
to content, to objects in space. More recently, space itself has begun to be bought
and sold. Not the earth, the soil, but social space, produced as such, with this purpose,
this finality (so to speak).”30As a consequence, space itself becomes the very general
object of production, and consequently of the formation of surplus value. For
Lefebvre, this strategy goes far beyond simply selling space, bit by bit. It not only
incorporates space in the production of surplus value but attempts to reorganize
production completely as something subordinate to the centers of information and
decision-making.31

The colonization of everyday life

Hand in hand with the commodification of the urban go a variety of forms of
exclusion and control of marginalized spaces. Lefebvre used the termcolonization to
describe relationships between central and peripheral spaces.32

In the 1960s, Lefebvre framed his critique of everyday life as a critique of
colonization to draw attention to the unevenness of everyday experiences. Notably,
he wanted to alert us to the process by which colonial techniques of subjection
and accumulation were reimported from the former colonies to the metropolitan
heartlands,33 thus shedding light on how “the modern city . . . is seat, instrument
and centre of action of neo-colonialism and neo-imperialism all at once.”34 In his
work on the state, Lefebvre articulated these insights with a more systematic
intervention in theories of imperialism, suggesting that “wherever a dominated
space is generated and mastered by a dominant space—where there is periphery
and centre—there is colonization.”35 Rather than a delimited historical era of
European (and Japanese) territorial expansion, colonization refers to the role of
the state in organizing territorial relationships of center and periphery, with all the
alienating, humiliating, and degrading aspects such relationships entail. It can be
analyzed at multiple scales: geopolitical formations, interregional relationships
within a national context, and relationships between social spaces within
metropolitan areas. Lefebvre proposes that in any historical period, colonial spatial
forms can be compared directly across scalar divides, thus making it possible to
compare colonization in formally occupied territories to peripheralized regions
or segregated areas in advanced capitalist countries.

At the scale of metropolitan regions in the imperial core, new forms of colonial
core–periphery relations can be detected in the polarizing effects of gentrification
and exurbanization. This has resulted in highly visible forms of “advanced
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marginality” and hyper-ghettoization36 as well as more easily hidden forms of
micro-segregation in both old and new suburbs. In global and capital cities, as well
as in dependent metropoles, strategies of keeping peripheralized spaces apart from
spaces of bourgeois urbanism—surveillance, policing, walls and fences—have seen
a marked increase.37 In some parts of the urbanizing Third World, one might stress
accentuated depeasantization, the rise of the “global slums,” and associated strategies
of spatial control.38 Among the latter are strategies of urbicide: forms of military
planning aimed at undermining capacities for resistance to colonization by
destroying urban infrastructure and collective social space.39

Lefebvre’s conception of urbanization as a worldwide process and strategy
articulating central and peripheral social spaces with colonial undertones is of
ongoing relevance to resurging debates about imperialism.40The colonial aspects of
global urbanization highlighted by Lefebvre point to what Mike Davis has called the
“urbanization of Empire.”41 Compared to other, geographical interventions into
these debates on empire and imperialism, Lefebvre’s concept has distinct advantages.
His concept of colonization as state strategy of organizing center–periphery
relationships at multiple scales avoids the reified view of empire as a deterritorialized
“smooth space.”42 Also, it takes us closer to everyday life and beneath the macro-
political economic analyses of imperialism as crisis-driven accumulation strategy
and interstate conflict, which dominate current neo-marxist debates.43

The thrust of Lefebvre’s concept is to hone in on the colonial dimensions of spatial
relations in metropolitan centers themselves. He suggested that the mid-century
project of homogenizing and separating inhabitants in large-scale reservations—
the “native quarters” in colonized cities and the vast high-rise housing tracts of
advanced capitalist centers—was a “model of isolated units” informed by vulgar
modernist strategies: urban renewal, standardized public housing, and mass
suburbanization.With the help of comparative research on strategies of segrega-
tion,44 we may venture the hypothesis that this “model of isolated units” of the
Fordist and late colonial era is being supplanted by strategies of dispersal and
decentralized re-segregation (euphemistically called “social mixing”). In this view,
it is possible to compare strategies of displacing slum dwellers to make room for
new middle-class suburban enclaves in the expanding metropoles of India, China,
and South Africa; military strategies of urbicide in Iraq, Lebanon, Somalia, and
Palestine; and the more confined and selective cases of destroying, gentrifying, and
privatizing ghettoized spaces (public housing districts, racialized enclaves) in Paris,
Chicago, and Toronto.The case of Hurricane Katrina—widely seen by policy-makers
as an opportunity to permanently expel poor African American residents and lay the
groundwork for large-scale gentrification in New Orleans—clearly highlights
processes of military occupation, forced displacement, and urbicide that also 
operate in formally occupied Iraq.45
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Oppositional centralities

The transformation of cities into polarized centers of decision-making and
marginalization does not, however, proceed uncontested. Centrality becomes a
political question; cities become contested terrain. Research on transnational
urbanization thus also includes a search for oppositional centralities that emerge
from alternative and subaltern networks and strategies of mobilization.These express
the demands of homogenized and segregated groups and refract the everyday
contradiction between the cosmopolitan promise of capitalist globalization and its
reduction to minimally differential capitalist urbanization. However, oppositional
strategies have counter-hegemonic potential only if the minimal differences of
commodified festivality, multiculturalized ethnicity, and racialized suburban
marginality are themselves transformed in the process of the political struggle.

Such alternative and oppositional claims for difference can take on very different
forms and ways of expression: small-scale resistances, counter-projects, anti-imperial
insurgencies, rebellions of the dispossessed in metropolitan centers such as the
recent uprisings in Paris, as well as well-documented anti-globalization struggles
and networked encounters. Struggles of peripheralized social groups against
segregation and for empowerment can produce their own forms of centrality. Here,
one can think of alternative social spaces created by sub- and counter-cultural groups
or the oppositional centralities produced through mass mobilization (strikes,
demonstrations, uprisings).The search for new centralities in a context of trans-
national urbanization thus leads not only to global and capital cities (New York and
London) but also to central places produced by counter-networks and mobilizations
(Porto Alegre and Bamako).

The ultimate political promise of Lefebvre’s perspective on the colonial territorial
relations within global urbanization processes is to establish closer contact between
what he called “far” and “near” peripheries: Paris and Dakar; New York and Fallujah;
Toronto and Kingston.46

KNOWLEDGE FOR A MULTI-POLAR WORLD

Lefebvre’s concern for the global has become increasingly prominent since the
1960s. In French, this concern—the worldwide—is usually captured not by global
(which stands for general) but by mondial, mondialité, and mondialisation. However, in
Lefebvre’s work, the term mondial is used with a certain ambiguity.As Elden and Waite
point out from opposite perspectives in this volume, Lefebvre’s notion of mondial was
meant to be also of philosophical significance, and thus not only an analytical term
to grasp processes of “globalization,” that is the role of the global scale in social
processes and human action. We would submit that the worldwide functions as a
concept of critique to think about the relationship between knowledge and the
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world. Lefebvre deployed mondial also as a synonym for totality or, more specifically,
the difficulty of grasping totality, which, in a world defined by homogenization,
fragmentation, and hierarchy, comes to us only in bits and pieces.47 Given the
fragmentation of the modern world, no shortcuts—speculative philosophy, scientific
system building, false claims to authenticity (including Heideggerian ones)48—can
lead to knowledge of the world as a whole, however.The world (totality,mondialité)
is knowable only as incomplete totality:possibility.This, Lefebvre proposed to achieve
with a critique of positive totality and attempts to reconnect the fragments of
experience left by the production of abstract space.49 Skeptical of premature
intellectual totalizations, he insisted on the contingency of lived experience and
embodied politics as key sources to distinguish the real from the possible (see Nadal-
Melsió, this volume).

Lefebvre’s worldwide perspective owes much to political conditions. He
suggested that the contingent possibility of knowing and experiencing the world as
a whole was clarified to him not least by the worldwide conjuncture of multiple,
unevenly developed points of revolt and revolution that was “1968.”50To globalize
(make worldwide) meta-philosophy as a politically informed critique of totality
thus means to think through the relationship between particularity and universality,
negative and positive reality. In this respect, Lefebvre’s skepticism about totalizing
knowledge claims cautions us against conceiving of the globalization of knowledge
as a unilateral quest for intellectual unification. As he argues in the last volume of
De l’État, the notion of “mondialité denies the existence of one, unique centre and
affirms the differential multiplicity of centers, as well as their relative (moving,
precarious, uncertain) character.”51 Knowledge (connaissance) understood in world-
wide terms implies also a recognition of a certain epistemological relativity.
Connecting knowledge and the world is thus not about claiming the world as a
whole only from one fixed and absolute center. Such unilateral claims to the
worldwide Lefebvre considered potentially complicit with strategies of globalizing
the state and enveloping the world in a web of rationalist, state-bound knowledge
(savoir).52 Globalizing knowledge is about connecting multiple centers of knowledge
creation from a range of possible vantage points. What emerges from this is
something akin to an incomplete historical intellectual praxis with multiple centers
of gravity, each of which is caught in a dialectic of universality and particularity.

Globalizing Lefebvre

Taking Lefebvre’s meta-philosophy seriously means also applying these insights to
his work, which was laced with Eurocentrism. As in the works of most Western
Marxists,53 questions of colonization and imperialism appeared only as secondary
concerns in Lefebvre.As a consequence, his understanding of “colonization” (as one
aspect of urbanization and the production of space) still remains under-mediated
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historically, geographically, and socially. It does not pay adequate attention to the
distinction between different varieties of “colonization” and their particular forms of
determination. In order not to gloss over the specificities of distinct forms of
“colonization” (“far” or “near”), Lefebvre’s work needs to be complemented by
other radical approaches that can shed light on the specifically imperial, patriarchal,
racialized, and class-specific aspects. His critique of the “colonial model of isolated
units” is insufficient without other influences, such as Frantz Fanon’s understanding
of everyday racism and geopolitical colonization as spatial relations.54 Recent debates
about the colonial aspects of center–periphery relations in metropolitan France point
in the same direction.55 Lefebvre’s concept of colonization must be complemented
with explicitly anti-racist and feminist analyses of the relationship between
urbanization and imperialism.

It is possible that Lefebvre’s own view of critical theory as an incomplete,
contradictory, open-ended, and multiple formation, and his program for a multi-
polar critical knowledge point beyond the intellectual universe of postwar Europe.
His heterodox work may be fruitfully opened up to a number of globalizing
intellectual formations today.Among these—and there are many others—we would
like to point to certain strands of postcolonial theory and transnational feminism.
We submit that these links provide the emphases on the globally unequal conditions
of knowledge production and the fatal cognitive blockages produced by Eurocentric
social theory, a twin emphasis that is necessary for a truly plural conception of
marxism or critical theory.56

In postcolonial studies, a number of authors have recently distanced themselves
from more orthodox marxists and tried to redirect, rather than dismiss, this
sprawling field away from its formerly hegemonic postmodern philosophical
bases.57 They have attempted to rescue key postcolonial concerns—with Euro-
centrism, subalternity, legacies of colonial culture, and anti-colonial nationalism—
without replicating the postmodern philosophical assumptions of key postcolonial
theorists.58 For this purpose, they propose to fuse marxism and critical theory with
those anti-imperial and anti-racist traditions that differ from the structuralist or
“post-structuralist” underpinnings of much postcolonial theory.59 This theoretical
project also entails research projects to reconstruct and learn from existing points
of contact between European and anti-colonial critical theory. In the French context,
examples for this include the links between communist, surrealist, and radical Black
and négritudecircles in the inter-war period and the connections between anti-colonial
movements and various maoist, trotskyist, situationist, and existentialist currents in
the French New Left from the 1950s to the early 1970s. Lefebvre’s own (limited) ties
to these two moments of worldwide anti-colonial solidarity60 make it plausible to
suggest that his critique of everyday life is vital in linking analyses of (post-)colonial
formations with critiques of modernity and global capitalism.61
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Another rapidly globalizing intellectual formation to which we may connect
Lefebvre is transnational feminism.Authors in this research paradigm are forging a
global perspective on feminist theory and practice that is confined neither to
Eurocentric lineages nor to strictly national(ist) articulations of anti-racist or anti-
colonial feminism. In this, transnational feminists are informed in no small measure
by nodes of centrality produced by diasporic experiences of displacement,
alternative cultural practices, and, most centrally, an internationalist or transnational
understanding of feminist, anti-imperial, and indigenous politics.Transnational
feminism is theoreti-cally highly heterogeneous. Some voices within it promisingly
link materialist feminist legacies, anti-imperial currents, and marxist method-
ologies.62What makes these globalized intellectual voices particularly interesting in
our context is an overarching concern with, first, rooting social difference in a
dialectical understanding of everyday life as a contradictory experience, and, second,
linking considerations of everyday life to a broad critique of the imperial and
patriarchal aspects of capitalist world order. Despite the obvious distance between
transnational feminism and Lefebvre’s European perspective on critical theory, such
a double concern does allow for fruitful points of contact with Lefebvre’s own
project to link a critique of privatized, gendered everyday life with analyses of the
“far” social order.63

Intellectual labor in cosmopolitan times

Consistent with his view of meta-philosophy as the sublation of philosophy, Lefebvre
considered the globalization of philosophy simultaneous with its “withering
away.”64 A project to “globalize” Lefebvre thus presupposes a critique of rarefied
intellectual practice. Lefebvre was neither a traditional nor an organic intellectual
in Gramsci’s sense of these terms. He was wary of the hyperactivism he detected in
leftist politics, such as that embodied in his one-time allies, the Situationists (see
Merrifield, this volume). Partly to avoid instrumentalizing political thought for the
benefit of an ossified Communist Party (who had laid claim to Gramsci) or the daily
imperatives of avant-garde interventions, he repeatedly insisted on a (notably
contingent) distinction between political action and political theory, and this in part
against Gramsci himself (see Kipfer, this volume). At the same time, Lefebvre was
no conventional academic. Much of his more visible intellectual contributions rested
on a life of engagement in often subterranean debates in and against communist and
avant-garde circles.65 In Lefebvre, theory is thus not a function of individual
philosophical genius or specialized scientific insight but something akin to a work
of art with strong sensual and collective dimensions. For him, to separate theory
from everyday life and political passion was to impoverish intellectual cognition
itself.Without strong links to daily experience and political strategy, political thought
is vulnerable to being enveloped by the specialized, objectivist character of thinking
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(savoir).The rationalism in such knowledge forms is also subject to the pressures of
intellectual “accumulation” that, homologous with the commodity form, subordi-
nates intellectual practice to an acquisitive thirst for never-ending, incremental,
purely quantitative growth.66

Lefebvre’s notion of knowledge as creative, sensual practice is more pressing than
ever in our times, when “more and more, academic labour is up for sale and there
for hire, . . . evermore alienated, increasingly judged by performance principles,
by publisher sales projections—or by their ability to justify the status quo.”67 Lefebvre
scholars are well advised to turn Lefebvrean criticism onto themselves, analyzing
their own daily life and space at the same time as they analyze global capitalism.As
Merrifield suggests,

Hence, a universal capitulation to the conceived over the lived hasn’t just
taken place in the world: it has taken place in those who should know better, in
those who read Lefebvre’s work, in those who edit and contribute to radical
journals. When scholars write about emancipation, about reclaiming space
for others, we might start by emancipating ourselves and reclaiming our own
work space, giving a nod to disruption rather than cooptation, to real
difference rather than cowering conformity. Yet before imagination can seize
power, some imagination is needed: imagination to free our minds and our
bodies, to liberate our ideas, and to reclaim our society as a lived project . . .
It’s a project that can begin this afternoon.68

Breaking down the boundaries between academic and other forms of labor opens
up a horizon of social transformation. It promises to reconnect critical theory to
everyday life and political interventions in the social order.

Today, traditional intellectual practice is sustained by the “fast,” hyper-
commodified sensibilities of transnational jet-set life. Centered on transnational (but
US-centered) publishing networks, conference circuits, and “fly-by” research
operations, such sensibilities are most likely to sustain liberal-cosmopolitan
intellectualism.69The latter one-sidedly celebrates our age of transnational mobility,
prefers comfortable “complexity” over radical critique, and screens out the contra-
dictions of territorially mediated politics. Lefebvre’s own critique of traditional
intellectual practice stands at an unambiguous distance from jet-set intellectualism,
which, despite its critique of cultural nationalism, has failed to provide a
counterpoint to the fundamentalisms and colonizations of today’s world. Lefebvre’s
insistence on worldwide but plural strategies to embed knowledge creation in lived
experience and radical political commitment urges us to combine a worldwide
perspective of emancipation with territorially more limited (continental, national,
regional, local) practices.70This requires a willingness to work through (instead of
bypass or ignore) the mystifications, separations, and hierarchies which structure
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such practices.71 Only in this way is it possible to realize difference globally—as a
worldwide revolution.
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