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Introduction

This book addresses the encounter among sociology, architecture, urban-
ism, and philosophy in 1960s and early 1970s France in view of the shifts in the 
postwar processes of urbanization at every scale of the social reality, from that 
of the neighborhood to the global level. The work of Henri Lefebvre (1901–91) 
was central to this encounter, and his theory of production of space, published 
between 1968 and 1974, contributed both to an understanding of these processes 
that have staked out the tendencies of the global urban condition until today and 
to a redefi nition of the identities of the disciplines involved, their subject matters, 
and their conceptual frameworks, but also their social obligations and political 
ambitions.

To argue that Lefebvre’s theory was formulated from within an engagement 
with sociology, architecture, and urbanism is at odds with the prevailing view on 
the theory of production of space as a projection of his philosophical positions. 
“He developed a very interesting refl ection about the city,” wrote Paul-Henry 
Chombart de Lauwe, one of the pioneers of French postwar urban sociol-
ogy, about Lefebvre, “but, no doubt, he lacked a fi eldwork experience, a direct 
knowledge of the terrain and suffi ciently deep exchange with architects.”1 More 
recently, Manuel Castells stressed the weakness of Lefebvre’s La production de 
l’espace (The Production of Space) on the level of empirical research: “Frankly, 
I do not believe that it is possible to offer a theory of production of space on a 
strictly philosophical basis, without a profound knowledge of the economic and 
technological data about the processes of urbanization and about their social and 
political organization.”2 

The statements of Chombart and Castells are symptomatic of much of urban 
sociology still today, which appreciates Lefebvre as an inspiring philosopher, 
that is to say, accepts his writings on the condition of their relegation beyond 
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the realm of sociology proper. Yet while Lefebvre’s theory cannot be understood 
without accounting for his philosophical readings, I argue in this book that nei-
ther can it be grasped without acknowledging what was largely forgotten in his 
work: a number of empirical studies he carried out and supervised within a range 
of French research institutions, as well as his intense exchanges with architects, 
urbanists, and planners. The focus on these studies and on Lefebvre’s engage-
ment with French architectural culture is intended not to diminish the relevance 
of philosophy in his thinking but to argue that it cannot be understood from a 
single disciplinary perspective, including a philosophical reading, which, even if 
most sympathetic, tends to reverse the gesture of Chombart in order to celebrate 
Lefebvre as an inspiring sociologist.3 This is why in this book I discuss the pro-
duction of Lefebvre’s theory by juxtaposing, bringing together, and pulling apart 
his critical refl ections on the general condition of modernity, his research on the 
processes of urbanization, and his project of spaces for a transforming society.

These are three voices in Lefebvre’s writings: research, critique, and project. 
They were developed in a dialogue with the voices distinguished by Maurice 
Blanchot in the work of Marx—the scientifi c discourse, the words of the philo-
sophical logos, and the political speech—which Blanchot described as constantly 
breaking itself into multiple forms, heterogeneous, divergent, noncontemporane-
ous; being always and at once tacit and violent, political and scholarly, direct and 
indirect, total and fragmentary, lengthy and almost instantaneous.4 The attention 
to this polyphony governed Lefebvre’s readings of Marx’s work, which opposed, 
more often than not, its dominant interpretations, whether the offi cial doctrine 
of the Stalinist Soviet Union adopted by the French Communist Party (PCF) dur-
ing the immediate postwar period or the structuralist Marxism of the 1960s. At 
the same time Lefebvre’s research, critique, and project are embedded in specifi c 
French discussions in 1960s and 1970s philosophy, urban sociology, architecture, 
and urbanism while also refl ecting an international ferment of ideas, includ-
ing Anglo-American sociology and planning, German philosophy, Italian archi-
tectural theory, and dissident revisions of Marxism, both Western and Central 
European. 

These debates reverberate in the empirical studies Lefebvre was involved 
in, or rather in his “concrete” research—the term that he preferred and that the 
authors of the comprehensive Méthodes des sciences sociales (Methods of Social 
Sciences, 1964) defi ned as aiming at either a “practical application” or a “theo-
retical discovery” but distinguished from a “theoretical and abstract refl ection.”5 
This included his studies on the Pyrenean communities commissioned by the 
Musée national des arts et traditions populaires (MNATP) during the Second 
World War; his research in rural and urban sociology at the Centre d’études 
sociologiques (CES) from the 1940s until the early 1960s; the interdisciplin-
ary research projects headed by him as a professor in Strasbourg (1961–65) and 
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Nanterre (1965–73); and the studies on practices of dwelling carried out by the 
Institut de sociologie urbaine (ISU), which Lefebvre cofounded in 1962 and over 
which he presided until 1973.

It is from within these engagements that his understanding of space was devel-
oped by means of three main theoretical decisions: the shift of the research focus 
from space to processes of its production; the embrace of the multiplicity of social 
practices that produce space and make it socially productive; and the focus on the 
contradictory, confl ictual, and, ultimately, political character of the processes of 
production of space. While dwelling on a range of empirical and historical stud-
ies, this understanding of space was formulated in opposition to much of French 
sociology of the 1950s and early 1960s and its quantitative and statistical meth-
ods. Rather, Lefebvre aimed at a qualitative approach with particular attention 
to the irreducible and singular lived experience: an approach that not only posed 
the question of generalization as a major theoretical challenge for his theory but 
also prevented him from formulating a fully operative method of sociological 
research. This resulted, until very recently, in the scarcity of empirical studies 
developed along the lines of his theory, in France as much as elsewhere.6

Examining the relationships among the three voices making up Lefebvre’s 
work allows us to distinguish it from the discourse of what he identifi ed as his 
main ideological opponents: the planning state and postwar functionalist urban-
ism. Lefebvre’s theory needs to be contextualized within the efforts of the French 
state since the 1960s to refound the procedures of urban planning on a new type 
of knowledge about processes of urbanization, a knowledge that is not only oper-
ative but also self-critical. With the introduction of procedures of inhabitants’ 
participation in urban planning, an increasing politicization of its operations, 
and an active stimulation of critical urban research, including Marxist research, 
French planning institutions embarked on a process of institutionalization of cri-
tique: the very condition that Michel Foucault began to examine at the end of the 
1970s in his genealogy of liberalism.7 

This book shows that these processes not only paralleled the formulation of 
Lefebvre’s theory of space, published in six books between 1968 (Le droit à la ville, 
The Right to the City) and 1974 (The Production of Space), but also constituted both 
its condition and its target: its condition because Lefebvre’s courses and seminars 
in urban sociology during his professorships in Strasbourg and Nanterre contrib-
uted to the academization of urban sociology in France and because almost all of 
the urban empirical studies he was involved in were commissioned by state insti-
tutions aiming at developing alternatives to the postwar functionalist urbanism; 
its target because much of his work addressed the incorporation of critical con-
cepts into the increasingly self-critical French state planning discourse, includ-
ing Lefebvre’s concepts as well, such as the postulate to grant the “right to the 
city” and “centrality” to the inhabitants by accounting for their “everyday life” 
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and “lived space.” In other words, what was at stake was not just a co-optation of 
critical discourse about the city and its transformation into a “stimulus of capi-
talism,” as it was argued at that time by such Marxist theorists of architecture as 
Manfredo Tafuri,8 but also a decisive step in a constitution of a regime of gover-
nance based on institutionalized critique. What distinguishes Lefebvre’s writings 
from a more operative and more direct cooperation with architects, planners, and 
administrators, which characterized the work of Chombart since the early 1950s, 
was his attempt to rethink the production of space at this stage of the historical 
process of entanglement between power and knowledge—from within which his 
own theory was formulated—and his attempt to challenge the institutionaliza-
tion of the translations among research, critique, and project by identifying the 
gaps between them as possible sites for a politics of space.

These translations were at the core of Lefebvre’s attacks on modern architec-
ture and functionalist urbanism and their promise to develop a general account of 
the inherited modes of urbanization into a critique of unacceptable social, tech-
nological, political, and aesthetic conditions and, in the second step, their attempt 
to derive from this critique a design of a new space for a new society. Much of 
this redefi nition of architecture as a heteronomous discipline whose operations 
cannot be based on preexisting aesthetic norms was developed within the CIAM 
(Congrès internationaux d’architecture moderne), the organization founded in 
1928 that gathered a rising group of architects and planners committed to the 
modern movement.9 In particular, Lefebvre targeted the main document of the 
prewar CIAM: the Athens Charter (1933), which defi ned the “functional city” by 
means of four main functions of urbanization: living, working, and recreation, 
linked by transportation. 

Much of Lefebvre’s critique of the CIAM was prefi gured by the discussions 
between its members and sympathizers since the 1940s, such as Lewis Mumford, 
who argued that cities cannot be conceived without accounting for political, cul-
tural, and educational functions. During the postwar congresses in the late 1940s 
and early 1950s the doctrine of functionalism was complemented by attention to 
urbanity, monumentality, collective public spaces, and historical centers of cities, 
and the relationship between research and design was complicated by a declared 
opening of architectural practice toward a critique, both “rational” and “affec-
tive,” by individuals, the general public, and the authorities.10 Yet Lefebvre’s cri-
tique did not register much of this evolution of the CIAM discourse, even when it 
shared some of his own concerns, as was the case with the younger generation of 
members (Team 10), who, in the course of the 1950s, had been moving away from 
the doctrine of the four functions and the global and universalist perspective in 
order to address the practices of dwelling within the Western welfare states and 
the consumer societies. Rather, the primary target of Lefebvre’s writings dur-
ing the mid-1960s and the early 1970s was the prewar doctrine of the CIAM and 



xiIntroduction

its infl uence on the production of space in Europe and beyond. In that sense, 
his work was inscribed into a climate of a wholesale revision of modern archi-
tecture and functionalist urbanism: a revision not always suffi ciently informed 
and itself subsequently questioned by historiographies of both the CIAM and 
the modern movement’s “other traditions.”11 This suggests that Lefebvre’s writ-
ings on architecture and urbanism need to be understood within their specifi c 
historical condition, including the general shift in French urbanism away from 
the mass housing estates of the postwar period (grands ensembles) and also coin-
ciding with the experience of formal and theoretical experimentation in French 
architectural culture between the death of Le Corbusier in 1965 and the mid-
1970s, when various paths within, beyond, and against the legacy of the modern 
movement were tested. 

At the same time, it was in the course of these debates that the disciplinary 
identity of architecture, its formal techniques, conceptual frameworks, and social 
obligations were revised, providing orientation points for discourses and designs 
until today. Lefebvre’s call for a unitary knowledge about urban space coincided 
with the attempts of French architects to redefi ne their disciplinary competence 
and political responsibility as producers of such knowledge. Consequently, when 
in 1971 he compared his work to that of an architect who is “an intellectual, . . . 
brought to pose problems which are the same as those I pose,”12 this statement 
pointed to a shift in architectural culture, with the architects claiming the posi-
tion of intellectuals speaking on behalf of urban space. Lefebvre’s contributions 
to architectural culture in the course of the 1960s prefi gured this role, going far 
beyond the publication of his books, including contributions to architectural 
journals and catalogues of design exhibitions and the supervision of PhD dis-
sertations focused on architecture and urbanism, as well as his participation in 
the reorganization of architectural education around 1968, his jury participa-
tion in architectural competitions, his editorial policies attentive to architectural 
themes, and his organization of interdisciplinary research projects.

The fi gure of research, critique, and project was chosen to structure the fol-
lowing chapters, because of its central role in Lefebvre’s work, but also because 
such reading captures the relevance of this work for urban research and design 
today. Yet to read Lefebvre today requires accounting for the historical continu-
ities and ruptures between the processes of urbanization as he analyzed them and 
the current conditions of production of space. In particular, it requires coming 
to terms with the undermining of the credibility of his theory by the increasing 
co-optation of his concepts into the discourses of dominant agents of the produc-
tion of space in France as much as beyond and the crisis of Marxism after the 
end of state socialism in Central and Eastern Europe. In the fi rst chapter of this 
book both challenges are historicized in order to argue that the co-optation of 
critical discourse and the necessity to revise Marxism in view of the development 
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of postwar capitalist and state socialist societies were major stimuli for Lefeb-
vre’s studies in rural and urban sociology, as well as his contributions to French 
architectural culture. A review of these engagements not only reveals the impact 
on Lefebvre’s concepts and research methods of the institutional contexts in 
which they were developed but also allows interrogating the interdependencies 
between the formulation of his theory of space and the disciplinary transforma-
tions of architecture, urbanism, and urban sociology in the late 1960s and early 
1970s. Chapter 1 shows that Lefebvre’s theorizing of space aimed at explaining 
the transformation of regimes of governance, the restructuring of class composi-
tion of Western societies, and a change of the regimes of production of knowl-
edge that condition the processes of urbanization beyond the Fordist–Keynesian 
welfare state. 

In chapter 2, I argue that the fundamental theses of Lefebvre’s work, including 
the concept of space being socially produced and productive, are directly related 
to the research on the practices of dwelling in the studies of the ISU. These stud-
ies were focused on the pavillon, or the suburban house, and the grands ensem-
bles, or the collective housing estates—two spatial forms considered symptomatic 
of French postwar urbanization, with the former often linked to the privatization 
of the everyday life in the emerging consumption society, and the latter seen as a 
result of the state intervention in the postwar housing crisis and as a framework 
of forthcoming forms of spatial segregation among social groups. These stud-
ies are considered in light of Lefebvre’s account of the new town of Mourenx 
in southwestern France, his review of a series of urban designs (including the 
functionalist new town of Furttal near Zurich), and his engagements in the archi-
tectural debates of the 1960s and ’70s inscribed into the revision of the modern 
movement. Chapter 2 also argues that the practices of dwelling investigated by 
the ISU—the appropriation of space and its consumption—and the critique of 
ideology of the pavillon pursued by the institut were direct sources for Lefebvre’s 
understanding of space as perceived, conceived, lived, and produced by material 
practices, practices of representation, and everyday practices of appropriation. 
With the consumption of space and the practice of its appropriation becoming 
two paradigmatic practices for theorizing the production of urban space today, 
this reading of Lefebvre’s work allows an understanding of the emergence of these 
two antithetical paradigms and their theoretical and political consequences.

What allowed Lefebvre to generalize the results of his specifi c studies and to 
relate them to an account of the historical development of capitalism was the main 
philosophical argument of his theory of space: that space is a concrete abstraction. 
For Lefebvre, this argument became the basis of a critical knowledge of space, in 
the double sense that “critique” took on in Western philosophical culture since 
Kant: as an eradication of error and as a research on the limits of faculty or prac-
tice—in this context, the limits of thinking and producing space.
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In chapter 3, I argue that a reading of Hegel and Marx, in particular the latter’s 
discussions of labor, commodity, and money, allowed Lefebvre to examine space 
as the general form of social practice in capitalist modernities, characterized by 
distinctive features, such as its simultaneous homogenization and fragmenta-
tion and its blend of illusion and reality. Lefebvre’s take on concrete abstraction 
staked out his research program on space and opened up its two perspectives: a 
deductive account of the most general principle of social space unfolding in his-
tory, and a historical and empirical study about specifi c conjunctures of practices 
producing space. It is in the tensions between these two research perspectives 
and in the attempts to mediate between them that the core concepts of the theory 
of production of space were developed.

In chapter 3, I argue that Lefebvre’s theorizing of space as a whole produced 
by multiple social practices opened new prospects for a transdiciplinary research 
on space, which still awaits its development. If Lefebvre’s theory allows linking 
the efforts of various disciplines focused on specifi c practices of production of 
space, it is because the understanding of space as a concrete abstraction shifts the 
discussion from an ontology of space to an “epistemology of the urban”: a broad 
theoretical framework for studying the “compete urbanization of the society.”13 
At the same time this theorizing of space as a whole, with its underlying dia-
lectics of singularity, particularity, and universality, has the potential to inform 
current research on transnational urbanization, postcolonial spaces, and global 
restructuring of statehood—areas in which Lefebvre’s work has been recently 
used most fruitfully.14 

In chapter 4, I discuss the “project” of Lefebvre, understood as research on 
the possible tendencies of social and spatial development based on an investi-
gation into the emerging “urban” society. Lefebvre saw these tendencies being 
manifested in protorevolutionary conjunctures of urban practice, such as the 
Commune of 1871 and the Parisian May 1968: moments in which the concepts of 
centrality, dwelling, difference, and scale were experienced as presentiments of a 
different society. This chapter reads these concepts together with several archi-
tectural designs, including such seemingly disparate ones as the “unitary archi-
tecture” of Charles Fourier; the City in Space, by Ricardo Bofi ll and the Taller 
de arquitectura; the New Babylon, by Constant Nieuwenhuys; and the project 
for New Belgrade, developed in the mid-1980s by Serge Renaudie, Pierre Guil-
baud, and Lefebvre himself. This does not mean that Lefebvre’s project can be 
approximated by specifi c architectures or that his concepts can offer a common 
denominator for architectural designs. Rather, his project is discussed as consist-
ing of an operation proceeding “from the (given) real to the possible,”15 which 
was recognized by several architects in the late 1960s as the specifi c competence 
of architectural practice. Through a reading of the discussions between Lefeb-
vre and Manfredo Tafuri, this chapter suggests that such understanding of the 
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“project” goes beyond the impasse of the Marxist critique of architecture, which 
is still today overshadowed by Tafuri’s argument that the architectural practice is 
unable to transcend its position within the capitalist division of labor.

In this perspective, the confrontation between architectural projects and 
Lefebvre’s writings aims at questioning them in view of urbanization tenden-
cies, which he himself described and yet which seem to undermine the eman-
cipatory potential of his concepts. This involves discussing Lefebvre’s praise of 
urban centrality in the context of the exacerbating social and spatial segregation 
between the center of Paris and the suburbs as he experienced it in Nanterre; 
revising his belief in dwelling as the paradigmatic practice of production of space 
in view of the increasing privatization and gentrifi cation of urban spaces mod-
eled according to domestic interiors; challenging his theorization of difference in 
the face of the cultural logics of consumption as differentiation; and questioning 
the possibility of a politics of scale in a situation in which the traditional homolo-
gies between spatial forms and social groups are undermined by the increasing 
mobility of urban populations, the multiplication of modes of belonging, and the 
crisis of traditional political associations. These discussions situate architecture 
and urban planning of the 1960s and 1970s within a broad account of the urban 
condition of that period, but they also suggest how to discuss architecture today 
in view of sociospatial marginalization and exclusion in metropolitan areas; the 
transformation of the urban sphere into a productive resource, its valorization by 
capital, and its appropriation by the dominant social classes; but also in view of 
counterhegemonic strategies and urban protest movements.16

By devoting a chapter to research, critique, and project, this book does not 
address distinct parts of Lefebvre’s theory but rather suggests three starting points 
from which the relationships among these three voices are negotiated within a 
transdisciplinary research on space. The basis for such research was provided by 
the concept of production of space itself, and thus one way of reading this book is 
to consider it as an extended commentary on this concept: from an account of its 
formulation in the course of his various “concrete” studies discussed in chapter 1, 
through the analysis of practices of dwelling as practices of production of space 
in chapter 2 and a critical account of production of space as a decisive step in the 
historical development of capitalism in chapter 3, to the research on the emanci-
patory possibilities of socially produced space fi nally in chapter 4.

By focusing on the empirical research of Lefebvre and on his exchanges with 
architects and urbanists, I advance the vibrant discussion of historical and theo-
retical relevance of his work in general and specifi cally his theory of space. This 
discussion has been marked by the essays of Michel Trebitsch;17 Rob Shields’s 
Lefebvre, Love and Struggle: Spatial Dialectics (1996), the intellectual biography 
of Lefebvre that followed Rémi Hess’s Henri Lefebvre et l’aventure du siècle (Henri 
Lefebvre and the Adventure of the Century, 1988); Edward Soja’s Postmodern 
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Geographies: The Reassertion of Space in Critical Social Theory (1989) and his 
Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real-and-Imagined Places (1996); 
Stuart Elden’s philosophically oriented Understanding Henri Lefebvre: Theory 
and the Possible (2004); Christian Schmid’s conceptual reconstruction of Lefe-
bvre’s theory of space in Stadt, Raum und Gesellschaft: Henri Lefebvre und die 
Theorie der Produktion des Raumes (City, Space, and Society: Henri Lefebvre and 
the Theory of Production of Space, 2005); Andy Merrifi eld’s broad overview 
Henri Lefebvre: A Critical Introduction (2006); and the recent volume edited by 
Kanishka Goonewardena, Stefan Kipfer, Christian Schmid, and Richard Milgrom, 
Space, Difference, Everyday Life (2008), to mention just a few.18 

This book shares with the last volume the attention to empirical urban research: 
both Lefebvre’s own research and the case studies that reveal the epistemic value 
of his theory beyond the formulation of its author. This focus is, according to the 
editors of Space, Difference, Everyday Life, one of the main characteristics of what 
they see as the current, “third constellation of Lefebvre’s readings,” in distinc-
tion to two previous ones in Anglo-American scholarship, including the urban 
political–economic readings centered on David Harvey since the 1970s and the 
introduction of Lefebvre’s work into the “postmodern geographies” of Edward 
Soja within the spatial, cultural, and linguistic turn in social sciences and the 
humanities in the 1980s.19 But what seems to be specifi c for this turn to empirical 
studies in the recent readings of Lefebvre is their explicitly global scope, which 
accounts not only for a striking multiplicity of centers of urbanization and the 
variety of its patterns today but also for an equal multiplicity and variety of cen-
ters of production of knowledge about urbanization. Following this sensitivity, 
this book departs from the Anglo-American discussions and extends them by 
accounting for the theory of production of space in French, German-speaking, 
and Central European contexts—an attempt that clearly does not exhaust the 
receptions of Lefebvre’s work today, and thus needs to be read as program for 
further research.20
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1

The increasing international interest in the the-
ory of production of space in urban research since the 
late 1980s appears somehow paradoxical in the face 

of the historical conditions that seem most unfavorable for a rereading of Le- 
febvre’s work. First, what does it mean to read Lefebvre’s Marxist theory in the 
course of the symbolic liquidation of socialism; after the end of the Soviet Union 
and other socialist states in Europe and the evolution of China; in the face of the 
vanishing of the international communist movements and the decline of the com-
munist parties; and given the gradual dismantling of the postwar institutional 
compromises in Western Europe, which stemmed from socialist inspiration and 
for which Marxism was a major theoretical reference?1 More specifi cally, what 
is the relevance of Lefebvre’s work for urban research today, after the political 
and economic end of the regimes that instrumentalized Marxist rhetoric and, to 
a certain extent, realized some Marxist postulates, such as that of undoing, or at 
least limiting, the commodifi cation of space?2 While the economic, fi nancial, and 
social crisis at the end of the fi rst decade of this century challenged the intellec-
tual delegitimization of Marxism, which became, again, attractive to an increasing 
number of readers both in the former East and in the “former West,” this challenge 
was not followed by a theoretical and political reassessment of twentieth-century 
socialism, a theme increasingly handed over from the discipline of “transitol-
ogy” to that of history of the “century of totalitarianisms.” Where the readings of 
Lefebvre are concerned, this omission feeds into the routine of legitimizing his 
work as having nothing to do with popular democracies in Central and Eastern 
Europe—as if the greatest possible achievement for a Marxist intellectual would 
have been to ignore the historically unprecedented attempt to realize socialism 

Henri Lefebvre 

The Production of Theory1



Henri Lefebvre2

that he witnessed during his life, however disappointing this realization might 
have been. Yet, in fact, Lefebvre himself was much more thoughtful about the 
end of socialist states in Europe, which he witnessed just before his death in 1991 
and whose importance for his work he admitted without having enough time to 
refl ect upon.3 It is thus necessary to interrogate the cognitive value of Lefebvre’s 
theory in today’s postsocialist urban condition, which is not limited to the situ-
ation of the countries behind the former Iron Curtain but which encompasses 
both a state of mind and the all-too-real deconstruction of Fordist–Keynesian 
national welfare states with the concomitant shift in patterns of urbanization, 
urban morphologies, and development policies around the globe.

But this apparent “failure” of the philosophical and political foundations of 
Lefebvre’s theory is not the only challenge for its reading today. With the con-
cepts coined or shaped by Lefebvre, such as “centrality,” “monuments,” “urban 
everyday,” and even “the right to the city,” having been increasingly incorporated 
into dominant discourses of architects, planners, administrators, and develop-
ers, his work seems to be at least equally undermined by its own “success.” Thus, 
Lefebvre’s theory would share the fate of what Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello 
in The New Spirit of Capitalism (1999) described as “artistic critique,” focused on 
demands of autonomy, creativity, and authenticity, put into crisis in the course of 
the 1970s and 1980s by “its seeming success and the ease in which it found itself 
recuperated and exploited by capitalism.”4 The situation in his native France is 
particularly symptomatic in this respect, where the presence of Lefebvre’s con-
cepts in mainstream discourse on architecture and urbanism during the last 
forty years is countered by an almost equally long tendency toward erasing his 
name from this discourse,5 an erasure effectuated often by those infl uenced by 
Lefebvre’s work to such an extent that they have no choice but to deny it in order 
to preserve their own identity. Does this mean that Lefebvre’s theory has been 
suppressed—or rather “superseded” and reduced to mere slogans, with the con-
cept of the “right to the city,” to continue with one example, becoming an empty 
battle cry when detached from its specifi c historical context of the late 1960s and 
the social and spatial struggles around the French welfare state?

This double challenge is addressed in this chapter from within a historical 
account of the formulation of Lefebvre’s theory of space. This requires contex-
tualizing the formulation of his theory in his involvements in urban sociology, 
architecture, and urbanism. These engagements, stretching from the 1940s to 
the 1980s, refl ect the transformations of the French society during the trente 
glorieuses, the period between the Liberation in 1944 and the oil crisis in 1973. 
Starting with the Reconstruction and rapid postwar urbanization paralleled by 
demographic and economic growth, the period addressed in this chapter con-
tinues through the emergence of the society of consumption over the course of 
the 1950s, to the processes of decolonization resulting in the shift of the target 
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markets from the colonies toward advanced countries, followed by an effort at 
economic and social modernization.6 Within a wide overview of Lefebvre’s work, 
this chapter focuses on the decade between the mid-1960s and mid-1970s, when 
his main books about space were published and when the questions of the city 
and urban space were given an unprecedented importance in France. This was 
paralleled by the critical urban sociology entering academia, the broad interest in 
qualitative methods of urban research, the beginnings of architectural research, 
the politicization of urbanism and the simultaneous introduction of urban ques-
tions into French politics, the shifts in French planning from the postwar collec-
tive estates toward the concept of the new towns, and the transition away from 
the concepts, images, and criteria coined by the architectural avant-gardes of the 
early twentieth century.

After a general introduction to Lefebvre’s contribution to research in rural 
and urban sociology and to architecture and planning culture in France, this 
chapter develops a reading of his theory in view of the crisis of Marxism and 
the institutionalization of critique seen not as recent shifts in the context of its 
reception but rather as two essential conditions in which this theory itself was 
formulated. The review of Lefebvre’s research projects shows that these studies 
were what made him aware of the necessity to revise such Marxist categories 
as class struggle, alienation, division of labor, and commodity fetishism and the 
urgency to complement and transform them by a critique targeting new themes, 
such as everyday life, consumption, and technocracy.7 This was paralleled by his 
critique of state socialism in Central and Eastern Europe, which stemmed from a 
political disappointment but also brought about a theoretical challenge concern-
ing the understanding of the “socialist city” as a reality and as a project. At the 
same time, in view of the transformations of the institutional context in which 
Lefebvre’s research on space was carried out in the late 1960s and early 1970s, his 
theory is to be understood as a constant negotiation of his critical discourse with 
the self-critical discourse of the French state and its planning institutions. Thus, 
while this chapter contextualizes the theory of the production of space within 
the Fordist–Keynesian planning state in France of the 1950s and 1960s associ-
ated with what Lefebvre called the “bureaucratic society of controlled consump-
tion,” it also discusses his attempt to rethink the condition of this society moving 
beyond Fordism.8

Empirical Research, Urban Sociology, Architectural Practice

If one were to draw a diagram connecting the sequential places of Lefebvre’s life 
and work, it would resemble the railway network in France; that is, it would look 
like a star centered on Paris with its arms reaching to the provinces. His journey 
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across this diagram started and ended in southwestern France, at the foot of the 
Pyrenees, where he was born in 1901 in Hagetmau, in the old Département des 
Landes, and where he died in 1991 in the maternal house in Navarrenx, fi fty kilo-
meters south of Hagetmau, in the ancient Département de Béarn. After passing 
through Saint Brieuc, in Bretagne, Lefebvre was sent to Paris, where he attended 
the Lycée Louis-le-Grand and later studied philosophy at the Sorbonne, writ-
ing his thesis under the idealist philosopher Léon Brunschvicg. Until the end 
of the 1930s, Lefebvre left Paris several times either to recover his poor health, 
which led him to study for two semesters in Aix-en-Provence under the Chris-
tian philosopher Maurice Blondel, or to take temporary jobs as a professor in the 
secondary school in Privas, in southern France, and later in Montargis, east of 
Paris, during which time he returned periodically to work in the Citroën facto-
ries at the Quai de Javel and as a taxi driver. After the Second World War and the 
often dramatic moves from Paris to Aix and later to Marseille, the Béarn, and the 
Pyrenees, Lefebvre passed through Toulouse on his way back to Paris, where he 
was employed in various research and teaching institutions, including the Centre 
national de la recherche scientifi que (CNRS) beginning in 1948 and, after a pro-
fessorship in Strasbourg (1961–65), at the university in Paris Nanterre (1965–73). 
For this period the train diagram needs to be superimposed with a chart of his 
fl ights from Parisian airports, which account for his numerous journeys to all the 
continents where he was invited to teach, lecture, advise, and research.9

The 1920s and 1930s were the formative years for Lefebvre, with his adherence 
to the dadaists and surrealists; his cofounding of the Philosophes group (with 
Pierre Morhange, Georges Politzer, and later Norbert Guterman and Georges 
Friedmann); his translations of the early philosophical writings of Marx, under-
taken with Guterman; and his joining of the French Communist Party (PCF) in 
1928.10 In the course of these exchanges with others in his world, the main tenets, 
interests, aims, and styles of his writing were established: the anti-systematic 
way of thinking, the attempt to relate heterogeneous philosophical traditions, 
the conviction about the necessity of linking lived experience and philosophical 
thought to concrete social practice, and the interest in everyday life.11

Also at that time, however, Lefebvre carried out his fi rst empirical studies, 
developing them in various locations as he was changing jobs. To the fi rst of 
them belonged the rabcors—the studies carried out by the “workers–surveyors” 
on demand of the Third Internationale. He examined the Lafarge cement facto-
ries, the silk industry in the Lyon region, the switchyard Dutel, and a telephone 
exchange in Paris, where he carried out interviews and statistical analyses.12 As 
professor in Privas he investigated the social structure in the Département de 
l’Ardèche on the request of one of the trade unions.13 The results of this research, 
based on offi cial statistics, were published in a local journal of the teachers’ 
trade union, presenting data about the composition of social groups, with special 
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attention to agricultural and industrial workers, and charting gender structure 
as well as the size and type of factories. Aware of the insuffi ciency of these data, 
Lefebvre called for the workers’ contributions to the research, which he consid-
ered necessary for political action: he argued that knowledge about the specifi city 
of each location and its social structure is indispensable for “steering revolution-
ary action” and for translating ideas and general concepts into claims relevant 
for particular local conditions and immediately understandable to the masses.14 
Another experience that might have been relevant to his future work on space 
and the urban society was his membership in the municipal council in Montar-
gis; elected from a pro-Communist list (1935–39), Lefebvre was directly involved 
with the decisions concerning schooling, the supply of water and gas, and street 
lighting.15

From the Rural to the Urban

The fi rst empirical research that can be shown to have signifi cantly infl uenced 
Lefebvre’s theory of the production of space was the study of the peasant com-
munities in the Campan Valley, in the Pyrenees, for which he gave up his ini-
tial project of a philosophical dissertation planned under the title “La pensée 
française et l’individualisme” (French Thought and Individualism).16 The study 
on Campan was commissioned in 1943 by the ethnographer Georges-Henri 
Rivière, the director of the Musée national des arts et traditions populaires in 
Paris, founded in 1937 under the Popular Front, the alliance of left-wing move-
ments that had won the parliamentary elections in the previous year. At the time 
when the question of folklore and its relationship to national identity became a 
profoundly political issue in prewar Europe, Rivière’s take on ethnography dif-
fered from the conservative understanding of Frenchness, which was rooted in 
rural landscapes and peasantry as the residuum of the nation’s culture. Rather, 
he was convinced of the heterogeneity of preindustrial popular civilizations in 
France, which he intended to investigate in the course of their transformation 
under the impact of contemporary processes of urbanization and moderniza-
tion.17 This is also how he saw the study of the Campan Valley; Albert Soboul, the 
future author of the Marxist history of the French Revolution and a member of 
the team of Rivière, explained to Lefebvre that the research should “encompass 
all aspects of one type of rural civilization in its historical evolution and specifi c 
geographical context” and stressed that what was interesting for the musée was a 
“study of a specifi c environment [milieu] in its current condition, informed by its 
historical evolution.”18

Lefebvre developed his research in the framework of the chantiers intellectu-
elles (literally: intellectual work sites). The chantiers were intended to provide 



Divorced and remarried, father of four, university graduate, staff offi cer, fl uent in German, unem-
ployed—this is how Henri Lefebvre described his personal situation when taking up his research 
position at the Musée national des arts et traditions populaires. Questionnaire of the Commis-
sariat à la lutte contre le chômage, 26 October 1943. Courtesy of the Archives of Musée national 
des arts et traditions populaires, Paris, dossier Henri Lefebvre.
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employment for intellectual workers who had lost their jobs in the economic dis-
order caused by defeat and the occupation. (Lefebvre’s personal situation was par-
ticularly precarious: he was responsible for four children, constantly losing jobs 
in secondary education because of his Communist affi liation, and arrested twice 
by the German occupiers and their Vichy allies.)19 The chantiers offered the pos-
sibility of carrying out research projects not normally funded by republican gov-
ernments, at the same time giving the researchers the chance to be spared forced 
labor in Germany.20 Rivière organized four chantiers, dealing with rural architec-
ture (chantier no. 1425); traditional rural furniture (no. 909); crafts and traditions 
of peasantry, such as pottery, metallurgy, weaving, and techniques of wood and 
basketry (no. 1810); and one whose task was to process the reports, drawings, pho-
tographs, and documentation produced by other chantiers (no. 1817).21

Lefebvre participated in the chantier 1810 from 1943 to 1946, in the section 
of physical and human geography and economic and social history. Like every 
other researcher he was required to keep a daily journal of his scientifi c activi-
ties and, on the 25th of each month, to submit a review of his archival research 
carried out in the archives of Campan and larger cities of the region.22 Lefebvre, 
who envisaged turning the research into a dissertation under the supervision of 
Maurice Halbwachs,23 consulted Rivière intensely about it, but also consulted 
Soboul, who participated in the same section of the chantier 1810, and Charles 
Struys, who had investigated rural architecture in Campan.24 This work was con-
textualized in one of the most controversial debates in avant-garde architecture 
of the 1930s, to which Rivière, a friend of Le Corbusier, contributed: the debate 
over the relationship between modern and vernacular architecture, understood 
as a manifestation of the universal human condition and a poetic inspiration for 
modern civilizations rather than a shrine of national values.25

The letter exchange with Rivière reveals Lefebvre’s ambition to enlarge the 
scope of the research beyond a set of local studies and to present the Campan Val-
ley as nested in the general historical, social, and economic development of the 
region.26 Thus, one of the fi rst aims of the study was to explain the particularism 
of the valley by reference to the general history of France and the region, its “gen-
eral laws,” and its “rhythms of development.”27 Accordingly, in the report about 
June and August 1945, Lefebvre informed Rivière that in response to the “prob-
lems of generalization” of his research in Campan, he had launched two new 
investigations: one focused on Navarrenx, a fourteenth-century bastide (fortifi ed 
new town) and a small commercial center, where his mother owned a house; the 
other focused on the vestiges of agrarian communities in the Basque region of 
Soule, between the settlements of Mauléon and Tardets.28 This scope was broad-
ened still further in the months to come.29 After one year, Lefebvre reported to 
Rivière: “The local polls in Campan, vallée de Lais de pays d’Albert, Bourbon-
nais, Mayenne, that I have worked on are still insuffi cient in order to establish 
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well-founded conclusions.” The framework that these conclusions were aimed 
at supporting was envisaged as truly monumental: Lefebvre wanted to address 
“dialectically” what he called the “grand laws of evolution of folklore” as a part 
of a work on “the relationships between the rational and the irrational in his-
tory,” and he planned the History of the Rural Community, the fi rst volume of the 
Rural History in France, prepared with Soboul.30 This ambition to contextualize 
specifi c studies within larger historical processes, combined with the awareness 
of the dangers of illegitimate extrapolation, became an idiosyncrasy of Lefebvre’s 
research on space in the 1960s and 1970s.

Lefebvre resigned from his position at the Musée national des arts et tradi-
tions populaires in 1946 and, after an episode in Radio Toulouse with Tristan 
Tzara and a short return to secondary education, he was employed in 1948 by the 
Centre national de la recherche scientifi que, the main institution responsible for 
scientifi c research in France. It was in the newly created Centre d’études soci-
ologiques (CES) of the CNRS that his research on the Campan Valley was broad-
ened, developed, and defended as a doctorat d’État in 1954 at the Sorbonne.31

House in Haut Adour, in the Campan Valley. The architecture of the valley was inventoried in 
the 1940s by Charles Struys, Lefebvre’s colleague at the Musée national des arts et traditions 
populaires. This drawing was made in 1980 and published in Bidart et al., Pays aquitains, 215.
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The dissertation was supervised by the sociologist Georges Gurvitch, because 
Maurice Halbwachs, initially envisaged as the supervisor, had been detained 
by the Gestapo and died in the Buchenwald concentration camp in 1945. It was 
based on the archival research developed within the framework of the chantier 
1810 as well as on 150 surveys, interviews, and observations on the ground carried 
out during Lefebvre’s affi liation with the CES.32 Developing the plan sketched 
for Rivière, Lefebvre enlarged the scope of the research to all of the Pyrenean 
communities, which are the focus of the principal dissertation, while the com-
plementary dissertation was devoted specifi cally to Campan. The latter, together 
with the gathered archival documents, was formally published in 1963 under the 
title La vallée de Campan: Étude de sociologie rurale (The Campan Valley: Study 
in Rural Sociology).33

Lefebvre was employed at the Centre d’études sociologiques until 1961, with 
one year of expulsion for his Communist affi liation (1951–52),34 and this period 
was essential for the development of his thinking in general and specifi cally for 
the development of this theory of space and the urban society. Founded in 1946 
on the initiative of Georges Gurvitch, the CES was to become a facilitator of the 
renewal of sociology in France, together with other institutions set up in this 
period, including the Institut national des études démographiques, and Section 
IV of the École pratique des hautes études, founded by the historian Lucien Feb-
vre.35 With Gurvitch, Febvre, the sociologists Marcel Mauss, Louis Massignon, 
and Georges Friedmann (whom Lefebvre knew from the prewar Philosophes 
group); the anthropologist Paul Rivet; the psychologist Henri Wallon; and the 
jurists Gabriel Le Bras and Henri Lévy-Bruhl passing through the CES, the centre 
functioned as a meeting point of established researchers and the new generation 
of sociologists, particularly important in view of the weak institutionalization of 
French sociology in the 1940s and 1950s.36

Among the most active researchers at the centre was Paul-Henry Chombart de 
Lauwe, whose Groupe d’ethnologie sociale developed a series of empirical studies 
focused on popular neighborhoods and suburbs of Paris with the improvement of 
housing policy in view beginning in the early 1950s, and it continued with com-
missioned research on worker’s housing and new housing typologies.37 This was 
complemented by the work of its spin-off, the Bureau d’études sociotechniques, 
created in 1953 by Chombart as a private nonprofi t organization and renamed 
the Centre d’étude des groupes sociaux (CEGS) one year later, which carried out 
commissioned research projects in several French cities.38 In his studies Chom-
bart developed the concept of everyday life that had been worked on by Lefebvre 
since the 1930s, at the same time introducing themes that became important for 
Lefebvre in the years to come. They included the concept of a “sociogeographic 
space of multiple dimensions,” which can be restricted neither to a geographic 
space nor to a social space detached from the material framework, and an interest 





First two pages of Lefebvre’s research project “La communauté rurale (pastorale) dans les 
Pyrenées.” The fi rst page describes the focus of the initial sections of the planned study: forces of 
production, mode of production, and social organization. The second page describes the study’s 
last two sections, dealing with the internal differentiation of the community. Courtesy of the 
Archives of Musée national des arts et traditions populaires, Paris, dossier of Henri Lefebvre, 
attached to letter to Georges-Henri Rivière, 23 January 1944.





(above) The Campan Valley studied by Lefebvre in his dissertation. From Lefebvre, “Une répub-
lique pastorale.” Courtesy of Catherine Régulier.

(opposite page) The Pyrenean communities studied by Lefebvre in his dissertation. From Lefeb-
vre, “Une république pastorale.” Courtesy of Catherine Régulier.
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in the large social transformations expected from the new, collective forms of 
dwelling.39 These shared interests were discussed by Chombart and Lefebvre 
within the CES, without being refl ected in references of their publications.40

Other sociologists employed by the CES included Henri Raymond, who became 
a close collaborator of Lefebvre, and his future colleagues at the Nanterre univer-
sity: Alain Touraine, François Bourricaud, and Michel Crozier. Several unclas-
sifi able fi gures passed through the CES, such as Pierre Naville, Roland Barthes, 
and Edgar Morin, who, together with Kostas Axelos and Pierre Fougeyrollas, 
belonged to the founders of the journal Arguments (1956–62). The journal called 
for the questioning of Marxism by means of empirical research and introduced 
to the French debates such authors as Georg Lukács, Karl Korsch, Theodor W. 
Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, and Max Horkheimer. (Lefebvre was closely attached 
to the group while not belonging to it nominally.)41 The Marxist geographer, 
member of the PCF, and Sorbonne professor Pierre George was also linked to the 
CES, and so was the art historian Pierre Francastel.42

Henri Lefebvre (right) in Navarrenx. Courtesy of Norbert Guterman Archive, Butler Library, 
Columbia University, dossier Henri Lefebvre, 1939–49.
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As a testing ground of new methods and in complement to the prewar French 
experiences with American quantitative sociology, the CES was among the fi rst 
research institutions to launch a systematic program of empirical research with 
the aim of drawing “an image of the social structure of the liberated France,” 
much in accord with Lefebvre’s postulate from his 1948 article published in 
Cahiers internationaux de sociologie to establish an institute of scientifi c sociol-
ogy that would launch empirical research on the “reality of France in its totality 
and its future.”43 With Friedmann working in the sociology of labor, Chombart in 
urban sociology, and Lefebvre in rural sociology,44 they were all grappling with 
the problem of generalization of empirical material, each of them developing an 
original approach to this problem, carried out by the teams of researchers around 
them. The CES offered a privileged place for methodological discussions, which 
took place in seminars focused on techniques of research, with special attention 
to empirical research.45 Lefebvre’s work from that time combined numerous dis-
cussions of methodological questions in rural sociology with investigations of 
specifi c case studies. His research in the Pyrenees continued, extending toward 
research of agrarian policies with an international perspective, including the 
transformation of the agrarian structure in the socialist states, such as Hungary 
(1950), and in agricultural cooperatives in Central Europe and in the Mediter-
ranean (1954).46 In spite of very meager resources made available, Lefebvre trav-
eled to Tuscany to investigate the system of sharecropping, which, begun in the 
thirteenth century, continued weighing on the social and economic organization 
of the region. (In a letter written to Norbert Guterman at the beginning of Lefeb-
vre’s employment at the CES, he expressed his frustration with the contradiction 
between the requirement of empirical research and the lack of resources.)47 This 
sharecropping research led to Lefebvre’s “Traité de sociologie rurale” (Treatise 
in Rural Sociology), which he claimed to have lost; the fi nished manuscript was 
stolen from Lefebvre’s car and never reconstructed.48

But his activities at the CES were not nearly limited to rural sociology; the 
leafl ets, posters, and programs of the centre in the course of the 1950s reveal 
Lefebvre as an active participant in multiple discussions, seminars, and confer-
ences focused on “industrialization and technocracy,” the composition of the 
contemporary family, and the relationship between cities and coutryside (1951).49 
Within the centre, Lefebvre gave talks on the sociology of the mass media (1950, 
1955), debated the sociology of Marx with Gurvitch and Naville (1951); discussed 
the relationship between philosophy and sociology with Maurice Merleau-
Ponty (1952), spoke on leisure and the everyday together with Jean Dumazedier 
(1955), and lectured on society and language (1954)—all themes that reverberate 
in his later work.50

In the autobiographical Le temps des méprises (The Time of Mistakes, 1975), 
Lefebvre looked back at the genesis of his research on space “as the guiding line 
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through the complexifi cation of the modern world” and noticed that he had 
“arrived at the problematic of space in many ways.”51 Among the most impor-
tant of these ways was through his agrarian sociology research on land rent and 
his questioning of the mutual conditioning between land economies and social 
relationships. The step yet to be made was to leave behind the concepts of terri-
tory or milieu, as employed in French rural history, sociology, human geography, 
and ethnography, in order to develop the concept of socially produced space by 
advancing the French discussions of social space: a concept introduced by Mau-
rice Halbwachs in response to the work of Émile Durkheim and Marcel Mauss.52

A second perspective from which Lefebvre developed his theory of the pro-
duction of space was the research on the everyday life of the trente glorieuses. 
At the end of his life, Lefebvre explained his interest in the everyday as stem-
ming from the phenomena he had already witnessed between the world wars: the 
receding importance of the family, the emerging infl uence of the global dimen-
sion of social practice on the individual life, the growing programming and order-
ing of the everyday life, and the dominance of the division of labor. Surrealism, he 
added, was a reaction to these conditions: “Surrealism was a way of life beyond 
the everyday.”53 At that time the philosophical inspiration for the critique of 
everyday life came from the tradition of German Romanticism (Friedrich Hölder-
lin, Novalis, and Ernst Theodor Amadeus Hoffmann), which was extended by a 

Norbert Guterman and Henri Lefebvre. Courtesy of Norbert Guterman Archive, Butler Library, 
Columbia University, dossier Henri Lefebvre, 1939–49.
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reading of Georg Lukács and Martin Heidegger54—even if Lefebvre distinguished 
his position from the last two.55 The spatial determinations of everyday life were 
the focus of the three volumes of his Critique de la vie quotidienne (Critique of 
Everyday Life, fi rst published in French in 1947, 1961, 1981) as well as his La vie 
quotidienne dans le monde moderne (Everyday Life in the Modern World, 1968),56 
discussing the postwar spaces of consumption, the retreat from politics to the 
domestic interior, the bureaucratic control of urban spaces, and the functionalist 
refraction of cities into spaces for work, housing, leisure, and transportation.

The First Urban Studies

Lefebvre’s research on the everyday as the “rest” that “remains” when the salient 
aspects of the human world are subtracted was not welcomed by the Commu-
nist Party, since it appeared to be external to the fi elds of political, ideological, 
and economic struggle of the proletariat, on behalf of which the PCF claimed 
to be speaking.57 Consequently, Lefebvre could have continued developing these 
ideas only after his suspension in 1958 from the PCF—a suspension that, although 
issued for one year, became permanent:

It was only after 1956, the year of the famous Khrushchev report, when 
I decided to study the urban life in its concrete environment. By leaving 
the Communist Party in 1956 [sic], I could give myself free rein to what 
had been mere premonitions, intuitions until then.58

These two sources of Lefebvre’s research on space—the agrarian question and 
the critiques of everyday life—came together in his experience of the construc-
tion of the new town of Mourenx in the Département des Pyrénées Atlantiques. 
In Le temps des méprises Lefebvre described his visit to Mourenx as the singular 
event that triggered his interest in urban society:

Next to the village where I have spent several months per year since my 
childhood, a new town was founded, in Lacq: oil, gas, sulphur. . . . I saw 
bulldozers razing the forest, I saw the fi rst stones placed for the new 
city, which became a small laboratory. . . . Since then I became inter-
ested in the city: I suspected that this irruption of the urban in a tradi-
tional rural reality was not a local coincidence but that it was linked to 
urbanization, to industrialization, to worldwide phenomena.59

Lefebvre’s fi rst published account about Mourenx was the 1960 article “Les 
nouveaux ensembles urbains” (New Urban Estates), a result of the research and 
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interviews carried out by him in the new town,60 but he had already discussed the 
“consequences of the implantation of an industrial environment in the rural envi-
ronment” in Lacq at the CES during the 1957–58 academic year.61 In the course 
of the late 1950s, drawing conclusions from these studies, Lefebvre shifted the 
focus of his research “from the rural to the urban,” as the title of his 1970 omnibus 
goes.62 Since the late 1940s he had participated in seminars, colloquia, and con-
ferences that focused on questions of rural and urban sociology, the most relevant 
of which was the 1951 colloquium “Villes et campagnes,” organized by Georges 
Friedmann.63 Among the participants were sociologists (Chombart, Lefebvre); 
historians (Fernand Braudel and other members of the Annales School); and 
geographers (Pierre George) discussing the transition of French society from the 
rural civilization to the urban civilization.64 This conference became one of the 
key events for the institutionalization of urban sociology in France, a process to 
which, in the course of the 1950s, the works of Pierre George, Louis Chevalier, 
and Chombert’s Centre d’étude des groupes sociaux (and later the Centre de 
sociologie urbaine), contributed as well.65

The turn in Lefebvre’s interests was refl ected in his affi liation with the CES, 
which shifted toward urban sociology in the course of the late 1950s. Henri Men-
dras became the new head of the group of rural sociology, and in 1960 Lefebvre 
created the Group of Sociological Research on Everyday Life. (Since the late 1950s 
his research themes included the sociology of everyday life and the question of 
the “birth of the city,” with the focus on Mourenx and Lacq.)66 Within the new 
research group Lefebvre employed Guy Debord for a short time,67 and the group 
also included Christiane Peyre working on the domestic work of women; Michel 
Clousard discussing “marginal time”; the writer and philosopher Georges Auclair; 
and the future members of the Institut de sociologie urbaine (ISU), including 
Henri Raymond and Nicole Haumont. Georges Perec was also a part of the group, 
paying special attention to stammering, silences, unfi nished sentences, and ges-
tures of the interviewed persons, all of which he noted rather than selecting and 
cleaning the phrases as professional interviewers were required to. Perec carried 
out two research projects: one on the everyday life of a miners’ community in 
Normandy; the other on the peasant community in the rich agricultural zone of 
the Département de l’Oise.68

The journeys to New York, Teheran, Osaka, and later to Los Angeles and San 
Francisco, and his exchanges with municipal planning offi ces in Montreal and 
Tokyo allowed Lefebvre to investigate the convergence of such phenomena as 
urban sprawl, urbanization of the countryside, consumption of historical cities 
by tourism, and the fragmentation of cities planned according to the doctrine of 
functional division proclaimed by the architects and urbanists gathered in the 
CIAM.69 All these phenomena added to the “urban crisis,” one of the aspects of 
the crisis of North Atlantic Fordism in general.70 According to Lefebvre, this cri-
sis was a double one—theoretical and practical—and this process can be studied 
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only by means of research that relates empirical studies with philosophical analy-
sis, historical investigation, and an understanding of the planning practices of 
architecture and urbanism. This interdisciplinary perspective was refl ected in 
his work from that time, including his critiques of the methodology of historical 
research (“What Is Historical Past?” 1959), developed in his book on the Paris 
Commune (La proclamation de la Commune, 26 mars 1871 [The Proclamation 
of the Commune, March 26, 1871], 1965) and in his fi rst review on urban design 
(“Utopie expérimentale: Pour un nouvel urbanisme” [Experimental Utopia: For 
a New Urbanism], 1961).

Institut de sociologie urbaine

The study on Mourenx, the fi rst writings about urbanism, and the postulate of 
research about space as simultaneously empirical, philosophical, historical, and 
design-oriented, coincided with the creation of the Institut de sociologie urbaine. 
The institut was established by Lefebvre, Monique Coornaert, Antoine Haumont, 
Nicole Haumont, and Henri Raymond in 1962 as an independent organization 
designed to carry out studies commissioned by various research and planning 
institutions.71

A central role in the institut’s creation was played by Monique Coornaert, a phi-
losopher and sociologist who collaborated at the beginning of the 1960s with the 
architect and urbanist Jean Coignet at the Institut d’urbanisme de l’Université de 
Paris (IUUP). In preparation for Coignet’s preliminary study of the new town of 
Cergy-Pontoise, they carried out research on the possibilities of urban develop-
ment north of Paris, with the focus on the plateau of Montmorency. This research 
was considered important by the District de la Région de Paris (founded in 1961), 
which suggested its development in collaboration with Henri Lefebvre, a contact 
that Coornaert helped to establish.72 Following the agreement, a research project 
focused on the relationship between the material structures and the “ways of 
life” was worked out by Lefebvre and Coornaert, who were joined by the Hau-
monts and Raymond;73 since the district was entitled to sign contracts only with 
institutions, at the end of 1962 or at the beginning of 1963 the ISU was created, 
recalled Coornaert.74 This reveals that the origins of the institut were conditioned 
by a direct engagement with urban planning in the transitory period in French 
urbanism in the mid-1960s, when the increasingly criticized scheme of the grands 
ensembles was replaced by the concept of the new towns (villes nouvelles), intro-
duced by the urbanistic plan of Paris of 1965 in order to accommodate the growth 
of the capital.75

The study that defi ned the themes of the ISU for years to come was focused on 
Choisy-le-Roi, the suburban settlement north of Paris. It was commissioned by 
the Centre de recherche d’urbanisme, headed by Jean Canaux.76 Raymond recalls 
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that its results inspired him to suggest to Canaux a new research on the pavil-
lon, or the detached house with the garden—a suburban housing form already 
addressed by Lefebvre in the 1958 introduction to the fi rst volume of Critique 
of Everyday Life.77 Canaux, who was interested in the “exploration of the con-
sciousness of the petit bourgeois,” accepted the proposal,78 and the ISU launched 
research on the practices of dwelling, comparing the individual house with col-
lective housing estates.

“It was a situation,” said Raymond, “constructed out of the resources available 
at the moment.”79 Nicole Haumont was responsible for the recruitment of the 
pollsters, whom she had chosen from the recent graduates specializing in psycho-
sociology. In order to limit the impact of the researcher’s infl uence on the inter-
viewees, the “method of undirected interviews” was developed by Raymond and 
spelled out in his thèse 3ème cycle (1968) and subsequent publications.80 Besides 
Nicole Haumont, her husband, Antoine, and Monique Coornaert, the team was 
joined by Claude Bauhain and Marie-Geneviève Raymond (later Dezès-Ray-
mond), a graduate of the Institut d’études politiques in Paris, later married for a 
short time to Henri Raymond.81 The research was consulted by external experts, 
including Pierre George.

The ISU worked as a team; thus, the attribution of credits for the study of the 
pavillon, published in three volumes in 1966, is not an easy task. L’habitat pavillon-
naire (The Pavillon Habitat) contains the summary of the study and was credited 
to Antoine Haumont, Nicole Haumont, Henri Raymond, and Marie-Geneviève 
Raymond, with a preface by Lefebvre; La politique pavillonnaire (The Politics of 
the Pavillon), a historical study of the political and legal conditions of suburban-
ization in France and the discourse around it, was credited to Marie-Geneviève 
Raymond; and Les pavillonnaires (The Inhabitants of the Pavillon), which pre-
sents the results of the interviews and their interpretation, was signed by Nicole 
Haumont.82 According to Henri Raymond, Lefebvre was not directly involved in 
the research, “following it from Sirius,” and his interest in the study was doubted 
by Raymond—an opinion challenged by some of his former colleagues, including 
Maïté Clavel.83

From Strasbourg to Nanterre

The “Sirius” that Raymond referred to was Strasbourg, where Lefebvre was 
appointed professor of ethics in October 1961 and of sociology two years later.84 
(During that time he still lived in the capital: “I knew all the trees near the rail 
tracks between Paris and Strasbourg,” he said once to Rémi Hess).85 Lefebvre’s 
work in Strasbourg was inspired and infl uenced by his contacts with several col-
leagues, students, and artists. They included the philosopher Georges Gusdorf 
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and the mathematician René Thom, professor in Strasbourg until 1963 and the 
founder of catastrophe theory. Assembling his team in Strasbourg, Lefebvre 
invited Henri Hatzfeld to teach the sociology of work and religion, and the elec-
trical and acoustic engineer Abraham Moles, a former teacher at the Hochschule 
für Gestaltung in Ulm,86 to lecture on the methodology of social sciences (“He is 
the number, I am the drama,” said Lefebvre about Moles).87 It was at that time 
that Lefebvre’s contacts with the situationists were most intense; since the late 
1950s he had known Guy Debord, whom he put in touch with Raoul Vaneigem 
after receiving from Vaneigem his essay of “poetry and revolution,” and Théo 
Frey, Jean Garnaud, and Mustapha Khayati were his students in Strasbourg.88 It 
was also during his professorship in Strasbourg that he met the artist Constant 
Nieuwenhuys and arranged several trips to Amsterdam to discuss his project 
“New Babylon.”89

Looking back at his teaching in Strasbourg, Lefebvre believed that he was “one 
of the fi rst in France who was addressing urban questions.”90 He offered two 
types of courses: one in urban sociology specifi cally for the students of sociol-
ogy (and interested students of psychology or philosophy) and the other, “public 
courses” open to everybody. The themes of both courses changed every year and 
developed previous writings of Lefebvre about the city, including, fi rst, the “right 
to the city” and the understanding of urban space as that of everyday life to be 
“decolonized”; second, the distinction between the city and “the urban” as the 
new form of the modern society; and third, the criticism of functionalist urban-
ism and its founding document, the Athens Charter (1933, published in 1941), and 
of the transition from the “city as an oeuvre” to the “city as a spectacle.”91 Finally, 
an important theme was the affi rmation of the street as the gathering of activi-
ties, objects, and commodities; the interest in the monuments; and the role of 
bistrot clubs as “kernels” of social life absent in the grands ensembles.92 The bib-
liography edited by Lefebvre under the title “Urban Sociology and Urbanism” in 
preparation of his lectures shows that the bulk of references for his later books 
about space were gathered at that time, including the Anglo-American sources 
(Kevin Lynch, Christopher Alexander), Martin Heidegger, and the description 
of the city in literature (Eugène Sue, John Dos Passos, John Steinbeck, Malcolm 
Lowry).93 

A crucial part of the student’s curriculum introduced by Lefebvre was the par-
ticipation in research studies supervised by him. They included the fi rst nation-
wide demographic study of the grands ensembles, launched by the CRU and 
assigned to the Institut national d’études démographiques (INED) in 1964.94 The 
most comprehensive study was launched by the Direction de l’aménagement, 
du foncier et de l’urbanisme (DAFU) at the Ministère de l’équipement, aiming 
at “establishing a dialogue between urbanists and sociologists in order to fi nd 
social and cultural meaning of city planning.”95 The group in Strasbourg, created 
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around Lefebvre, was a partner in the network that consisted of urbanists inves-
tigating various cities—Aix-en-Provence, Montpellier, Bordeaux, Paris, Le Havre, 
and Toulouse—and included François Bourricaud, Georges Granai, and Raymond 
Ledrut, the last being among the fi rst in France to address the question of the 
grands ensembles in terms of social space.96 The research resulted in a study of 
the uneven growth of cities, the circuits of decision in urban planning, and the 
participation of inhabitants and associations in the processes of production of 
space. The report about Strasbourg, submitted under the title “Étude de sociolo-
gie urbaine” (Study in Urban Sociology, 1967), was followed by research on the 
ZUP (zone à urbaniser en priorité, urban development zone) Haute-Pierre, com-
missioned by the planning offi ce of the city of Strasbourg (1967).97

The synthesis of DAFU’s work by Jean-Paul Trystram served as the intro-
duction to the colloquium “Sociologie et urbanisme” in Royaumont (Sociology 
and Urbanism, 1968), which gathered urbanists (Robert Auzelle, Guy Lagneau, 
Marcel Lods, Michel Ecochard), sociologists (Lefebvre, Chombart, Trystram), 
and engineers together with administrators and representatives of the “users”—
a collective subject emerging in the course of the 1960s debates in architecture 
and urbanism in France.98 This coming together of various parties involved in the 
processes of the production of urban space was programmatic for the seminar, 
and it was the focus of the session “The Interdisciplinary Research and the Urban 
Sociology,” which was chaired by Lefebvre and revolved around the question that 
would be fundamental to all his books on space: the possibility of a multidisci-
plinary science on urban space. A few days before the Parisian events of May 
1968, Lefebvre urged for a systematic critique of the concept of the “city” as a 
social object, thus announcing the main argument of his Révolution urbaine (The 
Urban Revolution), to be published two years later.99

The studies of DAFU and the Royaumont colloquium itself were inscribed in 
the intellectual and institutional reorganization of the spatial planning of the 
Fifth Republic, whose centralized and technocratic character reached its peak in 
the mid-1960s, to become challenged at the end of the decade. The intervention-
ist tendencies of the French policy of spatial planning, reinforced by the Vichy 
regime, had gained the upper hand in the 1950s through a series of fi nancial, 
managerial, organizational, and administrative regulations that facilitated the 
postwar reconstruction and the palliation of the housing crisis.100 While the func-
tionalist urbanists provided the formal and technological means for this policy, 
the central planning administration in France was dominated by the engineers 
educated at the École nationale des ponts et chaussées (ENPC) and by the ide-
ology of technological rationality and political neutrality.101 The domination of 
planners over other professionals involved and over the local policy makers and 
regional administration was confi rmed by the 1963 foundation of the Déléga-
tion à l’aménagement du territoire (DATAR) as the central coordinator of spatial 
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planning in France and, for Lefebvre, “a new step of production of space,” which 
he followed closely.102 This was followed by the merger of the Ministère des 
travaux publics, responsible for engineering works, with the Ministère de la con-
struction, focused on housing, into the Ministère de l’équipement (1966).103

However, this apogee of “the golden age of planning” (Gérard Chevalier) and 
“the era of technocrats” (Jean-Claude Thoenig) was also its turning point. Since 
the mid-1960s, French spatial planning had become a scene of a constant nego-
tiation between the tendency toward liberalization, which accepted the social 
inequalities as a natural datum of economic order and limited itself to the cor-
rection of particularly acute situations, and the critique of liberalism, stemming 
from Marxists, progressive Catholics, and reformist bureaucrats.104 In the words 
of Lefebvre, French urbanism of the late 1960s hovered between two tenden-
cies: “neoliberalism” and “neomanagerialism.”105 The tension between them was 
expressed in a series of legislative shifts: the Commissariat général du plan, the 
main French institution responsible for economic planning, was regionalized, 
and new research institutes focusing on urban and regional planning were cre-
ated (among them the OREAMs, Organisations d’études d’aménagement des 
aires métropolitaines). These initiatives were synthesized in new legal instru-
ments that ordered the relations between procedures and institutions of spatial 
and economic development,106 complemented by research projects in architec-
ture, urbanism, and housing launched in the course of the 1970s by the newly 
founded 1972 architectural research and development committee (Comité de la 
recherche et du développement en architecture, CORDA).107

These changes channeled the demand of state planning institutions for a new 
type of critical knowledge of the processes of urbanization, a demand that was 
answered, in the late 1960s and early 1970s, from a range of positions, Marxist and 
others. Besides the group around Lefebvre and the ISU, others involved included 
Manuel Castells and the structural Marxists; the Centre d’étude des mouvements 
sociaux (CEMS), headed by Alain Touraine; the Foucauldian structuralists of the 
Centre d’études, de recherches et de formation institutionelle (CERFI); and also 
the Centre de sociologie urbaine (CSU) of Chombart.108 The evolution of the last 
group was most symptomatic of the changes undergone by French urban sociol-
ogy at that time: while in the 1950s Chombart was one of those “humanists of the 
reinforced concrete” targeted by the situationists,109 by the end of the 1960s the 
focus of the CSU had shifted from psychosociology and preliminary studies of 
urban planning to a Marxist critique of planning.110

Lefebvre contributed to this intellectual reorientation in his new affi liation: 
in October 1965 he was appointed professor of sociology at the recently opened 
(in 1964) Faculty of Humanities at the University Paris 10–Nanterre. The direc-
tor of the Department of Sociology in Nanterre was Alain Touraine, and Lefeb-
vre’s colleagues included the political scientist and sociologist Michel Crozier.111 



Henri Lefebvre24

Henri Raymond returned from Vienna, where he had been organizing a center 
of research and meeting for sociologists from Western and Eastern Europe, to 
become senior assistant to Lefebvre and deputy director of the Faculty of Sociol-
ogy; Lefebvre’s other assistants included Jean Baudrillard and René Lourau.

Both Baudrillard and Lourau wrote their dissertations under Lefebvre’s super-
vision, the former on the “system of objects,” the latter on institutional analysis.112 
At the university in Nanterre, during his tenure (1965–73) and during the fi rst 
years after his retirement, Lefebvre supervised forty-seven dissertations (includ-
ing the thèses 3ème cycle and the theses of doctorate). Among a bewildering vari-
ety of topics, the themes relating to rural and urban sociology played a crucial 
role. They included specifi c studies of selected cities, both in France (Montauban, 
Le Havre, Antony) and abroad (in Iran, Argentina, and Turkey) and were comple-
mented by studies of rural sociology in France and Africa.113 Many of Lefebvre’s 
collaborators and students in sociology, some of them linked to the ISU, defended 
theses related directly to architecture and urbanism, including comparative 
research on the “silence and revolts of users” in the United States, France, the 
United Kingdom, and Italy; research on architecture built by nonarchitects; and 
critical accounts of representations of space with a special focus on architecture, 
including the work of Le Corbusier.114 Spatial planning in France was addressed 
as well, including the thesis by Maïté Clavel, who based this research on her pre-
vious experience as a researcher in the OREAM of the Lorraine region.115 Much 
later (in 1980) Henri Raymond defended his doctorat d’État on “architecture as a 
concept.”116

The most interesting theses Lefebvre supervised belonged to those he was 
involved with as professor at the Institut d’urbanisme de l’Université de Paris 
(with Hubert Tonka as his assistant, and later Monique Coornaert).117 They 
included a study of the relationship between housing typologies and juvenile 
delinquency in the twentieth arrondissement in Paris by Paul Orville (1967).118 In 
the same year Robert Cattiau submitted the dissertation “Histoire générale des 
festivals et essai d’une phénoménologie des festivals français” (General History 
of Festivals and an Essay in Phenomenology of French Festivals). The study was 
divided into two parts: “General History of Festivals” followed by “Contempo-
rary French Festivals,” which examined urban festivals from four perspectives: 
morphological, technological, aesthetic, and sociological.119 A thesis that linked 
historical research to an urbanistic project in a most direct way was submitted by 
A. Y. Solinas, focusing on the village of Castelsardo, in Sardinia.120 With the locale 
facing a “brutal confrontation between the traditional society and the modern 
society,” the aim of the study was to develop spatial planning of tourist facilities 
that would allow preserving this medieval city and its exceptional site.121 Thus, 
after sociological research on contemporary tourism and a historical monograph 
on Castelsardo, the thesis proposed an urban plan for the city that was intended 
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to facilitate exchanges between the population and the tourists, for example, by 
opening up the facilities of the planned holiday village to the inhabitants of the 
city. The description of the project combines Lefebvre’s vocabulary (the leisure 
facilities are described as a possibility of a “rupture of the rhythm” in the every-
day) with a curious pedagogical project, in which the tourists are supposed to 
help the inhabitants “to pass smoothly from a traditional life to a modern life.”122 
Lefebvre also took part in the examining committee of Philippe Boudon, whose 
thesis on Le Corbusier’s neighborhood in Pessac, published in 1969, was an impor-
tant contribution to the rethinking of modern architecture in France and a point 
of reference for Lefebvre’s own work.123

It was during his tenure at Nanterre that Lefebvre formulated his theory of 
the production of space in six books. The fi rst of them was The Right to the City 
(1968), which became one of the most infl uential books in the French architec-
tural and urbanistic debates of the late 1960s.124 Other books followed: The Urban 
Revolution (1970), as well as two omnibuses of previously published articles and 
delivered speeches: Du rural à urbain (From the Rural to the Urban, 1970) and 
Espace et politique (Space and Politics, 1972), called also the second volume of 
The Right to the City. Lefebvre’s next book, La pensée marxiste et la ville (Marxist 
Thinking and the City, 1972), contained the most extensive analysis of the instru-
mentalization of space in capitalist economy, thus preparing for The Production 
of Space (1974). These six books were later complemented by discussions about 
space in De l’État (On the State, 1976–78) and the articles gathered in the posthu-
mously published Éléments de rhythmanalyse (Rhythmanalysis, 1992).

With Lefebvre’s arrival at Nanterre, the work of the ISU, which had slowed down 
during his stay in Strasbourg and during Raymond’s in Vienna, was resumed. In 
1968 the ISU published the essay “Propositions de recherches sur la vie urbaine” 
(Suggestions concerning Research on Urban Life), which spells out the program 
of the institut, presents its general theoretical framework, examines the current 
state of research in urban sociology, and launches a series of questions pursued 
by the institut in the years to come. Combining the lucid style of Nicole Haumont, 
the playfulness of the texts by Henri Raymond, and a set of Lefebvrean ideas, the 
essay argued for relating the research on the “ways of life” of differentiated social 
groups to studies of urbanization:

The expression of Henri Lefebvre that “the city is a projection of the 
social relationships on the ground” points out a method of analysis that 
takes into account all the aspects of the society: ways of life, history, eco-
nomic organization, technical and social divisions, et cetera.125

The authors concluded by identifying three research themes: the adaptation 
of the city to the ways of life, the decision-making processes that condition the 
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social production of space (on the levels of both institutions and inhabitants), and 
the images of the city and of social life.126 These themes were the focus of numer-
ous books and research reports of the ISU, produced until Lefebvre’s retirement 
from his position in Nanterre in 1973, which was followed by his withdrawal from 
the institut. They included La copropriété (The Co-ownership, 1971); Habitat et 
pratique de l’espace (Habitat and Practice of Space, 1973); L’espace du travail dans 
la ville (The Space of Work in the City, 1973); and Les locataires (The Tenants, 
1976).127

The research in France was complemented by Lefebvre’s engagements abroad, 
including in Spain (between 1972 and 1975), where he participated in a research 
project on tourism, invited by the urbanist and sociologist Mario Gaviria, his for-
mer student from Strasbourg and editor of Du rural à l’urbain. The study focused 
on new tourist towns in Spain, with particular attention to Benidorm, and 
included an analysis of the urban plan and research on the everyday in this city 
and its transformation into a center of international mass tourism. The team of 
researchers numbered around forty people, among them sociologists, urbanists, 
and students of architecture, for whom Lefebvre gave a seminar on the processes 
of urbanization.128

Lefebvre and the Architects

What distinguishes the studies of the ISU was their ambition to engage in the dis-
cussion of architecture and urbanism, expressed in another programmatic paper, 
“Ville, urbanisme et urbanisation” (City, Urbanism, and Urbanization, 1968), 
published by Lefebvre with Monique Coornaert in a book devoted to the memory 
of Georges Gurvitch. The paper embraced Gurvitch’s postulate: to analyze the 
society “in becoming” in order to unveil the antinomies and tensions that are 
intrinsic to the “totality of the social phenomenon.”129 According to Lefebvre and 
Coornaert, the process of urbanization, rather than the city, is such a total social 
phenomenon. Announcing the argument that Lefebvre made later in The Urban 
Revolution, the authors write that urbanization is not an emanation of the city but 
a result of socioeconomic development as a whole, and it encompasses both the 
countryside and the city itself, linking them in new ways.130 Thus, the city cannot 
be thought of as autonomous but as part of a larger whole that reaches from the 
neighborhood to the global hierarchy of urbanization.131 The authors conclude 
that rather than programming the future of the city on the basis of restricted 

(opposite page) Thesis by A. Y. Solinas, project of tourist development of the village Castelsardo,  
in Sardinia, supervised by Henri Lefebvre. From Solinas, “Essai d’organisation touristique à Castel 
Sardo [Sardaigne], Italie.”
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and reductive data, an urban analysis should start from the present situation and 
reveal the various tendencies at stake—a procedure of a “constant movement 
between theory and application.”132

Such exchange between theory and application is what characterized Lefeb-
vre’s contacts with architects and urbanists. These contacts were most intense 
around 1968, a moment when the interests of the architectural students of Beaux-
Arts and the sociologists of Nanterre converged, with the concept of social space 
as a way to bridge the gaps between architectural practice and the social sciences, 
humanities, and political engagement.133 At that time Lefebvre participated in the 
“commissions Querrien,” responsible for the reform of architectural education 
in France,134 and he was lecturing at the École normale supérieure des Beaux-
Arts and later at the Unité pédagogique 7, when, after the closure of the section 
of architecture at the École des Beaux-Arts in December 1968, fi ve, and soon 
nine, unités pédagogiques (UP) in Paris were created.135 Lefebvre was also a fre-
quent guest at the UP8, where Henri Raymond developed an advanced program 
of research on the structure of space across various societies (the Bororos, the 
Nuers, the Eskimos, and the Chinese).136 The contacts with students and junior 
faculty at the unités allowed Lefebvre a glance into the energetic contestation 
not only of architectural education but also of the disciplines of architecture and 
urbanism themselves, with “lectures on the street,” the organization of citizens’ 
advice bureaus for information on housing matters, visits to building sites, and 
the construction of a community center in Villeneuve-la-Garenne (1970) by the 
students of the UP6. This contestation not rarely included a critique of Lefebvre’s 
ideas themselves.137 Together with the UP8 and the Groupe de sociologie urbaine 
(formed in Nanterre around Manuel Castells), Lefebvre’s collaborators organized 
a series of seminars focused on architectural space and the anthropology of space 
(Oliva, 1968), architectural theory and the social sciences (Port-Grimaud, 1968), 
and the relationships among politics of space, urban design, and architectural 
space (Cogolin, 1970).138 Dan Ferrand-Bechmann, at that time a student and today 
a professor of sociology in Nanterre, recalled that architecture was a signifi cant 
theme during the seminars, most importantly in Port-Grimaud, with Manfredo 
Tafuri debating with Lefebvre.139 Tafuri was also a frequent visitor at the UP8, 
invited by Bernard Huet; during these stays he saw Lefebvre, who himself trav-
eled several times to the Venice School of Architecture in the late 1960s.140

The publication of Lefebvre’s books on space in the late 1960s and early 1970s 
coincided not only with the reorientation in French urbanism and spatial plan-
ning policies but also with a period of transition and experimentation in French 
architecture, between the death of Le Corbusier in 1965 and the establishment of 
the French “urban” or “postmodern” architecture around 1973 and 1974, marked 
by such events as the Maubuée competition (1973); Bernard Huet’s becoming 
the editor-in-chief of L’architecture d’aujourd’hui (1974); the formulation of the 
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“groupe des sept,” which included Christian de Portzamparc, Roland Castro, and 
Antoine Grumbach; and the increasing infl uence of Italian architectural theory 
on French architectural practice, teaching, and research.141

The variety of architectural discussions and tendencies of the late 1960s and 
early ’70s in France can be studied exemplarily by focusing on the multiple read-
ings of the ISU study of the pavillon by the architects and urbanists at that time. 
In the opinion of Henri Raymond, this study was much better received by the 
architects than by the sociologists, and it signifi cantly infl uenced the architec-
tural discussion.142 It received the attention of several architects (Paul Cheme-
tov, Jean Deroche, Paul Bossard) turning since the 1950s to traditional forms and 
building techniques of the banlieue pavillonnaire, considered to be a resource for 
an architecture critical to the economic and intellectual reorganization of France 
of the late Gaullist era. The tiled roofs and cobblestone walls became a reser-
voir of forms referred to, for example, in the housing complex in Vigneux built 
by Paul Chemetov (1960–64) and the home for elderly people in La Courneuve 
by Chemetov and Jean Deroche (1961–65). Among the most infl uential examples 
of this trend was the housing Les Bleutes in Créteil, by Paul Bossard (1959–62), 
characterized by the intentional imprecision of concrete surfaces resulting from 
workers embedding schistose stones within the elements poured on the building 
site: the intensifi cation of the visual and tactile features of the building materials 
and the emphasis on their joints highlight the concrete dimension of labor, which 
avoids the abstraction of the industrialized ways of construction.143 This reading 
was paralleled by the reception of the populist embrace of the American suburbs 
by Robert Venturi and Denise Scott-Brown, in particular in their research project 
and 1970 Yale design studio “Learning from Levittown,” excerpts of which were 
published in French.144 In the context of the revision of architecture and urban-
ism of the modern movement in France in the course of the 1960s, the study of 
the pavillon was read as a profound critique of the most fundamental function-
alist concepts, including those of “function” and “need.”145 Bernard Huet retro-
spectively argued that the study was an eye-opener, for the fi rst time relating the 
anthropological refl ection on space, which Claude Lévi-Strauss and Pierre Bour-
dieu developed about the Bororo and the Kabyle people, to Lefebvre’s critique of 
everyday life in postwar France. At the same time Huet’s own work from the early 
1970s linked the study of the pavillon to the emerging interest in typology and 
urban morphology, under the growing infl uence of the Italian schools of archi-
tecture in France after 1968 and Italian architectural discourse in general.146 

Lefebvre’s doctoral students and the ISU contributed to this rethinking and 
reevaluation of the architecture of the modern movement by investigating the 
appropriation by the inhabitants of Le Corbusier’s fl agships: the Pessac neighbor-
hood (1926) and the Unité d’habitation in Marseille (1952). These studies tested 
and developed Lefebvre’s critique of functionalist urbanism, going beyond the 
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French debates since the late 1950s that were focused either on an accusation of 
urbanism’s alleged totalitarian instrumentality (with Pierre Francastel’s descrip-
tion of Le Corbusier’s masterplans as “the universum of concentration camps”) 
or on the functional and aesthetic dissatisfaction of the inhabitants, as discussed 
by the researchers of the Centre d’étude des groupes sociaux and by Françoise 
Choay in the long introduction to her anthology L’urbanisme: Utopies et réali-
tés (Urbanism: Utopias and Realities, 1965).147 In contrast to these approaches, 
Lefebvre analyzed postwar functionalist urbanism as a part of the Fordist reorga-
nization of society, which, in the second part of the twentieth century, was dated 
both technologically and socially.148

This critique of functionalism was followed by the urbanists in an appeal 
for “open structures” allowing spontaneity, liberty, openness, and change. The 
answers to this appeal ranged from the technological utopia of the “spatial urban-
ism” or “prospective architecture” (Yona Friedman, Walter Jonas, Paul Maymont, 
Ionel Schein, and Nicolas Schöffer); through the anti-monumental urbanism of 
the Faculty of Humanities in Toulouse-le-Mirail by Candilis–Josic–Woods (1963) 
and the urban designs of the Atelier Montrouge for Saint-Denis (1964–65); to a 

Paul Bossard, housing Les Bleutes, Créteil, 1959–62; detail of the wall. Photograph by Łukasz 
Stanek, 2008.



Paul Bossard, housing Les Bleutes, Créteil, 1959–62. Photograph by Łukasz Stanek, 2008.



“L’art d’habiter: Propositions de l’architecte . . . solutions des habitants.” Postcards showing interi-
ors of apartments in Le Corbusier’s Unité d’habitation, in Marseille (1947–52): initial design con-
trasted with changes made by inhabitants. Published by Société Éditions de France; reproduced in 
L’architecture d’aujourd’hui 125 (1966): lv.
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new monumentality based on an opposition between the heavy structure of 
housing and the light, modifi able structure of facilities, as in the scheme for the 
ZUP in Toulouse-le-Mirail by Candilis–Josic–Woods (1961) or in the quartier de 
l’Arlequin in Grenoble by Atelier d’urbanisme et d’architecture (AUA) of 1966.149 
The ISU engaged in these discussions by investigating new approaches to urban-
ism.150 One of them was the Village-Expo in Saint-Michel-sur-Orge (1966), on the 
southern periphery of Paris, a celebrated habitat intermédiaire—an attempt at 
dense housing typology that preserves the qualities of an individual house, being 
an intermediary between collective housing and the pavillon.151 Another one was 
the neighborhood La Grande Borne in Grigny, by Émile Aillaud (1964-71), aimed 
at creating a sequence of recognizable urban spaces differentiated in dimensions, 
forms, and ambience in the conditions of the industrialized building techniques 
and extreme unifi cation of means.152

These interactions among sociologists, architects, and urbanists in the late 
1960s came together in the question of multidisciplinary research, facilitated by 
the state’s stimulation of innovation in the building industry and housing typolo-
gies, supported by several architects at pains to break away from their profes-
sional isolation, and prefi gured by some offi ces such as the AUA.153 Opposed to 
the concept of an “architectural space understood as the preserve of a particular 
profession within the established social division of labour,”154 Lefebvre was con-
vinced that social space can be grasped only by an effort of all disciplines; accord-
ingly, he not only theorized the methodology of multidisicplinary research but 
also took part in multidisciplinary design teams, including the work with Mario 
Gaviria, Ricardo Bofi ll, and later Jean Renaudie and his son Serge.155 

Lefebvre’s most relevant contribution to multidisciplinary research was his 
co-organization of a series of studies, seminars, and colloquia, which gathered 
sociologists, architects, urbanists, philosophers, and psychologists. The larg-
est of them addressed human needs in the context of the practice of architects 
(“Les besoins fonctionnels de l’homme en vue de leur projection ultérieure sur 
le plan de la conception architecturale”) and was organized between 1968 and 
1970 by the Centre de recherche d’architecture, d’urbanisme et de construction 
(CRAUC). The project, headed by Michel Dameron, the director of CRAUC, Paul 
Sivadon, professor at the Free University Brussels, and Lefebvre himself, was 
carried out by means of four seminars (between March 1968 and October 1969) 
and seven research projects.156 Lefebvre and his collaborators (Jean Baudrillard, 
Maïté Clavel, Antoine Haumont, Nicole Haumont, Martine Hargous, Henri Ray-
mond) were joined by other sociologists, including Henri Coing, and intellectuals 
such as Roland Barthes, as well as many architects and urbanists (Bernard Huet, 
Ricardo Porro, Georges-Henri Pingusson, Jean Boris, Bernard Duprey, Claude 
Genzling, Anatole Kopp). Lefebvre gave several talks during the seminars, and he 
actively participated in the debates.157



(top) Atelier Montrouge (Jean 
Renaudie, Pierre Riboulet, Gérard 
Thurnauer, Jean-Louis Véret), 
design for Francs-Moisins, Saint-
Denis, 1964–65. An attempt at a non-
hierarchical urban space. Published 
in L’architecture d’aujourd’hui 130 
(1967): 20.

(left) Alexis Josic, study of a program 
of a thousand fl ats near Paris. Pub-
lished in L’architecture d’aujourd’hui 
130 (1967): 19.



Antimonumental urbanism of Georges Candilis, Alexis Josic, and Shadrach Woods (with Fabien 
Castaing and Paul Gardia), Faculty of Humanities, Toulouse-le-Mirail, 1967–75. Published in 
L’architecture d’aujourd’hui 137 (1968): 58.



Michel Andrault and Pierre Parat, master plan, Village-Expo, Saint-Michel-sur-Orge, 1966. This 
“intermediary habitat” aimed at combining qualities of the individual house (such as privacy or 
direct access to the garden) with the economic advantages of collective estates, including high 
density and prefabrication. Published in L’architecture d’aujourd’hui 128 (1966): xli.



Émile Aillaud, La Grande Borne in Grigny, 1964–71. A sequence of recognizable urban spaces dif-
ferentiated in dimensions, forms, and ambience, designed within the constraints of industrialized 
building techniques. Photograph by Ákos Moravánszky, 2009. Courtesy of Ákos Moravánszky.



Jean Renaudie, complex of housing, shops, and offi ces “Jeanne Hachette,” Ivry sur Seine, 1969–75, 
on the main street in Ivry. Photograph by Łukasz Stanek, 2008.
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According to the fi nal report of the project, “Les besoins fonctionnels,” its aim 
was to investigate the “relationship between the human being and the external 
world” by determining “human needs on all levels (physical–chemical, physi-
ological, psychological, social)” in a way that would result in a series of conclu-
sions useful to the architects.158 Rejecting the functionalist concepts of need and 
function, the participants of the seminar challenged the procedures of transla-
tion between the needs and the design and argued that “one has to demystify, 
according to the current state of knowledge, the concept of an ideal organization 
for a given program.”159 The sensitivity to the differentiation of space resulted in 
embracing the role of decision and judgment in the design process, which do not 
result from scientifi c knowledge. (“There is no place for a fear of a judgment of 
value,” said Lefebvre in one of the discussions.)160

The acknowledgment of the social, cultural, and ethnic differences in the city 
highlights the relationship among architecture, urbanism, and politics. In the 
wake of May ’68, the seminar revealed a series of positions concerning the possi-
bility of a subversive potential of architecture. While Bernard Huet envisaged the 
architect as a critical commentator who “cannot change things to a large extent, 
but he might make people more aware of the phenomena that are covered up by 
his architecture,”161 Georges-Henri Pingusson, a member of the Union des artistes 
modernes in the 1930s and former collaborator of Le Corbusier, opposed him 
by claiming that architects should try to serve the people in the small margin of 
freedom that is available,162 and Anatole Kopp, the author of the infl uential book 
Town and Revolution (1967), which popularized the Soviet architectural avant-
garde in France, stated that architects cannot transgress the social structures in 
which they work. While the “architects oscillate between two extreme opinions: 
not being able to do anything, being able to do everything,”163 it is necessary to 
delineate the specifi c fi eld of their intervention: a task that would be addressed 
in Lefebvre’s writings about space in the 1970s.

The multidisciplinary approach, as exercised during the CRAUC seminar, was 
also the focus of the journal Espaces et sociétés, which Lefebvre founded in 1970 
with Anatole Kopp.164 Even if Lefebvre’s books on space rarely footnoted the arti-
cles from the journal, the infl uence of those articles on the theory of the produc-
tion of space is evident. The relationships among space, economy, and politics 
were explicitly addressed in articles about the urban renewals of the 1970s, most 
important those in Paris (Les Halles, Place d’Italie, Nanterre, cité d’Aliarte), as 
well as in the issues devoted to social marginalization in the cities (no. 3), immi-
grant workers (no. 4), social urban movements (nos. 6 and 7), production of the 
built environment (nos. 6 and 7), and socioeconomic contradictions and urban 
structures (no. 8).165 The journal included a series of essays about land rent and 
analyses of urban economies, written from a Marxist perspective.166 The focus 
of the journal was international: until 1974, when the original French version of 
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The Production of Space was published, the journal featured several articles about 
processes of urbanization in Latin America (no. 3) and “environment and space 
in Africa” (nos. 10 and 11) but also articles about the United States.167 The ninth 
issue focused on the two disciplines that are at the center of Lefebvre’s discussion 
about the production of space: anthropology and the semiology of space.168

Lefebvre’s contribution to the professional debates by means of Espaces et socié-
tés was complemented by his interventions in the popular mass media. At the time 
of the rapid rise in the number of TV sets and the heyday of cultural weeklies and 
paperbacks since the beginning of the Fifth Republic,169 Lefebvre gave many inter-
views and took part in multiple debates addressing a range of themes. Together 
with Louis Althusser, Kostas Axelos, Alexandre Koyré, Edgar Morin, Jean-Pierre 
Vernant, and Jean Wahl, he discussed philosophy; he debated sociology with Jean 
Duvignaud and Georges Gurvitch; his views on fashion were juxtaposed to those 
of Roland Barthes and Michel Foucault; and, together with Albert Soboul, he 
talked about history. Besides art, pornography, theater, and literature, Lefebvre 
commented on current political events and his recently published books.170 In the 
course of the 1960s he was acknowledged as an authority concerning questions of 
urban space. In this role he gave numerous interviews in popular weekly journals 
and on the radio and TV, speaking of Fourier’s phalanstery; the spatial planning 
of the French Enlightenment; the Director’s House in Claude-Nicolas Ledoux’s 
Arc-et-Senans; refl ecting upon everyday life in the grands ensembles together with 
Pierre George and Jean Balladur; and debating architecture with Fernand Pouillon 
and Ricardo Bofi ll.171 Exhibitions in architecture and design were a specifi c fi eld 
of public mass media, and Lefebvre contributed to catalogues of several shows, 
including Matériau/technologie/forme (Material, Technology, Form, 1974), and 
later Paris—Paris 1937–1957 (1981), Construire pour habiter (Building for Dwell-
ing, 1981), and Architectures en France: Modernité, post-modernité (Architectures 
in France: Modernity, Postmodernity, 1981).172

Lefebvre’s role as a public intellectual speaking about and on behalf of urban 
space (rather than an “urban sociologist,” in which role Chombart appeared on 
TV in interviews in the late 1950s)173 was acknowledged and refl ected in numer-
ous invitations to conferences about architecture and urbanism, juries of archi-
tectural competitions,174 and debates about the urban development of Paris. For 
example, he participated on the jury of the 1980 competition over Les Halles, 
organized by the Syndicat de l’architecture in the protest against the decision of 
the mayor of Paris, Jacques Chirac, to reject the broad democratic debate about 
the future of the city center. Lefebvre’s vote represented a plea for a complex 
urban centrality, including space for dwelling in the center of Paris, and the sym-
bolic dimension of architecture. The selection he voted for included the proj-
ect of Franco Purini and his team, which was a design focusing on the historical 
memory of the French Revolution and its architectural symbolism; the project 



(top) Henri Lefebvre in discussion with Fernand Pouillon. From Oratorio reportage. Institut 
national de l’audiovisuel, Paris.

(bottom) Henri Lefebvre comments on the Palais Royal. From his interview on Un certain regard: 
Charles Fourier. Institut national de l’audiovisuel, Paris.



(top) The jury of the Grand Prix d’Urbanisme et Architecture during the 
discussion about the project by Eilfried Huth and Günther Domenig, 
Cannes, February 1969: Jean Abasse, Serge Antoine, Jaap Bakema (1), 
Jürgen Joedicke (2), Louis Kahn (3),  Henri Lefebvre (4), Robert Le 
Ricolais (5), Horia Maicu, Zygmunt Stanisław Makowski (6), François 
Mathey (7), Pierre Piganiol, Jean Prouvé, Karl Schwanzer (8), Heikki 
Siren (9), and Bruno Zevi. Published in Zach, ed., Eilfried Huth, 35. 
Courtesy of Eilfried Huth. The author thanks Jesko Fezer for informa-
tion about this photograph.

(right) The project for Les Halles submitted by Franco Purini and his 
team in 1980 (no. 848) referred to French “revolutionary” architecture 
of the late eighteenth century. From Architectural Design 9–10 (1980): 49.
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Jun Matsui and Hiromichi Matsui, with Gregotti Associates, contribution no. 657 to Les Halles 
competition, 1980. Lefebvre valued this entry for reintegrating housing and production into the 
center of the city. Published in L’architecture d’aujourd’hui 208 (1980): 10.



The project for Les Halles submitted by the team of Yves Lion in 1980 (no. 313) introduces hous-
ing into the center of Paris. From Lion, Yves Lion: Études, réalisations, projets 1974–1985, 16.
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of Yves Lion and collaborators, which argued for an introduction of housing 
into the heart of Paris; and the project of Jun Matsui and Hiromichi Matsui with 
Gregotti Associates, which Lefebvre saw as linking the site of Les Halles to the 
Beaubourg and reintegrating habitation and productive activities into the center 
of the city.175

The discussions about urban space continued on a private level, and Lefeb-
vre’s extraordinary broad social circle included many architects and urbanists: 
the members of the Situationist International (IS) in the late 1950s and early 
1960s; and the Utopie group around 1968 (Jean Baudrillard, Hubert Tonka, and 
the architects Jean Aubert, Jean-Paul Jungmann, and Antoine Stinco).176 At the 
Unité pédagogique 7, Lefebvre met the architects Jean Prouvé and Henri Ciriani, 
as well as Paul Maymont (the director of the UP7) and Nicolas Schöffer.177 He 
befriended architects sympathizing with the Left, including Pierre Riboulet and 
Paul Chemetov, but Fernand Pouillon as well, whom he visited several times in 
Algeria. His circle of friends also counted architects of the younger generation, 
such as Claude Parent, Paul Virilio, and Bernard Huet.178 In the 1970s he culti-
vated intense contacts with several architects abroad as well, mainly in Spain 
(Óscar Tusquets, Ricardo Bofi ll) and Italy (Giancarlo de Carlo). With Lefebvre, 
De Carlo published the Italian translation of Espaces et sociétés, which after two 
issues continued as Spazio e Società.179 According to Mario Gaviria, contacts with 
people were Lefebvre’s essential source of information: “This was his way of 

Discussion during Les Halles competition between Henri Lefebvre and Philip Johnson (in profi le 
with dark-rimmed glasses in the right foreground). Published in L’architecture d’aujourd’hui 208 
(1980): 40.
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learning about the world: through the people he worked with—and he worked 
with people whom he liked.”180 The productive character of these contacts was 
refl ected in the schedule of his working day: getting up before 7:00 a.m., Lefebvre 
used to read and write until lunch and then go out to meet people, to lecture, and 
to engage in discussions.181

The Late Projects

It was at a dinner at the home of the architect Ciriani in the late 1970s that Henri 
Lefebvre met Jean-Pierre Lefebvre, who would soon become the director of the 
Sodédat.182 The Sodédat (Société anonyme d’économie mixte d’équipement et 
d’aménagement du territoire) had been created in 1975 by the Département de 
la Seine-Saint-Denis and eventually became an important actor in the processes 
of construction of public facilities in the Paris region. Within thirty years, it was 
responsible for the management of almost forty ZACs (zones d’aménagement con-
certé, integrated development zones), including such important locations as the 
urban restructurization of the centers of the city of Saint-Denis and Villetaneuse, 
as well as the quartier de la Maladrerie in Aubervilliers. The Sodédat, cooper-
ating with many innovative French and international architects, was entrusted 
with the construction of fi fty colleges in the département.183

In the late 1970s and ’80s the Sodédat became a platform for Lefebvre to engage 
with the practices of architecture and urbanism in the Paris metropolitan region. 
Jean-Pierre Lefebvre, who had worked for the Sodédat since its creation and was 
its director between 1984 and 1994, wrote that the ideas of Henri Lefebvre were 
very infl uential for the société and that “between 1981 and 1987 a very fruitful 
collaboration between Lefebvre and the Sodédat took place.”184 Henri Lefebvre 
(together with Robert Lion, Jean-Pierre Duport, Yves Dauge, and Roland Castro) 
participated in colloquia organized by the Sodédat.185 In the mid-1980s Lefebvre 
and the Sodédat submitted a collaborative research proposal for a comparative 
study between France and California (where he traveled regularly at that time, 
accompanied by Serge Renaudie, at the invitation of several universities).186 Jean-
Pierre Lefebvre explained that the main hypothesis of Henri’s research proposal, 
which never took place, aimed at examining the residues of poverty in the capi-
talist city, comparing Watts and Saint-Denis.187

Jean-Pierre Lefebvre recalls that Henri was invited several times to sit on the 
juries of architectural competitions organized by the société, where his voice was 
often decisive in discussions with representatives of the socialist and commu-
nist communes, such as Bagnolet and Saint-Ouen, and the juries often followed 
the opinion of “the interesting guy.”188 Henri’s engagement in the activities of the 
Sodédat included his contributions to the journal Archivari, in which he discussed 
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the projects built by the société, such as the development of Jean Renaudie’s ren-
ovation project in the Maladrerie in Aubervillers, but also the work of Atelier 
Renaudie in Givors and Saint Martin d’Hères.189

Lefebvre’s engagements in architectural debates continued until the late 1980s. 
In 1986 he supported the foundation of the journal M, Mensuel, Marxisme, Mouve-
ment, which postulated the unifi cation of “the producers of objects, spaces, ideas, 
theories, and information” and which often addressed questions of the city and 
architecture.190 In August 1985 he cofounded the Groupe de Navarrenx, which 
included philosophers, historians, sociologists, psychiatrists, engineers, econo-
mists, and psychoanalysts as well as architects (Serge Renaudie and Lucia Mar-
tini-Scalzone).191 Catherine Régulier, Lefebvre’s companion at that time, recalls 
many trips they made together to visit new architecture, usually accompanied by 
the designers: in Marseille with Paul Chemetov; in Barcelona with Ricardo Bofi ll; 
in Ivry and Saint Martin d’Hères, near Grenoble, with Serge Renaudie; and in 
Marne-la-Vallée with Henri Ciriani.192 “He was fascinated with the act of build-
ing,” said Régulier, “and his disappointment with much of the postwar architec-
ture did not undermine this fascination.”193

Lefebvre’s Theory of Space and the Crisis of Marxism

In his sympathetic review of Lefebvre’s autobiographical La somme et le reste 
(The Sum and the Remainder, 1959), Maurice Blanchot did not ask why Lefeb-
vre left the PCF; he asked why he had stayed so long. By Lefebvre’s appearing 
as a “representative” of Marxism, Blanchot speculated, it was possible for him 
“to maintain an interpretation of Marxist thought that he believed most open 
to the future, one that brought diffi culties to the fore, that clarifi ed questions 
and showed that truth was not yet settled.” By “expressing this thought while 
remaining under the discipline of offi cial Marxism,” Blanchot continued, “he was 
making the latter responsible for his open interpretation and thereby enriching it 
with this responsibility.”194

Lefebvre perceived this openness as the only possibility of developing Marx-
ism in the face of its crisis; fi rst proclaimed by Masaryk at the end of nineteenth 
century and continually announced since then, the “crisis of Marxism” was a 
recurring theme in Lefebvre’s thinking.195 In his lectures in Strasbourg in the 
early 1960s, he analyzed three phases of this crisis: the fi rst at the end of nine-
teenth century, when the proletariat did not bring the capitalist society to an 
end and became divided between the reformist and revolutionary currents; the 
second after the 1917 October Revolution, when the center of revolution shifted 
to underdeveloped countries, challenging Marx’s argument about the industrial 
proletariat as the agent of revolutionary change; and the third when the advent 
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of Stalinism contrasted with Marx’s understanding of socialism as the withering 
of the state.196 Much of Lefebvre’s work can be considered an attempt to come to 
terms with this sequence, from La conscience mystifi ée (Mystifi ed Consciousness, 
1936), written with Norbert Guterman in the face of the rise of Nazism in Ger-
many,197 to his accounts of space in the late 1960s and early 1970s.

The latter period coincided in France with a particularly profound step in 
the sequence of the “crises” of Marxism, linking the disenchantment with state 
socialism in Central and Eastern Europe; the widespread disappointment with 
the policies of the PCF in the wake of May ’68; and a strong theoretical reaction 
against both orthodox and structural Marxism, which ranged from post-structur-
alism, psychoanalysis, and Foucault’s work to the anti-Marxist, post-gauchiste, 
“postmodern” nouvelle philosophie.198 The massive changes that French society 
underwent since the late 1950s only reinforced the doubts about the explanatory 
value of Marxism: with the rapid growth of disposable incomes; the reduction of 
working hours and prolongation of paid holidays; new credit instruments stirring 
consumption; the widening access to education; and the improvements in hous-
ing conditions and standards of living, French society began to perceive itself as 
a society without classes and without social confl ict.199

In response, many French Marxists, beginning in the 1950s, stressed the role 
of empirical research, including anthropology, psychology, and sociology, and 
moved away from the orthodoxy of the DiaMat (the dialectical materialism) as a 
doctrine of the Communist Party that Stalin identifi ed with Marxism Leninism 
(1931) and codifi ed in his Dialectical and Historical Materialism (1938).200 Lefeb-
vre’s theory of space contributed to this intellectual ferment, and in The Produc-
tion of Space he argued, “We cannot rely solely on the application of ‘classical’ 
categories of Marxist thought” if both state capitalism and state socialism are to 
be left behind on the path toward “the collective management of space, the social 
management of nature, and the transcendence of the contradiction between 
nature and anti-nature.”201

Toward a Revision of Marxism

The incompatibilities between Lefebvre’s theory of space and a large part of 
Marxist positions came to the fore in the polemics against his theory, of which 
Manuel Castells’s The Urban Question (1972) was most infl uential. The book by 
Castells starts with counting Lefebvre among “the greatest theoreticians of con-
temporary Marxism” and as someone who “has opened up what is perhaps a cru-
cial direction in the study of ‘the urban’” by recognizing new contradictions in 
the cultural sphere and linking the urban question to the process of the extended 
reproduction of labor power.202 However, Castells argues that Lefebvre (who in 
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the early 1970s was his colleague at the university in Nanterre) has immediately 
closed off this direction by succumbing to what is called in The Urban Question 
“the ideology of urbanism,” meaning: “that specifi c ideology that sees the modes 
and forms of social organization as characteristic of a phase of the evolution of 
society, closely linked to the technico-natural conditions of human existence and, 
ultimately, to its environment.”203

Similarly to the “housing question” addressed by Engels, to which the title of 
his book alludes, Castells argues that the urban question is not an isolated prob-
lem but an aspect of general social processes. Thus, he claims that the city must 
be defi ned in relation to the processes of industrialization, as the unity of col-
lective consumption. Accordingly, he rejects the concepts of a specifi c “urban 
culture”—referring to Georg Simmel and the Chicago School of Sociology—and of 
an “urban society” as ideologies that relate a particular way of life to the specifi c 
ecology of the city instead of linking them to capitalist industrialization.204 For 
Castells, urban ideologies—a paradigm of them being the defi nition of the city by 
Louis Wirth from his essay “Urbanism as a Way of Life” (1938)—are based on the 
claim of causal connections between the spatial forms of the city and the char-
acteristic social content of urban culture. Castells considers Lefebvre’s theory “a 
‘left-wing’ version of the ideological thesis of urban society,” derivative of the 
urban ideology.205

As an ideology of urbanism, Lefebvre’s theory is in discord with Marxism, so 
Castells says. By relating the urban both to the emerging transformations of the 
contemporary city and to the vision of the future society as “emancipated cre-
ative spontaneity,” Lefebvre violates Marxist premises by suggesting that this 
new society is engendered by the “form of the city,” understood as a “simultane-
ity of concentration” of goods, people, and ideas, rather than being produced by 
social and political practice.206 Another alleged “paradox” put forward by Castells 
is Lefebvre’s claim that urban space facilitates social change, on the one hand, 
and his description of it as an expression of everyday life, on the other: “Whereas 
one makes urban practice the centre of social transformations, space and urban 
structure are pure transparent expression of social actors.”207 Castells claims that 
Lefebvre leaves Marxism by attributing to the city and urban space the agency 
that should be attributed to the social practices conditioned by economic and 
political relationships. Thus, he concludes, “Having set out from a Marxist analy-
sis of the urban phenomenon, [Lefebvre] comes closer and closer, through a 
rather curious intellectual evolution, to an urbanistic theorization of the Marxist 
problematic.”208

After its quick translation into English (1977), The Urban Question misguided 
much of the Anglo-Amercian reception of Lefebvre’s theory until its “postmod-
ern” rediscovery at the end of the 1980s: what Castells took for “paradoxes” was, 
in fact, Lefebvre’s fundamental decision at a dialectical theorizing of the social 
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production of space.209 As several authors have pointed out, this misreading 
resulted from Castells’s Althusserian Marxism and its hostility toward the Hege-
lian sources of Marx, which Lefebvre explored in his theorizing of dialectics.210

But Lefebvre’s work was equally rejected by those subscribing to the ortho-
doxy of the DiaMat. A case in point is a 1981 review of the then-recent West Ger-
man translations of several of Lefebvre’s books, published in the East German 
architectural journal Architektur der DDR.211 The authors reproached Lefebvre 
for what they perceived as his belief in a scientifi c–technological revolution that 
replaces the social–political revolution, a belief that “negates the fundamental 
thesis of the primacy of the economic social formation as the key to social devel-
opment” and thus “has nothing in common with a Marxist position.”212 While 
Lefebvre is praised for describing urbanization as a global process, he is criticized 
for negating the “qualitative opposition between social–economic conditions in 
capitalism and socialism.”213 Rather than addressing Lefebvre’s argument about 
the striking similarities between the space of state socialism and postwar capital-
ism, the authors accuse him of having an “idealist” concept of space, which led 
to his condemnation as a “bourgeois ideologist” who uses Marx’s theses in order 
to disguise an idealistic theory and as a “modern revisionist” for whom the urban 
society is a “third way” between capitalism and socialism.214 These statements 
render rather fairly the offi cial reception of Lefebvre’s books in state socialist 
countries, refl ected in the abrupt end of translating his writings into Central and 
Eastern European languages after his suspension from the PCF. In a similar vein, 
the accusations against Lefebvre for an “activity of breaking away” and “blatant 
fractional activity,” with which the PCF substantiated this suspension, confl ate 
with the title of the 1964 review of La somme et le reste that was published in the 
Soviet Union, which in English translation is “Balance of a Renegade.”215 

If these discussions seem dated today, it is also because several of these cri-
tiques have since been withdrawn. And so, in The City and the Grassroots (1983) 
Castells employed Lefebvre’s concepts, in particular that of the “urban revolu-
tion,” which he earlier dismissed as “a play of words,” just to admit in a recent 
interview, “I was right that Lefebvre was not very Marxist, but he was right not 
to be so.”216 The question, however, is not of the degree of Lefebvre’s Marxism but 
rather of its specifi city as opposed to both Althusser and DiaMat, which, in what 
follows, will be argued to have been developed from within Lefebvre’s research 
on rural and urban sociology. These studies allowed him to address the most con-
troversial themes of postwar Marxist debates, such as the theorizing of histori-
cal change, the question of class composition, and the critique of state socialism: 
three themes that set the theoretical and political stakes for the theory of the 
production of space.
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The Pyrenees and Historical Change

The kernels of Lefebvre’s revision of the Marxist understanding of historical 
change can be found as early as his study on the Pyrenees. Attracted by the image 
of the Campan Valley as a “pastoral republic,” an egalitarian “valley of happiness,” 
and the “new Arcadia,” Lefebvre was interested in the social, political, and eco-
nomic processes as well as the practices of everyday life that led to the emergence 
and the subsequent dissolution of this specifi c social formation. This is why the 
study encompasses almost three millennia, from the origins of the settlement in 
the valley to the present day, examining the confl icts between collective and pri-
vate property and between the modes of life and the juridical systems as they are 
accompanied by political and economic shifts.217 Lefebvre stressed that none of 
these perspectives is fundamental; rather, his approach was to “clarify” one type 
of facts (“economic,” “historical,” “juridical”) by examining their dependence on 
others in order to grasp the relationship between “moments” of the process in 
question—a procedure that would be applied, thirty years later, in The Production 
of Space.

With the objective of discovering the persistent tendencies beyond the 
sequence of facts and events, Lefebvre’s study was related to the work of the his-
torians of the Annales School, grouped around the Annales d’histoire économique 
et sociale (Marc Bloch, Lucien Febvre, and later Fernand Braudel among oth-
ers),218 many of whom he knew personally.219 Not unlike the Annales, Lefebvre’s 
study rejected economic determinism and conceived social transformation in 
terms of possibilities rather than as determinations, structured by the histori-
cally specifi c lived daily experience. Like the Annales, Lefebvre stressed that 
social change is never restricted to the economy and ideology but also involves 
everyday life. Thus, for example, Lucien Febvre wrote in his doctoral disserta-
tion, Philippe II et la Franche-Comté (Philip II and the Franche-Comté, 1911), 
that the struggle between the two social classes he had analyzed—the declining 
nobility and the rising bourgeoisie of merchants and lawyers—was not merely 
an economic confl ict but a confl ict of ideas and feelings as well. Similarly, Marc 
Bloch’s infl uential Feudal Society (1939–40) was not restricted to an analysis of 
the relationships among land tenure, social hierarchy, warfare, and the state but 
studies what Bloch called “modes of feeling and thought.” These attempts were 
explicitly developed in Braudel’s Capitalism and Material Life (1967) in the proj-
ect of the historicization of everyday life.220

Clear inspirations for the Pyrenees study came from the regressive method sys-
tematically introduced by Bloch.221 Writing about Campan, Lefebvre argued that 
in order to understand the valley today and to envisage its future development, 
it is necessary to interrogate rural ways of life, uses, and ownership relations not 
only under the ancien régime but also under feudalism and earlier stages of social 
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and economic development. While the starting point of his research is “descrip-
tive and empirical,” he felt it was necessary to complement the observations and 
interviews by means of a “regressive method in order to go back from the traces 
and ‘sociological fossils’—from what is contemporary—to the past”: a method 
developed in his “Problèmes de sociologie rurale” (Problems of Rural Sociology, 
1949).222 This is why Lefebvre departs from “traces” or “splitters” of disappeared 
social structures that persisted until the twentieth century, such as the right of 
primogeniture of girls, strong neighborhood relationships, and a large share of 
collective property.223 Since these “sociological fossils” are nonsynchronous with 
the current mode of production, their investigation cannot suppose a determin-
istic relationship between the economic base and ideological, legal, and cultural 
“superstructures,” as the DiaMat would require.

Consequently, the study begins with a “provisory” defi nition of a rural com-
munity, which is qualifi ed in the course of the investigation. A rural community 
is described as a social association that organizes, around the historically deter-
mined modalities, a group of families attached to land.224 This is specifi ed by 
three factors that defi ne a rural community: the presence of both private and col-
lective property (arable land, pastures, forests, waters, roads); the essential role 
of families in the structure of the village; and the delegation of tasks to represen-
tatives, who are directly responsible to the community (“direct democracy”).225 
Lefebvre studied the changing relationships among these three factors in a long 
perspective stretching from the prehistorical period, through the Roman times, 
the Middle Ages, and the early modern period, to the revolution in 1789 and the 
introduction of the Napoleonic Civil Code, which put an end to the communi-
ties by privileging private property over collective property and individuals over 
families.226

Such a defi nition of rural communities—“provisory,” “incomplete,” “a hypoth-
esis and an instrument of work”227—was developed and modulated by investi-
gating the specifi c historical development of the Pyrenees. These investigations 
included research on geographic conditions, transhumance (livestock movement 
to higher pastures in summer and to lower valleys in winter), neighborhood rela-
tions, hereditary laws, taxation, family structure, and division of labor, as well as 
individualization and differentiation of social groups. None of these aspects is 
understood as determining the others, and what was investigated is the network 
of interrelationships rather than linear causal relations. It is the multiplicity of 
the interactions of these phenomena that constitutes the process of emergence, 
assertion, weakening, and dissolution of rural communities. Lefebvre recon-
structed these processes through an analysis of archival documents, among which 
the “Cahiers de délibérations” were a privileged source: minutes of discussions 
held in the assembly of the village and by the elected representatives of the com-
munity. Their study offers a glance into “concrete everyday life,” with its rhythms 
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of rituals, gatherings, and transhumance; at the same time Lefebvre argues that 
these “small facts” needed to be linked to “more general perspectives.”228

The rural community as a transhistorical social structure defi ned by the chang-
ing constellations of property relationships, family structure, and institutions of 
direct democracy cannot be thus inscribed into the rigid narrative of the sub-
sequent modes of production, one taking over another. Rather, the community 
persists within the subsequent modes of production by adapting to the changing 
conditions and benefi ting from the confl icts within the feudal and early capitalist 
systems as well as by using changing religions, ideologies, and legal systems to 
its advantage.229 This is demonstrated, in particular, in the Campan study, which 
describes the struggles of the community for recognition by and autonomy from 
neighboring villages, feudal lords, cities, the Catholic Church, and the kingdoms 
of France, England, Aragon, and later Spain.

As a consequence, Lefebvre described Campan as a node of multiple times—
much in accordance with Braudel’s distinction among the history of relationships 
between man and environment; the gradually changing history of economic and 
political structures; and factual history (l’histoire événementielle).230 All three 
“histories” were discussed in the Pyrenees study: the shaping of the geographical 
conditions (the expansion of arable land, the formation of routes by commodity 
circulation and transhumance); the slow transformation of economic, political, 
legal, and fi scal structures; and the history of events, such as wars, battles, and 
treaties.

In that sense, Lefebvre’s “sociological history” is an attempt to relate the 
sequence of facts to a sociological research about long-term processes of repro-
duction and transformation of social structures:

One could try to write, for every country (nation or region), a socio-
logical history that avoids anecdote without omitting an explication of 
events (the “factual” history); that gives an account of the continuities 
and the most stable sociological elements without adopting the hypoth-
esis of immutable substrates; that would be thus a history and give an 
account of the changes, of the discontinuities.231

Lefebvre’s concern here is not to oppose one to another but rather to show their 
relationships without privileging any of them, to reveal persistent tendencies 
without losing the empirical character of the study.232 This might be the reason 
why in his book the term sociological history is often exchanged with historical 
sociology, applied in the subtitle of his dissertation and described as a “dialectical 
movement between research on history and research on sociological reality.”233

This approach prevents the recourse to geographical determination as an 
explanatory model for social development. Space in itself cannot be an explanatory 
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factor, argues Lefebvre, because societies transform in a considerable way with-
out signifi cant changes in the environment. He stressed that the geographical 
environment (milieu) is “a necessary condition of social development, but it infl u-
ences this development rather than accelerating it or slowing it down.”234 (This 
was already posited in his outlines of the Campan study submitted to Rivière in 
May 1944, in which Lefebvre argued, “Geography, just as geology, determines the 
conditions that, in themselves, are abstract in relationship to concrete develop-
ment.”)235 Rather than trying to speculate about the consequences of topography 
in the history of mountain communities—a primary example used in geodeter-
ministic literature of the late nineteenth century236—Lefebvre focused on archival 
research on the transactions concerning the particular use of singular pieces of 
land in determined historical circumstances. The study examined what Lefebvre 
would later call “spatial practices” of the community, such as transhumance and 
the management of commons (pastures, systems of routes). He gave particular 
attention to the struggles for the integration of the territory (territoire) of the 
community within the geographical borders of the valley by examining specifi c 
use agreements in regard to heredity regulations, fi scal contracts, and enfeoff-
ment acts among the community of Campan, feudal lords, neighboring villages, 
the monastery of Escaladieu, the city of Bagnères, and the royal administrations.237 
Lefebvre stresses that this process cannot be separated from the formulation 
of the institutions of the community: the recognition of the territorial integrity 
of the valley since the fourteenth century, even if never fully accomplished, marks 
the transition from the “real” community (a community sustained every day in 
social practices) to a “legal” community, recognized by other actors of the feu-
dal system but increasingly detached from the lived everyday.238 The production 
of the territory and the production of community were interdependent and not 
separable from each other—a thesis that will return in Lefebvre’s argument about 
the social production of space.239

In view of Lefebvre’s later books about space, the study of the Pyrenees sug-
gests that the introduction of this concept into the research of long-term processes 
challenges the reductive understanding of causality, power, and intentionality. 
This potential of Lefebvre’s work was recently discovered by historians of the 
medieval and early modern city, who advance his understanding of historicity 
of space as a multifaceted and multivalent product of apprehension, experience, 
and reifi cation and who develop his analysis of space as a physical, ideological, 
and symbolic reality.240 Such “spatial history” suspends narratives that attribute 
structural changes to individuals by shifting attention to the historical processes 
that produced them. It rejects the reduction of cities to outcomes of processes 
generated by “the market,” “political self-determination,” or “the state” and 
thus allows an understanding that these abstractions are the products of spatial 
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histories rather than their generators, even if these concepts are indispensable 
for a historical understanding of European cities, in particular of the period in 
question. In that sense, Lefebvre’s work is read against the tendency to reductiv-
ism, which characterizes orthodox Marxist historical materialism, putting aside 
the determinative power of the market by revealing the agency of discursive and 
symbolic spatial practices, discovering rivalry among different elements of the 
citizenry where previous scholars have seen nothing but class struggle, and com-
plicating the thesis about the homogenizing power of capitalism by discovering 
inside it a constant negotiation, dispute, and compromise over spaces.241

Farmers, Workers, Suburbanites

The two volumes on the Pyrenees, while dedicated to the memory of Engels, set 
the orientation points for Lefebvre’s research on space and society by questioning 
orthodox Marxism and its account of the determination of social organization, 
ideologies, and ways of life by economic structures and modes of production. But 
at the same time this study engaged with current debates on the Left by raising 
questions about the possibility of autonomy and the self-management of a com-
munity and about collective ownership of land and its relative modalities irrec-
oncilable with the capitalist concept of absolute individual ownership. This fed 
into Lefebvre’s conviction that “among the branches of sociology, rural sociology 
is perhaps more than others intertwined with life, practical action, effi cacy.”242 
This argument was forged in the course of his postwar empirical studies, linked 
directly to political issues of class composition and the possibility of struggle 
against capitalism. His contacts with Bernard Lambert, the leader of the move-
ment of paysans–travailleurs (farmers–workers) in the early 1960s,243 his discus-
sion of the position of the farmers within the apparent depoliticization of French 
society,244 and the fact that the authorities of the USSR, Algeria, and Cuba denied 
him permission to carry out empirical research on agrarian policies in those 
countries made him aware of the political signifi cance of the question of land.245

The political questions around the concept of class became central to Lefeb-
vre’s paper on Tuscany (“Les classes socials dans les campagnes” [Social Classes 
in the Countryside], 1951), developed within the Centre d’études sociologiques 
and focused on another “sociological fossil”: the métayage system in agriculture, 
which is a form of sharecropping. On the basis of his interviews and analysis of 
statistical data related to landownership, professional structures, and production 
outputs, Lefebvre argued that the investigated rural population has no homoge-
neity; that is, it consists of several classes and groups rather than one single class. 
Distinguishing the classes of agricultural workers, small independent farmers, 
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métayers, and landowners, Lefebvre investigated the confl icts among them and 
their specifi c forms of struggle.246

The question of class was very much discussed by the researchers of the 
CES,247 and the sense of theoretical and political concerns with the transforma-
tion of class struggle in postwar society and its specifi c occurrences at that time 
was pertinent in the climate of opinion in which Lefebvre was immersed in the 
course of the 1950s and early ’60s. Among the fi rst radical leftist groups that 
investigated these topics was Socialisme ou barbarie, created in 1946 by Cor-
nelius Castoriadis, Claude Lefort, and several other activists as an oppositional 
current within the Trotskyist Parti communiste internationaliste, with which 
the group broke in 1948. Between the late 1940s and late 1950s Socialisme ou 
barbarie developed an analysis of the transformations of the working class in the 
Fordist society, which the group characterized by the fundamental contradic-
tion between management and subordinate labor, specifi c to both postwar capi-
talism and state socialism. This contradiction was investigated by the members 
of Socialisme ou barbarie who were sent to analyze workers’ strikes and paid 
special attention to forms of organization and to political demands as well as to 
the conditions of daily life. 

Thus, Claude Lefort, in his essay “L’experience proletarienne” (The Proletar-
ian Experience, 1952), called for an analysis of classes as understood not only 
according to places assigned to them within the processes of production but also 
according to subjective modes of relationships in the course of historical devel-
opment. The proletariat requires a specifi c approach that allows grasping its sub-
jective development, argued Lefort, because the practice of the proletariat is not 
a simple consequence of its conditions of existence, but rather these conditions 
trigger a constant struggle for their transformation and thus a permanent dis-
tancing of the proletarian from his or her daily life: an experience that is constitu-
tive for the proletariat as a class.248 This experience ought to be examined, so says 
Lefort, by a specifi c analysis of the workers’ appropriation of industrial work, 
the development of specifi c relationships among the workers, their own percep-
tion of these relationships, and the extension of these relationships to the whole 
society. What coincided with Lefebvre’s attention to the lived experience was 
Lefort’s stress on empirical research combined with skepticism toward a quanti-
tative approach: what is necessary are studies about “concrete individuals” who 
are irreducible to a quantifi able average and yet share both the position of pro-
ducers—operators of machines—and the condition of alienation.249 Within this 
perspective, the research of Socialisme ou barbarie during the late 1950s focused 
on the possibility of an autonomous workers’ movement in the circumstances of 
a destructuralization of the proletariat; a critique of the trade unions becoming 
institutionalized as a mediator between workers and management; the crisis of 
Marxist discourse dominated by Stalinism; and an analysis of mass culture, mass 
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consumption, and the privatization of daily life—the last theme of which was 
developed by Guy Debord, a member of the group for a short time.250

The question of social class was at the center of not only numerous articles 
that Lefebvre published in the late 1940s and early 1950s but also his fi rst paper 
on urban sociology focused on Mourenx, “Les nouveaux ensembles urbains.”251 
The subtitle of the paper, “Lacq-Mourenx et les problèmes urbains de la nouvelle 
classe ouvrière” (Lacq-Mourenx and the Urban Problems of the New Working 
Class, 1960), reveals that it was inscribed into the debate of the “new working 
class,” developed by the group around the journal Arguments and, in particular, 
the Club de la gauche: the groups that contributed to the emergence of the French 
New Left, including the Parti socialiste unifi é (PSU). Spelled out since the late 
1950s by Serge Mallet, Pierre Belleville, and Alain Touraine,252 the thesis about the 
new working class aimed at accounting for the changes in class composition in 
industrialized countries after the Second World War. These authors argued that 
the automatization in advanced industries implied a new type of labor related to 
surveillance, control, management, intensifi cation of specialization, and integra-
tion of the workers into the factory and an increase of responsibility of workers 
over the processes of production. This made wage calculation more complex (the 
workers have no individual skills beyond those required in the fi rm into which 
they are integrated) and a change in trade unionism, of which the basic unit tends 
to be the fi rm itself. Consequently, in La nouvelle classe ouvrière (The New Work-
ing Class, 1963), Mallet argued that while the workers of heavy industry could 
no longer envisage an alternative society, the new working class restores issues 
of autonomy and control to the center stage of the struggle between labor and 
capital, surpasses the wage demands of precedent movements, and assumes the 
revolutionary role that Marxism attributed to the proletariat.253

These discussions suggest that Lefebvre’s “discovery” of Mourenx was not just 
a happy accident during one of the trips to the Pyrenees; the new town was built 
in order to house the staff of one of the most advanced petrochemical industrial 
complexes in postwar France and was thus a privileged place to test the hypothe-
sis about the new working class. This is how Lefebvre discussed Mourenx during 
a conference in Dijon (1960), with Mallet and Touraine participating: as “a small 
social laboratory, a test tube in which the play of current social forces becomes 
visible and observable.”254 Lefebvre’s analysis of this city aimed at examining the 
role of urban space and everyday life as modes of socialization of the “new work-
ers,” who indicated their potential to self-organization and political agency—a 
theme of which some of the designers of the new town were very much aware.255 
The cohabitation of people belonging to the same socioprofessional categories 
in the same buildings was seen by Lefebvre as a condition of the possibility of an 
enhanced class consciousness of the “new working class,” in contrast to the frag-
mentation of the proletariat in the city of Aix-en-Provence.256



Henri Lefebvre commenting on the new town of Mourenx. From Het Internationaal 
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Henri Lefebvre in front of the petrochemical factory in Lacq. From Het Internationaal 
Filosofen Project. Nederlands Instituut voor Beeld en Geluid, Hilversum.
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The turn toward empirical research on the working and living conditions of 
workers, initiated by Socialisme ou barbarie, became central for many Marxist 
groups in Western Europe that in the course of the 1960s undertook a revision of 
Marxist categories. Among the most original was the Italian operaismo (worker-
ism), whose theoretical and empirical work, including studies on the FIAT and 
Olivetti factories, advanced the question of class composition, a concept that 
aimed at capturing the combination of political and material characteristics of 
both the historically given structure of labor power and the determinate level of 
solidifi cation of needs and desires that defi ne the working class.257 Both the tech-
nical aspect of class composition (the ways in which workers are brought together 
in the process of production and reproduction) and its political aspect (the forms 
of self-organization and struggle) make the question of the spatial composition 
of class particularly important, dictating workerism’s political strategies and its 
theoretical valence.258 In France, the question of class composition was addressed 
by Marxist urban sociologists, who interrogated the possibility of a convergence 
between urban and workers’ struggles, in view of the increasing importance of 
individual and collective consumption in the economy as a whole, and the emer-
gence of the urban protest movements of tenants in the grands ensembles, as well 
as those of workers in new industrial towns, squatters, users of public transport, 
and students.259

The team of the Institut de sociologie urbaine contributed to this discussion. 
One of the initial motivations for the research of the suburban house was to inves-
tigate the hypothesis of the pavillon as a class phenomenon—the specifi c habitat 
of the petite bourgeoisie, in contrast to the collective housing that was considered 
by many at that time a site for the emerging new working class. This hypothesis 
was decisively refuted, and one of the most important conclusions of the study 
was that no correspondence can be established between social class and the pref-
erence for the pavillon among the French population. This conclusion was con-
fi rmed by subsequent critical accounts, among the most infl uential of which was 
the paper “Proximité spatiale et distance sociale” (Spatial Proximity and Social 
Distance, 1970), by Jean-Claude Chamboredon and Madeleine Lemairelien. Ori-
ented against the “prospective technocracy” of planners, the “populist utopia” 
of Chombart, and also the “urban prophecies” of Lefebvre (by which they might 
have meant the Mourenx study), the authors rejected the argument that spatial 
proximity facilitates social cohesion; rather than the shared conditions of dwell-
ing engendering solidarity, the collective housing estates elicited the social differ-
ences among people of various social backgrounds and thus of different prospects 
for changing their accommodation. Yet Lefebvre never argued that spatial prox-
imity alone creates social bond; rather, he aimed at theorizing dwelling as a prac-
tice that allows identifying the collective political subject (the “inhabitant”) and 
redefi nes the working class by its deprivation of the “right of the city.”260
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The variety of the case studies chosen by Lefebvre and his collaborators, 
which straddled the peasant communities in the Pyrenees and Tuscany, the 
workers in Lacq–Mourenx, the inhabitants of grands ensembles, and suburban-
ites, contributed to rethinking class composition beyond Marx’s atomistic vision 
of the proletarians as restricted to workers (and thus excluding as “lumpen-
proletariat” the unproductive parts of deprived populations: thieves, beggars, 
prostitutes).261 Breaking with Marx’s early vision of the proletariat as defi ned by 
its lack of property (Eigentum) and thus without qualities (Eigenschaft),262 this 
research draws attention to the conditions of life of these populations conveyed 
by such concepts as urban space and the everyday. In that sense, Lefebvre’s work 
is situated as research, unfi nished until today, that develops a Marxist under-
standing of classes beyond its Eurocentric limitations and, in particular, breaks 
with Marx’s image of the proletarian as “free” to sell “his” labor on the market 
within a nation-state.263

The Crisis of Marxism and the Socialist City

Lefebvre’s dissociation from orthodox Marxism was paralleled by his disenchant-
ment with state socialism in Central and Eastern Europe. His rejection of the 
Soviet model of socialism was shared by many intellectuals on the French non-
communist Left, who had become increasingly disillusioned in the wake of the 
Korean War of 1950–53, Budapest 1956, Prague 1968, and Solzhenitsyn’s Gulag 
Archipelago, which was published in French in 1973 and marked the fi nal shift of 
the majority of French intellectuals to an anti-totalitarian stance. This was paral-
leled by a golden age of a noncommunist “French Marxism,” whose proponents 
included writers such as Kostas Axelos, Cornelius Castoriadis, François Châtelet, 
Lucien Goldmann, André Gorz, Claude Lefort, and Edgar Morin.264

Lefebvre’s contributions to these discussions were stirred by his exchanges 
with Marxist heterodox thinkers behind the Iron Curtain. He cultivated contacts 
in Hungary (he met Lukács in 1947) and Poland (he participated in philosophi-
cal congresses in Warsaw and Kraków, and he was interested in the work of the 
Polish “revisionists” such as Bronisław Baczko and Leszek Kołakowski).265 It 
was in the Polish journal          Twórczość that Lefebvre published his text “Marksizm 
i myśl francuska” (Marxism and French Thought, 1957)—the fi rst open protest 
against the line of the PCF, which was written while Lefebvre was still its mem-
ber and which coined a series of arguments to be spelled out in his books of the 
late 1950s.266

In “Marksizm i myśl francuska,” Lefebvre opposed the Stalinization of the PCF 
and the assertion of the political authority of the Communist Party over ideologi-
cal, cultural, and scientifi c activity, known as Zhdanovism, from the name Andrei 
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A. Zhdanov, secretary of the Central Committee of the Soviet Communist Party 
(1946–48).267 Lefebvre argued that Zhdanovism led to the extreme polarization 
of the debates, and, as a consequence, the discussions on the French Left became 
impossible: dialectical thought was abandoned, and dogmatic schemes replaced 
specifi c and historical analyses of situations and problems.268 The political crite-
rion became transformed into a moral one—faithfulness to the party—which was 
crowned by the cult of Stalin. With all theoretical thinking subsumed under the 
foreign policy of the Soviet Union, Marxism became state ideology. This put an 
end to any development of science and philosophy (a “Marxist philosopher” was 
frowned upon as a “Communist with doubts,” wrote Lefebvre), which were par-
alyzed by the division between “proletarian” and “bourgeois” science, 269 leading 
to the condemnation of Mendelian genetics, psychoanalysis, and cybernetics. 
In his text Lefebvre took responsibility, half-heartedly, for his earlier support 
of Stalinism (he confessed being “ashamed” for not protesting other than “by 
means of a persistent silence” against the “absurd ideological fi ght in the sphere 
of culture”), and yet he assured his support of Marxism, understood as “taking 
positions and taking the position of the party.” What he questioned was not the 
party discipline but “the brutal, authoritarian, and undemocratic character of 
this discipline, and the brutal simplifi cation of theoretical problems in the name 
of the party.”270

The exchanges with Marxist dissidents from Central and Eastern Europe 
intensifi ed after Lefebvre’s break from the PCF, and they included his involve-
ment with the group of Yugoslav Marxist “heretics” to whose journal Praxis he 
contributed.271 Lefebvre was a member of the journal’s advisory board, and he 
participated in several of the      Korčula Summer Schools organized by the group: a 
meeting place for critical Marxist philosophers and sociologists from the whole 
world.272 In his eyes Yugoslavia was a “political laboratory” that “achieved a polit-
ical authority far superior to its economic and military importance” because of its 
“resistance to fascism, Stalinism, and etatist technocracy—by practical courage 
and theoretical energy.”273 Like for many on the New Left and in the Arguments 
group, Lefebvre hoped to discover in Yugoslavia the possibility of a “democratic 
planning” in opposition to the Soviet and French planning institutions, and he 
considered the experience of self-management as an alternative to the bureau-
cracy in the West and East.274

But state socialism posed not only a political and ideological problem but also 
a theoretical and scientifi c one: the question about the possibility of understand-
ing the social dynamics behind the Iron Curtain by means of Marxist concepts. 
Since the 1960s Lefebvre described the post-Stalinist socialist states in the same 
way as he described capitalist states: as bureaucratic regimes of controlled con-
sumption, oriented toward economic growth, and differing from the individualist 
Western model in their emphasis on collective consumption. This argument was 
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accomplished in De l’État, in which Lefebvre characterized both socialist and 
capitalist states with the same concept: the “state mode of production” (le mode 
de production étatique),275 driven by the logics of economic productivity and the 
reproduction of the social relations of production. Yet by using the same concept 
for countries on both sides of the Iron Curtain, Lefebvre tacitly admitted that the 
concept of mode of production is unhelpful for distinguishing between the two 
camps of countries, a conclusion shared by several sociologists working in state 
socialist countries at that time.276

In the paper “Sur quelques critères du développement social et du socialisme” 
(On Some Criteria of Social Development and of Socialism, 1965), published in 
the international edition of Praxis, Lefebvre suggested that the development of 
the socialist states and the various paths they took in the transition from capital-
ism can be used as criteria for the explanatory potential of Marxism. He argued 
that the work of Marx is “necessary to understand the modern world and to act in 
it, but this work is not suffi cient.” This is because of the specifi city of twentieth-
century capitalism characterized by an end of the social form embodied by the 
traditional European city and the crystallization of a new level of social practice: 
that of everyday life.277 Both were generalized into the question of urban space; 
in The Production of Space Lefebvre asked, “What do we fi nd when we apply the 
yardstick of space—or, more precisely, the yardstick of spatial practice—to soci-
eties with a ‘socialist’ mode of production?”278

Lefebvre never answered this question in an empirical manner, but it was 
addressed in the book Społeczne wytwarzanie przestrzeni (The Social Production 
of Space, 1988), by the Polish geographer Bohdan Jałowiecki, who visited France 
in the 1970s and was in touch with the ISU at the time when Lefebvre had already 
left it.279 Jałowiecki’s book was based theoretically on the discussions in French 
Marxist urban sociology and developed Lefebvre’s arguments into a critique of 
the production of space in state socialism.

Jałowiecki opened his book with an essentially Lefebvrean statement: “The 
space we are living in is not a natural creation but a fully human work, produced 
by people in a way that is conditioned by natural, social, and cultural factors.”280 
Referring to Lefebvre’s essay “L’espace” (Space, 1972), Jałowiecki argued that 
space can be defi ned in four ways: as an abstract form; as a product of social prac-
tices in feudalism; as an intermediary, tool, instrument, milieu, and medium of 
social practices in competitive capitalism; and, fi nally, as the tool of reproduction 
of the social relations of production in monopoly capitalism and in “the early 
phase of the socialist formation,” which, one year after the publication of his 
book, was revealed to have been its very late phase.281 In Jałowiecki’s view, with 
the shift from one mode of production to another, one defi nition of space spelled 
out in “L’espace” is not abandoned but rather included and extended by a new 
defi nition. Not unlike as described in Lefebvre’s account of the Pyrenees, space 
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produced in one mode of production is never fully surpassed with the change of 
this mode, being constantly fi lled, regrouped, or actively forgotten.282

The most innovative part of his book is Jałowiecki’s investigation of the “politi-
cal space” of the socialist People’s Republic of Poland. The basis for the economic 
and political conditions of the urbanization of the country was the program of 
enforced industrialization, emerging from postwar economic and political condi-
tions (the economic backdrop, war destruction, the change in property relations, 
the decision to enforce the proletariat as the driving force behind the new sys-
tem, and the Cold War doctrine of self-defense and economic autarky, as well as, 
fi nally, the infl uence of the Soviet solutions). Developed with these constraints, 
the space of the People’s Republic is described as “political space,” because “the 
fundamental factors determining the social production of space are political deci-
sions.”283 The main actors assigned with the task of spatial planning were political 
authorities (the central planning committee and the territorial planning agencies 
and planning offi ces of the various industry branches, coordinated by agencies of 
spatial planning), which planned economic and social development and worked 
out master plans.284

In reality, however, the planning decisions were made under the pressure of 
competing state enterprises and representatives of branches of industry. What 
was at stake in this competition, in the conditions of planned economy and the 
lack of a competitive market? While the issues of production costs and quality of 
commodities were paid lip-service by the authorities, the enterprises struggled 
for the maximalization of assets, which would allow them to sustain or even raise 
their productive output and their distributive capacities and thus to secure their 
political infl uence in relation to the local and central authorities. This was the 
inner drive of enterprises not only in Poland but in socialist countries in gen-
eral, which, in contrast to capitalist fi rms, aimed at an accumulation of means 
of production rather than of profi t.285 Among these means, space was one of the 
most important. Accordingly, in Jałowiecki’s account, late socialism is presented 
as a competition for space among enterprises, which, increasingly emancipated 
from the control of state power, aim at securing constant growth, not only in the 
production plant itself, but also in its reproductive facilities (housing for staff, 
transportation systems, and holiday villages). This hoarding of space was pos-
sible because of the restrictions imposed on the land market, yet without a com-
plete nationalization of land; Jałowiecki writes that although these restrictions 
“provided favorable conditions for rational planning,” the elimination of land 
rent resulted in the unlimited growth of industrial enterprises (which were not 
paying for the land) and the squandering of space in the center of cities.286

This analysis of socialist Poland accounts for both of the suggestions for revis-
ing Marxism that Lefebvre made in “Sur quelques critères du développement 
social et du socialisme.” On the one hand, Społeczne wytwarzanie przestrzeni 
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returns to the question of the relationship between the processes of industrializa-
tion and urbanization, whose interaction was seen by Lefebvre as putting an end 
to the traditional European city. Discussing the “industrial regions,” Jałowiecki 
shows how industrialization hinders urbanization by subordinating all invest-
ments in space: transportation, housing, and social infrastructure.287 This can be 
generalized into a characteristic of the production of urban space in late socialist 
Poland as it was subsumed by the logics of industrial enterprises. The industry 
became the main, if not the sole, factor in the construction of cities, while other 
functions not directly related to production, such as commerce, research, and 
tourism, were underfunded and underdeveloped. Consequently, state-owned 
industry impinged on the production of housing, spaces of consumption and lei-
sure, and transportation, leading to spatial segregation, loss of urbanity, and eco-
logical damage.288

On the other hand, the concept of the everyday suggests an understanding of 
state socialism as an urban revolution that did not keep its promises. In the fi rst 
volume of his Critique of Everyday Life, Lefebvre wrote that “socialism (the new 
society, the new life) can only be defi ned concretely on the level of everyday life, 
as a system of changes in what can be called lived experience,” and in The Pro-
duction of Space he added, “A social transformation, to be truly revolutionary in 
character, must manifest a creative capacity in its effects on daily life, on lan-
guage and on space.”289 This criterion—the critique of space in the perspective 
of everyday life (critique quotidienniste)290—was used by Jałowiecki, who argued, 
“The primacy of production over simple and extended reproduction of labor 
power meant, in fact, a loss of the fundamental aim of social economy, which 
is the rise of the conditions of life for the whole society.”291 Jałowiecki’s investi-
gation shows that this failure stemmed not just from planning fallacies but also 
from the political economy of space in Polish socialism—an account that, in many 
ways, intersects with Katherine Verdery’s analysis of the “etatization of time” 
in      Ceauşescu’s Romania, resulting in an everyday marked by an arrhythmia of 
now-frenetic, now-idle work and a fl attening of time in an experience of end-
less waiting.292 As a result, the socialist state produced spatial disorder instead 
of a rational effi cacy expected from the planned economy, subjecting everyday 
life to a series of spatial constraints rather than liberating it. On top of that, state 
socialism led to new forms of urban segregation instead of a classless society and, 
more generally, to massive inequalities in redistribution as a structural feature of 
the system and its condition of reproduction.293 These conclusions tied in with 
Lefebvre’s support of the strikes and protests in Poland in the early 1980s; he saw 
them as reclaiming self-management of everyday life and argued that the move-
ment of the “         Solidarność” trade union demonstrates that “the left critique of the 
state is closely akin to the critique of everyday life.”294 Complementing the study 
of the rural communities, industrial towns, and suburbanites in 1960s France, 
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this critique of the production of space in state socialism suggests that what was 
at stake in Lefebvre’s critical rethinking of Marxism in relation to the concepts of 
space and everyday life was both a revision of its explanatory value and a renewal 
of the work of Marx as a thinker of the possible.295

Lefebvre and the Institutionalization of Critique

Following the conviction that urban space replaces the factory as the privileged 
site of social confl ict, empirical urban studies over the course of the 1960s and 
1970s became leverage to revise and rethink Marxism for much of French Marx-
ist urban sociology. Stirred by studies commissioned by the state to support the 
restructuring of French planning and urbanism, this research was particularly 
intense between 1968 and the mid-1970s, ending in the late 1970s with funding 
cuts in the wake of the economic crisis and with Marxist sociology running out 
of steam after the 1978 elections were lost by the Left, which also was followed 
by the end of the “Common Program”—the alliance between the PCF and the 
Socialist Party (PS).296 What appears as a paradoxical renewal of sociology by the 
state’s stabilizing the employment of its most critical political opponents is to be 
seen as a particularly intense moment within a more general process specifi c to 
the modern state: that of the institutionalization of critique within the processes 
of urban planning.

The empirical studies supervised by Lefebvre contributed to this process, which 
must be accounted for as one of the key conditions for his theory of space. Did the 
questions and themes of the state-funded research projects infl uence Lefebvre’s 
theory, explicitly defi ned as “conceived against the state”?297 What was the impact 
on the epistemic value of his theory by its instrumentalization within the planning 
discourses and operations? To what extent was this theory superseded by the pro-
duction of new urban spaces for which it became an operative tool?

Sociologists within and against the State

Michel Amiot, in his book Contre l’État, les sociologues (Sociologists against the 
State, 1986), reconstructed French urban sociology between 1900 and 1980 by 
looking at its relationship of dependence and confl ict with two other producers 
of knowledge: the state and the academic economy. This relationship was par-
ticularly complex in the postwar context, with the state redefi ned by means of 
a certain concept of the economy and transformed into the planning state (État 
planifi cateur)—an apparatus of informed intervention in all sectors of the society, 
including that of scientifi c research and thus also of social sciences.298
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In his discussion about “democratic planning,” Lefebvre defi ned planning as 
“a program of rational organization of production (industrial and agricultural) 
that secures harmonious development and growth without crises of productive 
forces.”299 This concept of planning originated in France from a conjuncture of 
several movements constituted in the 1930s, of which two were the most impor-
tant: the groups uniting members of the administration and industry, such as the 
Groupe X-Crise; and the so-called nonconformist Catholic intellectuals gathered 
around the journal Esprit, supporting personalist humanism. Rarely interlinked 
before the Second World War, they encountered each other both in the Vichy 
institutions and in the Resistance and guided the development of planning ideas 
after the war. They were actively involved in the nationalizations of some sectors 
of the French economy and the foundation, under the directorship of Jean Mon-
net, of the Commissariat général du plan (1946), the central institution responsi-
ble for economic planning in postwar France. Opposed both to liberal capitalism 
and to state collectivism and skeptical about parliamentary democracy, they 
endorsed “economic humanism”: the foundation of society on meritocracy, sci-
entifi c knowledge, and state planning of the essential sectors of economy.300 Since 
the 1960s, French sociologists tried to clarify this osmosis between the state and 
the private sectors—a condition called “monopolist capitalism of the state” by 
Marxists, who accused the state of serving big companies.301

This concept of planning necessitated a global and dynamic knowledge of 
society, based on an understanding of every element of the given situation and 
the anticipation of the situation in the long run. Dependent on interdisciplinary 
research, the planning state founded an unprecedented number of institutions of 
information gathering, coordination, and knowledge production. During the fi rst 
Five Year Plan (1947–52) launched by the commissariat, with industrial develop-
ment as its primary goal, the appeal went to economic sciences, which included, 
for example, the introduction of the theories of Keynes to academia. But already 
during the Second Plan (1954–57), which aimed at translating economic growth 
into the prosperity of French citizens, housing was a special concern, with over 
one million housing units built, and the social sciences were entrusted with the 
tasks of understanding the transformations of society in the processes of modern-
ization and suggesting the instruments of growth management (or, in the words 
of the director of the Institut national de la statistique et des études économiques, 
determining the “limits of growth” by comparing the processes of modernization 
and the “resistance of human nature”).302 While some of the researchers, such as 
Jean Stroetzel, the successor of Gurvitch as director of the CES, embraced this 
role of sociology in facilitating reforms in technological modernization and spa-
tial planning, others not only defended different concepts of the discipline and 
different visions of society but also assumed the role of spokespeople for weaker 
social classes.303
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The criticism of the housing estates met the self-criticism of the planning agen-
cies of the state as early as the 1950s—thus paralleling the most intense period 
of the construction of the grands ensembles—but until the mid-1960s this self-
criticism was confi ned to internal memoranda, at least where the masterplans 
were concerned.304 Notable precedents of the introduction of measures of cri-
tique into architectural design included the “apartment referendum” of 1959, 
organized by de Gaulle’s fi rst constriction minister, Pierre Sudreau, and his chief 
consultant, a Catholic activist, Jeanne Aubert-Picard. Aubert-Picard and her 
team consulted three hundred families living in state-subsidized housing, home-
economic organizations, and family associations before elaborating, together 
with the architect Marcel Roux, a design of a model apartment, which was sub-
mitted to public scrutiny at the Salon des arts ménagers in 1959, redesigned after 
consideration of some of the criticism, and increasingly implemented in several 
large-scale housing estates from the early 1960s on.305

But it was not until the late 1960s that the general rejection of mass-housing 
schemes challenged the offi cial discourse of the scientifi c rationality of planning, 
accompanied by a demand for more fl exible and comprehensive regulations 
regarding land use, a wider participation of citizens in decision-making processes, 
and a social and political approach to urbanism as a means of social integration. 
This created a demand for a new type of studies—critical studies based on quali-
tative methods—and necessitated new ways of recruiting researchers, addressing 
not only big public and private research institutes, as was the case before, but 
also universities and small research groups without academic affi liation, such as 
the ISU. Open calls for contributions were used as main instruments to recruit 
researchers; formulated in a general way and encouraging the applicants to spec-
ify research topics in their submissions, these calls introduced procedures for 
negotiating research topics between researchers and commissioners.306

In the course of these negotiations, Marxist sociologists, such as Lefebvre and 
his team, were given the opportunity to reformulate research themes at the price 
of turning to a scientifi c fi eld that was already claimed by three institutions pre-
tending to scientifi c authority: the planning state, academia, and the PCF, with 
its doctrine of “scientifi c socialism.” In the course of these negotiations, concepts 
began to take on different meanings, starting with that of the city, which, rather 
than being understood as a microeconomic model, was reinterpreted, on the one 
hand, as a process of capital accumulation and, on the other, as a system of signs, 
as infl uenced by structuralist linguistics and anthropology. Rather than furnishing 
the planners with new operative instruments, the sociologists aimed at turning 
the practice of planning and the institutions of the state themselves into objects 
of investigation; similarly, the demand of listing new needs of the consumers was 
reinterpreted into an analysis of urban struggles over collective consumption.307
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These discussions permeate Lefebvre’s books on space from the late 1960s and 
1970s, which directly intervened in debates on urbanism and politics in order 
to challenge and redefi ne the concepts employed and to oppose their depoliti-
cization, abstraction, and normalization. Lefebvre was particularly passionate 
in his critique of the discourse of urbanism, which came to the fore in the 1967 
debate with Jean Balladur, the designer of the celebrated Mediterranean resort 
La Grande Motte, and Michel Ecochard, a CIAM member who elaborated urban 
plans in the French Protectorate in Morocco and, during the 1950s, in Iran, Syria, 
and Pakistan. During the debate Lefebvre criticized the misuses of the most 
discussed concepts of that time. He urged caution when postulating “multidis-
ciplinary cooperation,” which often slips into a struggle among disciplines for 
preponderance; he pointed out that “decentralization” becomes fi ctitious when 
operationalized by the centralized state; and he debunked the misuses of the pro-
cedures of “participation.”308 In another talk, he argued that procedures of partic-
ipation as employed in the course of the 1960s during the design of the project of 
Toulouse Le Mirail by Candilis–Josic–Woods were a “mystifi cation of a pseudo-
democracy.”309 Participation as a tool of legitimization of an enforced consensus 
was also a target of his books, as were the concepts of the “environment of life” 
(cadre de vie), seen by Lefebvre as detaching urban questions from those of society 
and politics; “human scale,” which easily takes a retrograde and formalist mean-
ing; and “inhabitants” and “users,” concepts replete in the discourse of urban-
ism since the 1950s.310 The last was commented on retrospectively in a lecture in 
1979, in which Lefebvre argued that the concept of the “user,” once permeated 
with progressive claims for “use value” as opposed to “exchange value,” has been 
increasingly exposed to the danger of depoliticization (with the “user” replacing 
the “citizen”), functionalization (by reducing “use” to services), and normaliza-
tion (with the “users” increasingly defi ned according to an average within pre-
conceived collective subjectivities).311 All these concepts were appropriated by 
virtually all political actors, from the government to the far Left, and such slogans 
as “change life, change the city” (changer la vie, changer la ville) could have been 
found anywhere on the political spectrum.312 Among the most contested concepts 
was the “way of life” (mode de vie), introduced to differentiate among factions of 
urban populations—a concept central to the work of the ISU, which was careful 
to distinguish its own use of this concept from other positions.313

The concepts coined by Lefebvre were themselves at stake in these debates, 
including his vision of the appropriation of space, the “right to the city,” and the 
“urban revolution.” They infi ltrated the debates within the PCF, and the concern 
for the “right to the city” was very much present among the participants of the 
1974 conference on urban matters, “Pour un urbanisme . . .” (For an Urbanism . . .), 
organized in Grenoble by the party’s intellectual monthly La nouvelle critique, 
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which gathered mayors, architects and planners, and social scientists, including 
members of the ISU, while direct references to Lefebvre were avoided.314 The dis-
course and program of the PSU (Parti socialiste unifi é) were even more directly 
infl uenced by Lefebvre’s ideas, this party moving over the course of the 1960s 
from the problem of housing toward that of the alienated everyday life, cam-
paigns for the environment of life, and the right to the city.315 On the other hand, 
Lefebvre witnessed the incorporation of his wordings into the discourse of French 
planning, which took place within the “new urban policy” of the Valéry Giscard 
d’Estaing administration (1974–81), permeated by a conservative critique of the 
postwar rapid urbanization, which, according to Giscard, “after having arrived 
too late, arrived too fast.”316 But this incorporation had already begun during the 
fi nal years of the presidency of Georges Pompidou (1969–74) and included the 
postulate of a new quality of urban everyday life; the redefi nition of the city as a 
place of appropriation, festival, game, and interpersonal exchange; the support of 
the right to the city; the renewed interest in the centrality of streets and squares; 
and the attempt to reintroduce the collective dimension into urban space.317 
These ideas were expressed in the directive of Minister Olivier Guichard (1973), 
who condemned the grands ensembles and social segregation through habitat in 
the name of “human scale” (mesure humaine) and the improvement of the quality 
of “environment of life” (cadre de vie).318

In response, Lefebvre’s writings are full of irony about “the parades, masquer-
ades, balls, and folklore festivals authorized by a power structure [that] cari-
caturizes the appropriation and reappropriation of space” and warnings about 
centrality becoming a tool of social regulation, “elitist at best, military and policed 
at worst.”319 In the third volume of the Critique of Everyday Life, he noticed that 
“an idea or a 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.”320 This does not mean, he continued, 
that this project was not potentially active for a period of time; rather, its co-
optation means that the opponents of the dominant order were unable to seize 
the opportunity and to carry out the project.321

At the same time, Lefebvre argued that the introduction of critical concepts 
into broad public discourse does not necessarily dismantle their critical potential 
but can be used to broaden the discussion and advance political goals. Lefeb-
vre had already argued this in his mid-1950s article in       Twórczość, in which he 
refl ected on Marxism and Marxist dialectics becoming an intellectual fashion in 
France, gaining the upper hand over the individualist rationalism that dominated 
the prewar philosophical discussions. With “every Frenchman becoming a dia-
lectician,” what is being sold as “dialectical oppositions” resembles “an anthology 
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of macabre jokes” and “parodic songs from Montmartre”—a spectacle of pure 
sophistry that is carried on in the misuse of other Marxist concepts, including 
alienation.322 In this condition, wrote Lefebvre, a Marxist could be fi lled with 
indignation; protest against the “forgers, intellectual criminals, parasitic individ-
uals, and rogues” who deprived the working class of the concept of dialectics—its 
main intellectual weapon; and call for a renouncement of concepts “misused in 
bourgeois thought.”323 This was the position of the Stalinist PCF and its ecclesi-
astic mode of the production of its doctrine.324 Yet in contrast to the discourse of 
the PCF, which prevented the possibility of a discussion with political opponents, 
Lefebvre argued that Marxists should acknowledge that such concepts as alien-
ation, after having entered almost everyday language, “became a place of meeting 
and discussion.”325 By “becoming worldly,” a concept stakes out a fi eld of politi-
cal discussion in which this concept can be critically fathomed: the very method 
used by Marx, who picked up economic, political, and philosophical concepts 
from his predecessors as symptoms of specifi c historical conjunctures and devel-
oped them in a critical way.326

A similar strategy was used by Lefebvre himself, who mastered the co-opta-
tion of concepts from political opponents in order to shift demarcation lines and 
reformulate questions. This includes those concepts that became inextricably 
linked to his name, such as the right to the city, in which reverberate the 1930s 
discussions of “urban rights,” suggested by Jean Giraudoux, who was a conserva-
tive thinker, in the fi rst years of the Second World War close to the Vichy regime, 
and who introduced the Athens Charter to the French readers in 1943 as a pos-
sible remedy for the “destruction of the national soul.”327 Similarly, Lefebvre’s 
Urban Revolution was not the fi rst book published in France with this title, being 
preceded by the 1946 publication of the architect and urbanist Pierre Lauga, 
who called on architecture and urbanism to “rescue” political economy, as the 
subtitle of his book went, and postulated constructing new towns according to 
functional and economic principles. The same strategy was used by Lefebvre in 
his academic position; as a professor of Nanterre, he used the new authority of 
sociology to teach Marxism: “What I have taught under the cover of sociology 
was simply Marxist thought,” not, however, identifi ed by the writings of Marx, 
but developed to account for the transformations of the modern world, industri-
alization, and urbanization.328 This suggests that research that would critically 
question the originality of Lefebvre’s work in general and his writings on space 
specifi cally—the very questioning avoided by most of the research on his theory—
must account not only for the complicated genealogy of his concepts but also for 
the engaged, contextual, appropriative, and performative character of his writ-
ings, which cannot be fully captured by the logics of originality.
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The Crisis of a Superseded Theory?

Lefebvre’s theory is to be seen as formulated in a conjuncture of two interrelated 
processes at the end of the late 1960s and in the early 1970s: the politicization of 
French urban sociology on the one hand, and the introduction of the questions 
of the city and urbanization into French politics on the other.329 In this context, 
the incorporation of Lefebvre’s concepts into state planning discourse was condi-
tioned by a systematic erasure of the name of their author; as it was put by Jean-
Pierre Garnier, the more Lefebvre was plagiarized, the less was he quoted.330 In 
the 1978 book La comédie urbaine ou la cité sans classes (The Urban Comedy or a 
City without Classes), Garnier and Denis Goldschmidt argued that the co-opta-
tion of Lefebvre’s discourse by state planning institutions was an attempt to con-
ceal the withdrawal of the state from its social obligations vis-à-vis the suburbs 
by reducing the social problems faced in the city (unemployment, discrimina-
tion) to merely problems of urban design. Accordingly, the city was presented as 
autonomous and independent of social relationships; Lefebvre’s concept of the 
right to the city was used as a substitute for other, more fundamental rights, in 
particular for the right to housing.

According to Garnier, this co-optation continued after the elections of 1981, 
won by the Socialist candidate François Mitterrand. Identifying socialism with 
the “civilization of the city” in his introductory address, Mitterrand promoted 
such concepts as urbanity, centrality, and the city as a work of art (oeuvre), which 
became part of the discourse of the political class. This was manifested in an 
interview with Michel Delebarre, the fi rst “minister of the city” (ministre d’État 
à la ville), who pointed at a copy of Le droit à la ville as the supposed theoretical 
foundation of the new urban policy, and the integration of Lefebvre’s ideas into 
the program Banlieues 89, launched by Roland Castro and Michel Cantal-Dupart 
in 1983.331 These interventions, paralleled by Mitterrand’s grands travaux, meant 
to promote the capital’s centrality as an oeuvre, were undertaken to cover up the 
redirection of the public effort away from the problem areas, the unwillingness 
of the state to construct social housing and the widening gap between the cen-
ter of agglomerations and the pauperized suburbs. “They demand work? Give 
them monuments! They want equality? Give them urbanity!” write Garnier and 
Goldschmidt.332

In the language of Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello, Lefebvre’s theory appears 
emptied of “social” critique of capitalism and becomes reduced to its “artistic” 
critique. These two were distinguished in The New Spirit of Capitalism (1999), 
with the artistic critique targeting disenchantment and inauthenticity of the 
capitalist sphere in the name of autonomy and the possibility of self-realization, 
and the “social” critique opposing exploitation with demands of security and 
social justice.333 The New Spirit of Capitalism tells the story of the artistic critique 
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preparing the shifts in capitalism of the 1970s and 1980s by contributing to the 
valorization of fl exibility, creativity, affective affi nity, passion, and individualism, 
paralleled by transformations of the organization of labor on the morphologi-
cal level (relocation and subcontracting) as well as organizational (reduction of 
hierarchical management structures) and legal transformations (fl exibilization 
of contracts). These shifts were carried out by a new elite of experts, planners, 
consultants, and researchers, many of whom participated in the events of May ’68 
and whose infl uence was strengthened after the Left’s accession to power in the 
1980s. By responding to the demands of artistic critique and by incorporating the 
values in whose name postwar capitalism was criticized, a “new spirit of capital-
ism” was produced, providing new criteria of justice; facilitating their formaliza-
tion and institutionalization; and giving new reasons for an involvement of the 
members of the society in the procedures of capitalism.334 

For Boltanski and Chiapello, the artistic and social critiques are “not directly 
compatible,” owing to their different ideological and emotional sources and var-
ious genealogies: the Bohemian lifestyle of the nineteenth century on the one 
hand and the history of the working class on the other. Because of this incom-
patibility, the associations between the two types of critique are bound to fall 
apart.335 But this fatalism testifi es, fi rst of all, to the historical condition of which 
the book was a part, and The New Spirit of Capitalism can be read as an account 
of the emergence of a specifi c framework of perception within French society in 
the last forty years, in which the split between the artistic and the social critique 
appears unavoidable. This includes the crisis of the PCF overidentifi ed during 
the postwar years with social revindication—a crisis to which the leftist anti-
communist parties responded by developing a different critical discourse; the 
drying up of unitary narrations about the society, such as socialism or Catholi-
cism; the deunionization of the French working class; and the restructuring of 
the class composition of France.336 

Garnier, for his part, would add to this the emergence, since the late 1960s, of the 
petite bourgeoisie intellectuelle, which he perceives as a new class assigned with the 
role of mediation between the lower echelons of the population (workers, teach-
ers, lower offi cials), from which it issued, and the technocratic elites, to which it 
aspired.337 In this reading, the discourse of preservation, consolidation, and res-
toration of “social bonds” never engaged with Lefebvre’s project of transforma-
tion of everyday life, and the questions of exclusion and inequality were framed 
as problems of urban design rather than consequences of contemporary capital-
ism. While Lefebvre pronounced that an idea is not responsible for its abuses, he 
was held responsible by some of his friends and acquaintances, including Claude 
Schnaidt, who argued that he should have stayed away from the concept of the 
right to the city, by which “he has given moral credit to a retrograde urban policy” 
and “got stuck in an anachronistic vision of urban centrality.”338
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What is at stake here is not just the question of misuse and legitimization but 
also the operationalization of Lefebvre’s concepts within what Michel Foucault 
has called apparatuses of security. In his lectures at the Collège de France (1977–
79), Foucault examined the origins of liberalism and analyzed the emergence of 
biopolitical techniques of governability in city planning in the late eighteenth 
century, which took advantage of the given logics of the situation in order to 
manage the circulation of air, people, commodities, and “crime” by maximizing 
what is considered positive and by minimizing what is considered negative. Such 
understood apparatuses of security aim at a management of open series (fl ows 
of specifi c elements, successions of events, and sequences of buildings) that are 
controlled according to a calculation of probability; the very idea of a state coor-
dination of individual actors continued in the French postwar planning.339

In other words, Lefebvre’s work on space needs to be accounted for within 
the transformations of the liberal modes of governability—a perspective that was 
implied by the book Actualité de la pensée d’Henri Lefebvre: La question de la cen-
tralité (Actuality of Henri Lefebvre’s Thought: The Question of Centrality, 1998), 
by Laurent Devisme. Looking back at the past thirty years of French urbanism, 
Devisme’s book aims at relativizing the scope of the co-optation of Lefebvre’s 
theory in general and his concept of centrality in particular in a range of plan-
ning practices in France, including urban regeneration projects in historical 
neighborhoods, new business and commercial centers, and postwar new towns. 
Returning to Lefebvre’s description of centrality, Devisme points out that it can 
be produced neither by marketing campaigns nor by any particular kind of urban 
morphology, because it is overdetermined by a variety of factors: urban design, 
functional programming, practices of everyday life, legal regulations, mental 
maps, tourist campaigns, and scientifi c and mass media representations, includ-
ing the representation of centrality itself. In this sense, centrality cannot be fully 
controlled by any particular agent of power: the urban planner, the developer, or 
state authority.

However, the empirical part of Devisme’s book shifts the discussion from the 
question of controlling centrality to that of centrality becoming an instrument of 
control. The author proposes a typology of centralities and distinguishes among 
the centrality of “sedimented centers,” exemplifi ed by the square Capitole in Tou-
louse and the square Plumereau in Tours; the “centers of decisions” described on 
the basis of the Parisian La Défense; and the “centers in the periphery,” such as 
the new town of Hérouville. The analysis of these centralities focuses on practices 
of administrative and economic powers that take into account what is “there” 
(historical city, new business district, postwar new town) in order to purify it 
and transform it into a fi xed norm: the image of a traditional European city, the 
vision of modernity, or the myth of a community. In Devisme’s analysis, centrali-
ties appear as apparatuses of security: produced by administrative and economic 
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powers, not by imposing an external norm, but by optimalizing what is found in 
situ. The possibility of dissent is thus not erased but rather reduced to a statisti-
cal error or marginal abnormality: centralities become regulators of urban reality 
and multivalent and fl exible frameworks for a series of events consistent with an 
average found in reality itself. Yet this normativity of centralities that is attributed 
to three types of urban fabric cannot be taken for granted; thus, what is missing 
in Devisme’s book is an analysis of the struggles that lie behind the production of 
these centralities and the spatial-social contradictions that propel these struggles; 
in short, what is needed is an examination of space as a stake of struggles.

With centrality becoming an operative concept, Lefebvre’s theory appears 
superseded—a condition that might explain its current minor status within 
French urban research and the replacement of his general perspective on space 
by a more specifi c focus on citizens, users, or inhabitants constructing their nar-
ratives and their agency.340 In other words, Lefebvre’s theory seems to share the 
fate of Marxism, which Étienne Balibar, writing in the late 1980s, saw as “party 
to the superseding of its own future prospects.”341 Balibar argued that if Marx-
ism is “superseded” (that is to say, if its revolutionary program cannot be real-
ized as formulated on the basis of capitalism as Marx knew it), it is because 
contemporary capitalism has moved beyond the conditions that Marx knew. But 
this development of capitalism was partly a response to the Soviet revolution, 
which was an offspring of Marxism, or was considered to be one. At the same 
time, Balibar noticed that Marxism paradoxically preserved its explanatory value 
after its alleged realization in socialist countries: as a theory of social confl icts, 
it “appears to be in advance of its own ‘completion.’” While the normativity of a 
“classless society,” or at least a society “without class struggle,” passed into actual 
institutions in these states, they were not politically static; on the contrary, state 
socialism was characterized by a struggle of workers against the monopolistic 
party–state, thus by a class struggle “of the most classical sort,” which was the 
core of Marxist theory.342

The same is the case with Lefebvre’s theory: the instrumentalization of the 
concept of centrality in the dominant practices of the production of space does 
not erase the struggles around centrality, even if the character of these struggles 
has been transformed since the time Lefebvre theorized them. On top of that, 
the introduction of concepts into offi cial discourse offers an entrance point not 
only into “meeting and discussion,” as Lefebvre wrote in Twórczość, but also into 
a revindicative struggle. The analogy with socialist Central Europe can be taken 
further: just as the workers in socialist Poland demanded infl uence on the deci-
sions made in their name in the “workers country,” so does the institutionaliza-
tion of such concepts as centrality, and even more so the right to the city, open up 
the possibility of struggle for the excluded to be heard. Accordingly, beyond the 
context of the 1960s French welfare state, the right to the city becomes less a set 
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of legal entitlements and more a claim that undermines other “rights” on which 
exclusion from the city is perpetuated—fi rst of all, the absolute right to private 
property of space. This reveals the limits of the institutionalization of Lefebvre’s 
theory: with the withdrawal of the republican penal state from Mitterrand’s 
urban policy beginning in the 1990s,343 the right to the city, which, fi rst included 
in the 1991 Loi d’orientation pour la ville, was soon declared of “no normative 
nature,” not the least in order to prevent derivative claims raised by the “experts,” 
including Étienne Balibar himself, who pointed out the contradictions this new 
“right” triggered within the French legal system.344

These discussions have been contextualized by the worldwide rise of interest 
in Lefebvre’s work beginning in the late 1980s, rediscovered in Anglo-American 
geography, sociology, and cultural and political studies and, since then, refl ected 
in France itself. The titles of books by Edward Soja, David Harvey, and Fredric 
Jameson that paved the way to this discussion—Postmodern Geographies (1989), 
The Condition of Postmodernity (1990), Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic 
of Late Capitalism (1991), respectively—complemented by the work of Derek 
Gregory and Michael Dear, reveal that this rediscovery took place within the 
debates on the “postmodern” condition, particularly sensitive to such themes in 
Lefebvre’s writings as difference, the critique of modernity, the rejection of binary 
logics, and space.345 While these readings were essential for putting Lefebvre’s 
theory of space back on the intellectual map, for stimulating further research on 
it, and for clarifying some of its concepts, they have equally contributed to the 
worldwide introduction of his slogans into a discourse about the city that in many 
ways could not be further from his arguments. Is it possible to sustain Lefebvre’s 
discourse about the ludic city after it becomes the rallying cry in architecture and 
urbanism of the experience economies?346 What is the relevance of Lefebvre’s 
call to go beyond functionalist separations of time and space in circumstances 
in which spatiotemporal fl exibility becomes an essential part of the neoliberal 
urban reality?347 What can be retrieved from the project of the empowerment 
of inhabitants in circumstances in which participation becomes an essential 
component of governability?348 How can one celebrate the urban everyday, with 
the numerous gentrifi cation projects carried out in its name? What is left of 
Lefebvre’s embrace of the unforeseen when the event turns out to be the domi-
nant paradigm for architectural practice?349 How can his call for difference avoid 
identity politics reduced to a management of reifi ed identities that are themselves 
products of oppressive structures and more often than not prevent an articula-
tion of class interests?350

Clearly, the doubts underlying these questions cannot simply be rejected as 
misuses or misreadings of Lefebvre’s theory; neither can they be explained away 
by a hermeneutics of his texts—an endeavor impossible to accomplish without 
accounting for their polemical character, written against the normalization of 
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critical concepts. Rather, these questions suggest a close relationship between 
the credibility of Lefebvre’s theory today and his project of a possible space—an 
entanglement that requires a closer look at his engagements with the practices 
of architecture and urbanism. This question about the possibility of the architec-
tural imagination reaching beyond the immediate conditions of its instrumen-
talization was specifi cally what was at stake in the 1960s and 1970s architectural 
debates in which Lefebvre was immersed, and, as I will argue in the following 
chapters, this is why architecture became for him a privileged practice for inves-
tigating the conditions of critical thinking within the ongoing processes of its 
institutionalization.

The Experience of Critique

By addressing the crisis of Marxism and the institutionalization of critique in 
modern capitalism and by the modern state, which at the same time oppress their 
critics and hire them,351 Lefebvre shaped a range of concepts that set orientation 
points for urban research and design today, such as the everyday, difference, scale, 
production of space, and the right to the city. Yet equally important in his work is 
what can be experienced only in direct contact with his texts, which constantly 
redefi ne the concepts, fi ne-tune the arguments, and adjust them in response to 
the arguments of his opponents: an experience of critical thinking from within 
an ongoing debate. This way of writing was refl ected in Lefebvre’s disciplinary 
and institutional nomadism and in his attempt not to be assigned a fi xed place, 
to be “unclassifi able,” as he described himself in a 1970 interview. “This means 
that I am not a part of the social division of labor; . . . of course, I am a professor, a 
teacher; I have a job, but I am not institutionalized by the society. I am not a spe-
cialist. . . . This allows the refusal of a premature solution.”352 For many, including 
some of his students at Nanterre, this statement was proof of his naivety if not 
his cynicism: Lefebvre might have believed that his theory is irreducible to the 
instrumental logics of the institutions within which it was developed—whether a 
research institute, a university, or the Communist Party—but at the same time he 
himself admitted that “everything is recuperable.”

Cynicism seems to be thus a correct diagnosis here, provided that it is not 
understood as a moral fl aw but rather, following Peter Sloterdijk, as the involve-
ment of modern critique with the mechanisms of power.353 This is why an exter-
nal position is impossible: asked by an interviewer whether he considered himself 
living in exile, Lefebvre said that if this was the case, it was only in the sense of a 
voluntary exile, “within and outside society.” But, he added, he would rather 
describe himself as peripheral, that is to say, positioned in relationship to centers 
of wealth and power but not included in them.354 A critique without a fi xed place, 
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no doubt, but also a critique from within the given and constantly transforming 
conjuncture: this was the fi gure Lefebvre developed, sometimes more success-
fully, sometimes less, in his political and philosophical writings as much as in his 
multiple engagements with concrete research on space. Did his negotiation of the 
research topics with the planning state not prefi gure his contribution to the 
emerging institutional analysis, theorized in the work of René Lourau as an analy-
sis of an institution by producing a crisis from inside?355 Did his attacks on post-
structuralism—which he considered an illusion of the possibility of producing a 
rupture from within the text by means of the textual strategies of reading and 
writing—not stem from his disenchantment with the PCF and his attempt to 
“fi ght its dogmatism from within”?356 In the following chapters, I aim at a reading 
of Lefebvre’s work as an experience of a critical thinking from within a historical 
conjuncture that, as the double challenge to his theory demonstrated, is in many 
ways still ours.
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Research 

From Practices of Dwelling to the 

Production of Space
2

No concept is more attached to the name “Henri 
Lefebvre” than that of “the production of space.” The 
understanding of space as produced in social prac-

tices that, in turn, appropriate space as their tool, medium, and milieu was devel-
oped in Lefebvre’s writings from The Right to the City (1968) to The Production 
of Space (1974). But this understanding was prepared by many research projects, 
discussions, seminars, and political engagements from the late 1950s on, and their 
review will allow tracking the origins and the stakes of Lefebvre’s work.

Before turning to such sources of the concept of the production of space as 
the German idealist philosophy, the Marxist critique of the state, and the archi-
tectural debates of the 1960s and 1970s, I will focus on Lefebvre’s engagements 
with the work of the Institut de sociologie urbaine and its studies of the practices 
of dwelling (habitation) carried out in the 1960s and early 1970s. In what fol-
lows, Lefebvre’s theory will be shown as a development from within his rethink-
ing of ISU’s research on dwelling, which included his formulation of the three 
“moments” of space that form the core of his theory of the production of space: 
the triad of perceived, conceived, and lived space, as well as the “translation” of 
this triad into “spatial terms,” resulting in the second triad of spatial practices, 
representations of space, and spaces of representation.1

While all researchers working with Lefebvre’s theory agree that both triads 
have a transcultural and transhistorical character,2 the wording used in The Pro-
duction of Space to introduce the triads points at a highly specifi c cultural and his-
torical context. Spatial practices were “defi ned” by the “extreme but signifi cant 
case . . . [of ] the daily life of a tenant in a government-subsidized high-rise hous-
ing project”; representations of space were understood as its conceptualizations 
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by “scientists, planners, urbanists, technocratic subdividers and social engineers, 
as of a certain type of artists with a scientifi c bend”; and the spaces of represen-
tation were explained as space “directly lived through its associated images and 
symbols, and hence the space of ‘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.”3 In these explanations the discussions in 
French urban sociology, architecture, and urbanism from the 1950s to the 1970s 
reverberate, and in this chapter I will relate Lefebvre’s theorizing of space to the 
research carried out by him and his collaborators in the 1960s and early 1970s, 
including his account of the practices of architects and his critiques of the modes 
of representation they employ, his exposure of urbanism as overdetermined by 
the state and the emerging society of consumption, and his exchanges with phi-
losophers and artists addressing space. In particular, the ISU studies on dwelling 
in a detached house (pavillon) and in collective estates (grands ensembles) were 
what provided orientation points for Lefebvre’s understanding of the production 
of space as not limited to the domain of bureaucrats, administrators, and planners 
but taking place in everyday activities of “‘inhabitants’ and ‘users’”—qualifi ed by 
Lefebvre with quotation marks in order to signal his distance from the planning 
and sociological discourse.4

The research of the ISU and in particular the study L’habitat pavillonnaire 
(1966), by Nicole Haumont, Antoine Haumont, Henri Raymond, and Marie-
Geneviève Raymond, were carried out in several French cities, with special atten-
tion to the region of Paris.5 The study defi ned the pavillon as “an individual urban 
or suburban house with a garden, as opposed to the collective estate and the rural 
house,”6 an opposition particularly pertinent in the “paradoxical space” of the 
Parisian periphery, as Lefebvre put it.7 This opposition between individual and 
collective housing shaped the French sociological discussions from the 1950s to 
the 1970s, with the stigmatization of the pavillon as anti-modern, individualis-
tic, and petit-bourgeois—associations related to the debates on the housing ques-
tion in France since the mid-nineteenth century, investigated within the ISU by 
Marie-Geneviève Raymond.8 In the postwar discussions, this critique of the indi-
vidual house was shared by a wide range of thinkers on the political spectrum.9 
For the technocratic proponents of modernization, the alleged individualism 
of the pavillonnaires (the inhabitants of the pavillon) and their supposed desire 
for isolation contrasted with the visions of a modern French society facilitated 
by collective housing and characterized by social mobility, the diminishment of 
class differences, and the emancipation of women. The social Catholics, includ-
ing Chombart, were critical of the grands ensembles constructed in France since 
the mid-1950s but considered them in most cases the only possible choice in view 
of the great costs of individual housing. For Chombart they were potential places 
where the “social structures of tomorrow . . . are produced,” “a new civilization 
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tends to express itself,” and a new cohesion among social classes can be estab-
lished.10 The political Left and the PCF specifi cally argued a homology among 
the working class, the public construction industry, rented accommodation, and 
collective housing, and they mocked the individual house as an alienated way of 
life resulting from the ideology of the petit bourgeois.11 

In spite of these condemnations, the pavillon was an object of aspiration for 82 
percent of the French population in the mid-1960s12—a fact that was the starting 
point of L’habitat pavillonnaire. The ISU argued that even if the daily speech of 
the pavillonnaires is permeated by conservative discourse grounded in decades 
of French debates around the housing question, the widespread preference for 
the pavillon cannot be explained as a projection of these debates on everyday 
life; rather, the preference stems from the pavillon lending itself to a set of prac-
tices that were not supported by the rigid layout of the collective housing estates 
as built until the mid-1960s. This conclusion led to a direct confrontation with 
architectural practices; in a retrospective account, Antoine Haumont and his col-
leagues wrote that L’habitat pavillonnaire had aimed at contributing to a concept 
of architecture that allows for the inhabitants’ “mastery” of the habitat.13 This 
concept was based on Lefebvre’s distinction between habiter (to inhabit) (“an 
activity, a situation”) and habitat (a “morphological description”)14 but free from 
his polemics against habitat (“a caricatural pseudoconcept . . . , a simplifi ed func-
tion which limited the ‘human being’ to a handful of basic acts: eating, sleeping, 
and reproducing”).15

The focus on dwelling as a set of practices led to a critique of the concepts of 
“need” and “function” associated by the researchers and Lefebvre himself with 
modern architecture, functionalist urbanism, and the Athens Charter. If this cri-
tique, which will be one of the returning themes of this chapter, reads as reductive 
today, it is because it identifi es the modern movement and functionalist urbanism 
with French state urbanism of the late 1950s and 1960s, without accounting for 
the discussions in postwar architectural culture at that time, which shared many 
concerns of Lefebvre’s writings on space. These discussions included, in par-
ticular, the development of the postwar Congrès internationaux d’architecture 
moderne (International Congresses of Modern Architecture, CIAM) and their 
critique of the Athens Charter in the name of “habitat” as encompassing the 
everyday practices of dwelling. Already at the seventh congress in Bergamo (in 
1949), Le Corbusier urged the replacement of the Athens Charter by the “Char-
ter of Habitat.” The work on the replacement charter, while never completed, 
advanced in the 1952 meetings in Paris and Sigtuna, during which the French 
architect André Wogenscky suggested discussing “dwelling” (habitation) rather 
than habitat and redefi ning dwelling as a set of everyday practices that are not 
limited to a single apartment but extend to commercial, health, educational, 
social, and administrative services.16 During the ninth CIAM meeting in Aix-en-
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Provence (1953), organized under the title “Charter of Habitat,” Alison and Peter 
Smithson challenged the Athens Charter and urged its replacement by a “hierar-
chy of human associations,” and Wogenscky suggested that the meeting should 
study, instead of the four functions, “living and everything that man plans and 
constructs.”17 As Shadrach Woods underscored, it was in Aix that the main con-
cerns of Team 10 were developed, including the interrelationship among four 
functions of the Athens Charter (living, working, recreation, transportation) and 
the focus on change, growth, mobility, and identity: all themes that were exten-
sively discussed during the last CIAM meeting in Dubrovnik (1956), prepared 
by Team 10.18 In the 1954 Doorn Manifesto (originally called the Statement on 
Habitat), which is considered to be foundational for Team 10, the Athens Charter 
was presented as a response to the chaos in the nineteenth-century city, to be 
replaced by new criteria for planning that would account for the everyday in the 
postwar society.19 Among the French members of Team 10, the concept of habitat 
became particularly prominent in the discourse of the architects Georges Can-
dilis and Shadrach Woods, who, together with Alexis Josic, founded an offi ce in 
1955 and practiced in France and its North African colonies. In the writings of 
the partners, habitat was redefi ned as an ecological concept encompassing both 
the individual practices of dwelling and the collective dwelling culture, with the 
aim of mediating between the contradictions coming to the fore in the rapid pro-
cesses of modernization: between the urban and the rural, the spiritual and the 
material, the modern and the traditional ways of living.20

These discussions, however, were restricted to architectural culture and did 
not infl uence large-scale French housing production until the end of the 1960s.21 
The inspiration for the ISU came rather from French anthropology (Marcel 
Mauss, Claude Lévi-Strauss, and Jean-Pierre Lebeuf ), and in this vein, the insti-
tut focused on heterogeneous practices of dwelling, understood as procedures 
that modify the everyday spaces and their objects by giving them meaning.22 This 
was followed by a double research method: the examination of the arrangement 
of the pavillon as a system of signifi cations, on the one hand, and interviews with 
the inhabitants as a way to account for the meaning the pavillonnaires attached to 
the practices of dwelling, on the other.23 In this method, dwelling was examined 
as a set of practices that produce the space of the pavillon; in the words of the ISU, 
“Space tends to be produced ( fabriqué) according to rules that assign to spaces 
signifi cations that are a function of a certain vision of social relationships.”24

These practices were analyzed on three levels. First, the researchers focused 
on operations of marking, limiting, and arranging space, becoming familiar with 
it, and transforming it by manipulation of objects. Marking a space (by build-
ing a fence or taking care of a house) introduces distinctions between open and 
closed, clean and dirty, empty and full, seen and hidden, seeing and being seen—
practices that, in the course of the 1960s, the ISU increasingly referred to with 
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the general term appropriation of space.25 The “marked” distinctions are always 
already socialized, in other words translated into such oppositions as public 
and private, female and male, work and leisure, which structure social groups 
in a given society (family, friends, acquaintances, neighbors, visitors). The sec-
ond level of analysis accounts for practices of the socialization of space, that is 
to say, practices that introduce these distinctions into the domestic space. The 
researchers of the ISU defi ne the socially accepted relationships between these 
oppositions by means of the concept of a “cultural model” defi ned in reference 
to the work of Georges Gurvitch and, in the course of the 1970s, approximated to 
Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of “habitus”: a system of durable, transposable disposi-
tions that function as principles generating and structuring practices and repre-
sentations that conform to socially determined rules without being understood 
as consciously presupposing them.26 One of the main arguments of the research 
of the ISU was that inhabitants transform spaces in order to comply with their 
cultural model: a sense of what is and what is not appropriate to do in specifi c 
spaces in the pavillon.27 This, for example, requires the introduction of bound-
aries, thresholds, and spaces of transition into areas expected to be associated 
with different levels of privacy, from the front garden, the entrance, the dining 
and living rooms, the kitchen, the children’s bedrooms, to the master bedroom as 
the most private place, connoted by nudity and sexuality.28 Contrary to what was 
assumed by Henri Raymond and his colleagues at the beginning of the research, 
the relationships defi ned by a cultural model cannot be attributed to a particular 
class. Accordingly, the inhabitants of the pavillon do not form a homogeneous 
sociocultural group, just as there is no specifi c “practice of the pavillon” but a 
practice of dwelling, that is to say, of organizing spaces according to the cultural 
model of the given society.29 In the words of Raymond: “When we launched the 
research, we thought that the pavillonnaires have a particular way of life, but in 
reality what the research has shown is that everybody would like to share this 
way of life.”30 This is why this way of life cannot be reduced to an “ideology of the 
pavillon” and the political discourse about it—the third level on which dwelling 
is examined by the ISU. 

This research infl uenced Lefebvre’s theory of space in many ways, which does 
not mean that his reading of L’habitat pavillonnaire followed the intentions of its 
authors. Already in his introduction to this study, his descriptions of the practices 
of dwelling differed from the wording chosen by the ISU. Lefebvre did not write 
about “marking” but about the “appropriation of space,” and instead of “social-
ization” of space he discussed the “utopia of the pavillon,” in which the “inhab-
itants consume signs.”31 The most direct translation of such understood practices 
of dwelling in Lefebvre’s theorizing of space was suggested in his paper “Besoins 
profonds, besoins nouveaux de la civilisation urbaine” (Deep Needs, New Needs 
of Urban Civilization, 1966). After introducing the concepts of appropriation, 
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social imaginary, and ideology, Lefebvre showed the ways they can be applied 
to a study of the city. First, the city is to be studied as a dialectics of constraints 
and “appropriation, more or less successful, of space and time,” which allows a 
differentiation among places appropriated by inhabitants and passersby. Sec-
ond, there is an imaginary level of the city conveyed by the monuments that refer 
to something beyond their immediate presence: to the historical past or to the 
global scale. Finally, there is a dimension of ideology, including the state ideology 
conveyed by grand empty spaces.32

The research of the city by means of concepts initially employed to analyze the 
domestic interior was facilitated by rethinking dwelling in a broader perspective, 
both scalar and historical. Already in the introduction to L’habitat pavillonnaire, 
Lefebvre related dwelling to scales larger than the apartment or a building and 
qualifi ed the practices of habitation by various societies and modes of production, 
in spite of a transhistorical persistence of some of their features.33 By relating the 
specifi c research procedures applied in the pavillon study—the examination of 
words and objects—to a broad “anthropological” understanding of dwelling (“the 
earth is the dwelling of men”),34 he redefi ned dwelling as consisting of practices 
that relate to multiple scales of social processes rather than being confi ned to an 
individual dwelling.35 

Such a reading of the study was contested by its authors; Henri Raymond was 
convinced that Lefebvre’s statements had nothing to do with their book, and he 
doubted whether Lefebvre had even read the manuscript.36 While Raymond’s 
doubts cannot be confi rmed on a biographical level (friends of Lefebvre visiting 
his house in Navarrenx in the mid-1960s witnessed many discussions about the 
study on the pavillon),37 they reveal an increasing dissociation between Lefeb-
vre’s research and that of the ISU by the end of the decade. Rather than follow-
ing the ISU’s interests in codifying a sociology of habitat, Lefebvre introduced 
the discussions of the practices of dwelling into a broad spectrum of debates, 
which included his critique of technocracy, the hypothesis of the “new work-
ing class,” the polemics against structuralist linguistics, and his readings of Ger-
man phenomenology. In other words, the attempts of the ISU, dependent on 
state research contracts, to develop an empirical methodology that would com-
ply with the increasingly institutionalized criteria of scientifi c rigor, contrasted 
with Lefebvre’s critique of methods of quantitative sociology as unsuitable 
for researching the practices of dwelling.38 While the institut aimed at sharp-
ening, specifying, focusing, and narrowing its concepts, Lefebvre historicized 
the concept of dwelling and opened it up to speculation about the possibility of 
moving beyond the industrial society. On this path, his rethinking of dwelling 
aimed at securing the open-ended character of this concept (“the dwelling is 
an open place”).39 Lefebvre warned of fi xing the concept of dwelling according 
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to its current norms and modalities. Dwelling does not have to be thought of as 
rooted in the earth; it might also be conceived as a global peregrination, a mod-
ern nomadism, as theorized since the mid-1960s by his friend Georges-Hubert 
de Radkowski at the Institut d’urbanisme de l’Université de Paris and as dis-
covered by René Schérer in the “nomadic utopias” of Charles Fourier.40 This is 
why Lefebvre’s reading of L’habitat pavillonnaire opens up the possibility of a 
concept of dwelling that responds to the requirements of modernity without 
disposing of the symbolic dimension of space.41 This reveals the programmatic 
facet of this concept coined not only to analyze the everyday in an emerging 
society of consumption but also to account for a presentiment of an alternative 
production of space.

Dwelling as Appropriation of Time and Space

Lefebvre’s concept of the appropriation of space is the closest approximation of 
his understanding of dwelling:

For an individual, for a group, to inhabit is to appropriate something. 
Not in the sense of possessing it, but as making it an oeuvre, making 
it one’s own, marking it, modeling it, shaping it. This is the case with 
individuals and with small groups like families, and it is also true for 
big social groups that inhabit a city or a region. To inhabit is to appro-
priate space, in the midst of constraints, that is to say, to be in a con-
fl ict—often acute—between the constraining powers and the forces of 
appropriation.42

Appropriation of space covers a wide range of practices, whether individual or 
collective, that modify, reshape, adapt, adjust, or alter space on various scales, 
from a nook in a pavillon to an urban territory. This broad understanding is 
specifi ed by opposing appropriated space to “dominated space,” which is “the 
realization of a master’s project,” “transformed by technology,” and “closed, ster-
ilized, emptied out.”43 In the preface to L’habitat pavillonnaire, Lefebvre wrote 
that domination ravages nature, while appropriation “transforms it—the body 
and biological life provided, and the time and space—into human property”; it 
is thus “the goal, the direction, the purpose of social life”: economic and techni-
cal growth is possible without it, but not social development.44 This polemical 
opposition between domination and appropriation—as a social, spontaneous, and 
open-ended practice—was founded on the ISU’s contrasting descriptions of the 
practices of dwelling in the pavillon and the grands ensembles.
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Dwelling and Appropriation

Introducing the study on the pavillon, Lefebvre calls for a concept of dwelling 
going beyond two positions that, in his view, marked the postwar discussion in 
the wake of the housing crisis: on the one hand, the “scientifi c” methodologies 
aiming at an “accumulation” of facts “in such a way as to permit rapid implemen-
tation” and, on the other, the philosophical theorizing of dwelling as a “poetical” 
practice and a fundamental characteristic of the human condition.45 In line with 
Françoise Choay’s opposition between “culturalist” and “progressivist” urban-
ism in her celebrated anthology L’urbanisme: Utopies et réalités (Urbanism: Uto-
pias and Realities, 1965), Lefebvre refers the fi rst tendency to the discourse of Le 
Corbusier and the functionalist urbanism of French state planning institutions, 
while relating the second to such texts as Heidegger’s Darmstadt lecture, “Build-
ing Dwelling Thinking” (1951), and Bachelard’s Poetics of Space (1957).46 

The writings of both thinkers were negative references for Lefebvre’s argu-
ment. Although attracted to Hölderlin’s concept of poetical dwelling, referred to 
in “Building Dwelling Thinking,” he read Heidegger as evading the contemporary 
problems of urbanization, just as Bachelard’s eulogy of a “traditional” and “patri-
archal” house did.47 While both authors are not “operative” in view of the housing 
crisis, they reveal this crisis to be about not just a shortage of accommodation but 
also an existential condition to which the grands ensembles—a result of a will-
ingly reductive, “operative” urbanism propped up by quantitative, “positivist” 
sociology—cannot provide an answer either.48 This reading of Bachelard is one-
sided and does not take into account his epistemological work on space,49 and the 
confi nement of Heidegger to a conservative reading in this passage is reductive.50 
Yet Lefebvre’s aim is not to provide a close reading of both thinkers but rather to 
sketch a concept of dwelling that, in the conditions of postwar urbanization, pre-
serves the possibility of poetic dwelling understood by means of the Greek term 
poiēsis, that is to say, as a human creation.51 Such a “new concept of dwelling” 
should address “the technical demands and modern agglomerations, yet without 
sacrifi cing the qualities, differences, and spatiotemporal appropriation.”52 

This concept of dwelling defi ned by a possibility of the appropriation of space 
links Lefebvre’s reading of the work of Bachelard and Heidegger to the ISU study 
of the pavillon. In his preface to the study, Lefebvre noticed, “The concept of 
appropriation has become blurred and degraded.”53 In the conditions of excessive 
urban growth, planning failed to penetrate “the secret of qualitative appropria-
tion of time–space.”54 In this situation, the concept of appropriation can be “clari-
fi ed” only by means of “a critical study of space,” as he claims in The Production of 
Space,55 a statement that most probably refers to the study of the pavillon:
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The contrast between “the pavillon habitat” and housing estates is strik-
ing. Let us spell out some aspects of this contrast. In a detached house 
(no doubt in a small-minded way) modern man “dwells poetically.” By 
that we understand that his “inhabiting” is in some way his creative 
work. The space in which he is able to organize it according to his own 
tastes and patterns is somewhat malleable. It lends itself to rearrange-
ment. This is not so with the space provided for tenants or co-owners 
on an estate; that space is rigid, infl exible. It is diffi cult, often impossible 
(and almost always prohibited) to convert it. Space in a detached house 
allows the family group and its individual members to appropriate to 
some extent the conditions of their own existence.56

“What seemed insignifi cant or trivial revealed a meaning”:57 while earlier stud-
ies of Chombart discussed the lack of possibility of the appropriation of space in 
the grands ensembles,58 L’habitat pavillonnaire identifi ed the general preference 
of the population for the pavillon by its lending itself to appropriation. For Lefeb-
vre, this concept became a way to grasp dwelling as a poetic practice, a possibility 
of shaping space as an individual work (oeuvre)59 within the overarching cultural 
and social reality. 

The Model and Its Appropriation

Two contributions to architectural debate became for Lefebvre a subtext for this 
thinking: the 1969 study House Form and Culture, by Amos Rapoport, and Pes-
sac de Le Corbusier, by Philippe Boudon, from the same year, the latter originat-
ing from Boudon’s diploma at the Institut d’urbanisme de l’Université de Paris, 
defended in front of the committee presided over by Lefebvre.60 Despite the 
apparently disjointed themes (while Rapoport analyzes vernacular architecture, 
Boudon investigates the changes of the Pessac neighborhood introduced by its 
inhabitants), both books convey the concept of dwelling as a set of practices in 
which space is modifi ed within a given social and cultural framework: inherited 
from the tradition or conceived by an architect.

In his book Rapoport described vernacular architecture as a set of socially 
accepted models that are adjusted, modifi ed, and differentiated according to the 
needs of the inhabitants and the characteristics of the site.61 He argued that one 
single factor—the climate, need for shelter, building materials, construction tech-
nology, characteristics of the site, requirements of security, economics, or reli-
gion—cannot determine the form of the vernacular house, which “is not simply 
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the result of physical forces or any single causal factor, but is the consequence 
of a whole range of socio-cultural factors seen in their broadest terms.”62 The 
sociocultural forces are of primary importance to the form of the house, while the 
climatic conditions and the construction methods are modifying forces.63

While critical of much of Rapaport’s work, Lefebvre’s theorizing of appropria-
tion is characterized by a similar dynamics of a modifi cation of a given model, 
in the course of which an oeuvre, both collective and individual, is produced.64 
His understanding of the appropriation of space in the pavillon as “the socializa-
tion of individual space and the simultaneous individualization of social space”65 
coincides with Rapoport’s account of the production of space by an individual 
modifi cation of socially inherited models and the concomitant process of endow-
ing such produced spaces with social meaning. The concept of appropriation as 
an expressive activity develops Rapoport’s analysis of architectural forms not in 
terms of determinations but in terms of possibilities and constraints—and thus as 
meaningful choices.

Rapoport’s characteristics of the practices of the vernacular builders resemble 
the activities of the inhabitants of Le Corbusier’s neighborhood of Pessac, ana-
lyzed by Boudon.66 This neighborhood, commissioned in 1924 by the Bordeaux 
industrialist Henri Frugès, designed by Le Corbusier and Pierre Jeanneret, and 
realized in 1926, was famously praised in Sigfried Giedion’s Bauen in Frankreich 
(Building in France, 1928), not only as an artistic achievement to be compared 
with cubist and de Stijl paintings, but also as an answer to the postulates of the 
modern movement concerning standardization and mass production, with the 
related requirements of modular design and the minimalization of costs.67

When Boudon’s study was carried out, forty years after the construction of the 
neighborhood, most of its plastic, architectural, and urbanistic qualities admired 
by Giedion were not perceivable as a result of the massive changes introduced by 
the inhabitants. In order to investigate the character of those modifi cations, Bou-
don focused on the relationship among three variables: the alterations introduced 
by the inhabitants or the owner of the house; the architectural disposition of the 
house; and its location in the district. Rather than perceiving the high occurrence 
of alterations as a symptom of failure of Corbusier’s architecture, Boudon argued 
that the capacity to accommodate, facilitate, and even encourage these changes is 
a fundamental feature of the design of Pessac. This capacity stems from the spa-
tial generosity of the houses and also from their architectural and technical char-
acteristics: the open plan, the modular system, and the lack of defi nite functional 
distributions, of which the inhabitants took advantage. Boudon concluded, “The 
conversions would seem to have been effected, not—as I had assumed—in order 
to personalize the standardized appearance of the houses, but in order to bring 
out or enhance the personal qualities that they already possessed”; the more dis-
tinctive the house already was, the more it was altered.68



Photographs from Boudon, Pessac de Le Corbusier, comparing newly completed buildings and the 
same structures later transformed by inhabitants. Courtesy of Philippe Boudon.
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Study by Philippe Boudon about the Pessac neighborhood by Le Corbusier as an “open work,” 
showing transformations of the houses. Published in Boudon, Pessac de Le Corbusier, 106. Cour-
tesy of Philippe Boudon.

Not unlike Rapoport’s analysis, Boudon’s is governed by the dynamics between 
the constraints and possibilities: a similarity that surfaced in Boudon’s claim that 
the houses in Pessac, by readily lending themselves to simple alterations, resem-
ble the traditional lean-to house of the Bordeaux region.69

These conclusions were embraced by Lefebvre in his preface to Boudon’s book:

And what did the occupants do? 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 on it, converted it, 
added to it.70

The concept of the appropriation of space as a modifi cation of a given model 
was developed by Lefebvre’s students who investigated the neighborhood of 
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Pessac two years after Boudon, but in their account the model is understood as 
cultural rather than architectural. Jean-Charles Depaule, Laurent Bony, and Pat-
rick Pincemaille contested Boudon’s argument that it was the open and modular 
plan that facilitated the modifi cations introduced by the inhabitants. Rather, they 
claimed, the interventions of the inhabitants should be understood as an attempt 
to bring “order” into space or to “reappropriate” it, that is to say, to introduce 
the differentiation between private and public parts. This claim was based on a 
comparison between the houses that were designed as alternately turned “upside 
down”: while the houses with the dining room in front were almost unchanged, 
those with the dining room in the back were transformed in order to screen such 
parts of the house as the kitchen.71 Thus, referring to the ISU study of the pavillon, 
the authors argued that appropriation is dependent on the cultural model—the 
socially valid distinction between private and public—rather than on architec-
tural means, such as the modular open plan.

Lefebvre’s position differed from both studies. While Boudon, in his pursuit 
of specifi cally architectural research developed in the years to come, tried to 
explain the practices of the appropriation of space by their conditions of depar-
ture (the plan as facilitator of the changes introduced by the inhabitants), and the 
sociologists of Nanterre defi ned them by their socially determined aim (the cul-
tural model to which space was to be conformed), Lefebvre aimed at formulating 
a dialectical concept of the appropriation of space as a creative and expressive 
negotiation between the spatial affordances and the cultural signifi cations.72 In a 
broader perspective, dwelling became inscribed into the dialectics of expression 
and alienation taken from the German idealist philosophy of the early nineteenth 
century: while men produce themselves within the community only by means of 
their own products, these, when fi xed, acknowledged, socialized, or institution-
alized, become alienating, that is to say, obstacles to further development.73

The Furttal Review

The ISU research on dwelling was contextualized by the increasing critique of 
the French state urbanism of the 1950s and early 1960s and its “architecture 
of growth,” a critique that only recently began to be questioned by historians 
of architecture, pointing at the richness of programs, concepts, and technologies 
that prepared new ideas surfacing in French architecture after 1968.74 This was 
the context in which Lefebvre published “Utopie expérimentale: Pour un nou-
vel urbanisme” (1961), a review of the project of a new city in the Furttal Val-
ley, near Zurich, presented in the book Die neue Stadt (The New City, 1961), by 
Ernst Egli, Werner Aebli, Eduard Brühlmann, Rico Christ, and Ernst Winkler.75 
The project was launched in 1957 and was developed during several years by an 
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interdisciplinary team around Egli, professor of urbanism at the ETH Zurich. 
Lefebvre’s close reading of Egli’s project was an important source for his critique 
of functionalism and explains some of its idiosyncrasies: the project, while it pro-
grammatically distanced itself from the Athens Charter, was not representative 
of its more fundamental critique within the CIAM in the course of the 1950s and 
did not refl ect the urbanistic discussions within the organization at that time.

The Furttal project was envisaged as a paradigmatic solution for the problems 
of congestion, traffi c, housing, and the inscription of modern architecture into the 
Swiss landscape. This programmatic orientation stemmed from the genesis of the 
project, being an answer to the pamphlet Achtung: Die Schweiz (1955), by Lucius 
Burckhardt, Max Frisch, and Markus Kutter, who proposed the construction of a 
new model city as a contribution to the forthcoming Swiss Federal Exhibition.76 
The project was aimed not at a political utopia but rather at an optimization of 
social and economic relationships based on professional know-how.77

Transformations of a petit maison in Pessac, investigated by 
Lefebvre’s doctoral students in response to Pessac de Le Cor-
busier, by Boudon. From Depaule et al., “Pessac,” 6. Courtesy 
of Charles Depaule.
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The city for thirty thousand inhabitants was designed near Otelfi ngen, a vil-
lage in the Furttal Valley, north of Zurich. The project was based on a matrix of 
seven levels of “human organization” combined with a list of twelve basic needs.78 
Ernst Egli defi ned the role of sociology in the design by claiming that the urbanist 
“would be grateful if the sociologist could provide him, sociologically speaking, 
with a useful, spatial net of relationships in the city.”79 Following this homage, the 
hierarchy of social groups was identifi ed in the design as the framework of spatial 
differentiation. Lefebvre summarized this approach in the following way:

A sociological scheme underlies at the same time the technical project, 
the practical program, and the implicit ideology. This scheme is simple 
and clear. The city, conceived as a community, incorporates a hierarchy 
of levels or degrees. These levels or degrees lend themselves easily to 
an integration, since they are already elements constitutive of a social 
totality: the individual . . . , the family . . . , a neighborhood . . . , a group of 
neighborhoods . . . , a small district . . . , a district . . . , a city.80 

In accordance with contemporary psychological theories, including Maslow’s 
“hierarchy of needs” (1954), which suggests that the satisfaction of basic needs 
leads to an emergence of more refi ned aspirations, the authors extended the 
list of needs defi ned in the Athens Charter.81 Their list of twelve needs included 
nutrition, hygiene, recreation, nursing, religion, science, art, protection, welfare, 
politics, administration, and upbringing.82 These needs were combined with the 
levels of social groups (shown as a diagram and reproduced in Lefebvre’s review), 
and the resulting matrix prescribed the answer to every need on each level of 
social organization.83

Such stipulated needs were attributed to urban facilities, designed according 
to three principles: the hierarchic organization of the city, the discernability of 
every part of the city, and the creation of cores.84 These principles determined the 
spatial and social organization of the city: its hierarchic organization pertained 
not just to spaces but also to the structuralization of the social groups; the prin-
ciple of discernability was related not only to the legibility of the architectural 
relationships in the city but also to a postulated transparency of social structures, 
which were lost in the industrial society; fi nally, the creation of cores was meant 
to relate the perceived urban reality to the social reality.85

This attempt to equate spatial and social organization made it necessary for the 
designers to take issue with the principle of the division of functions as stipulated 
in the Athens Charter. Rejecting this principle, the authors argued that functions 
“must be taken into account at every level of the community and its organiza-
tion” and thus be “realized in a more ramifi ed and interconnected form.”86 Yet in 



96 Research

spite of these arguments, the city was designed in a functionalist manner, with 
divisions: a housing area, administration, cultural and main shopping areas, and 
an industrial district, all linked by a crossroads-free traffi c system. The introduc-
tion of the “civic center” followed the debates about monumentality and commu-
nity that had been perpetrated by the CIAM since the late 1940s.87 In the Furttal 
project, the center of the housing district consisted of lower structures that were 
interwoven with the historical buildings of Otelfi ngen, surrounded by higher, 
orthogonally composed slabs and enclosed in a semicircle of nine-story “back-
drop buildings,” punctuated by twenty-four-story towers, which were also used 
to “crown” some of the hills:88 a cubist composition responding to topography.

Lefebvre acknowledged the professional skills of the designers—an acknowl-
edgment that, together with the appreciative hints to Le Corbusier, earned him 
some angry remarks in the sixth issue of the Internationale situationniste89—but 
he ended the review with a critique that would be developed in his subsequent 
writings into a fundamental argument against postwar urbanism. He noticed that 

Study of the city in Furttal, general plan. From Egli and Fachgruppe Bauplanung der Studien-
gruppe “Neue Stadt,” “Projekt einer Studienstadt im Raume Otelfi ngen im Furttal, Kt. Zuerich,” 
n.p. Courtesy of Werner Aebli, Monika Weber-Egli, and Marcel Weber.
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Model of the new city in the Furttal Valley, general view. From Egli and Fachgruppe Bauplanung 
der Studiengruppe “Neue Stadt,” “Projekt einer Studienstadt,” n.p. Courtesy of Werner Aebli, 
Monika Weber-Egli, and Marcel Weber.

the project assumed isomorphism between social and spatial entities: “One com-
poses the community with families like the functions of the city, with the elemen-
tary needs attributed to various levels.”90 The additive and analytical principle 
of their combination did not pay attention to a dialectical understanding of the 
city, which, rather than being a self-suffi cient whole, should open itself up to the 
global dimension of the industrial society. Founded on the family as the basic 
social and spatial element,91 the project not only endorsed paternalism and the 
reign of moral order, argued Lefebvre, but also was unable to assess the require-
ments concerning collective facilities that must take into account differences 
among social and professional groups.92 Lefebvre wrote that this approach was 
concomitant with a “simplifi ed theory of needs and functions” made operative 
in the project, which programmatically declared that a “precise and dispassion-
ate research of the psychological and physical needs of the people” is a source 
of modern urbanism that “can dispassionately mobilize technology in order to 
satisfy [these needs].”93



 “Diagram of Human Relationships in the City,” reproduced in Lefebvre’s review of the project in 
Revue française de sociologie. From Egli and Fachgruppe Bauplanung der Studiengruppe “Neue 
Stadt,” “Projekt einer Studienstadt,” n.p. Courtesy of Werner Aebli, Monika Weber-Egli, and 
Marcel Weber.



 “Image of the city center” of the city in Furttal Valley. From Egli and Fachgruppe Bauplanung der 
Studiengruppe “Neue Stadt,” “Projekt einer Studienstadt,” n.p. Courtesy of Werner Aebli, Monika 
Weber-Egli, and Marcel Weber.

 “Zones of housing and work as the basis for traffi c”: division of functions in the city in Furttal Val-
ley. In Egli and Fachgruppe Bauplanung der Studiengruppe “Neue Stadt,” “Projekt einer Studien-
stadt,” n.p. Courtesy of Werner Aebli, Monika Weber-Egli, and Marcel Weber.
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The Critique of the Concept of Need

The concept of need was a target of Lefebvre since the fi rst volume of Critique of 
Everyday Life was published in its original French version (1947).94 Dwelling on 
Marx’s comments about the historical character of needs and their role within 
the cycle of capitalist production and consumption (“there is no production 
without a need, but consumption re-creates the need” wrote Marx in the Grund-
risse),95 Lefebvre postulated a Marxist critique of everyday life that includes the 
critique of needs.96 This line of research coincided with the work of other Marx-
ist theorists, including Herbert Marcuse, vividly received in 1960s France, who in 
the book One-Dimensional Man (1964) argued that the reproduction of capitalist 
relations of production requires a creation of “false needs” in consumers.97 On 
the top of it, several years after the publication of Lefebvre’s Furttal review, Jean 
Baudrillard theorized “the ideological genesis of needs” in an essay of that title 
(1969), concluding that needs are productive forces of capitalism, and thus “there 
are only needs because the system needs them.”98

In the course of the 1960s the concept of need became increasingly challenged 
in architectural debates, and applying the procedure exercised in the Furttal 
project and expanding the list of needs became less and less credible.99 This is 
because the position of architecture in the society of consumption changed, as 
it was refl ected upon by numerous theorists, including Abraham Moles. In the 
paper “Theory of Complexity and Technical Civilization” (1965), Moles argued 
that either the concept of need can explain how objects are designed in response to 
specifi c situations, or, conversely, it can defi ne situations in response to objects.100 
While the former characterized the context in which functionalism emerged at 
the beginning of the twentieth century, Moles acknowledged that in the 1960s 
the latter was taking place: “Products today are less developed out of needs, but 
moreover they themselves create the needs.”101 In spite of his attempts to formu-
late an answer to this condition, in a text published two years later Moles admit-
ted that “functionalism is in crisis,” because its principle of economy and rational 
application of existing means for clearly defi ned purposes contradict the contem-
porary “affl uent society which is forced to produce and sell relentlessly.”102

Within French urban sociology, the research of Paul-Henry Chombart de 
Lauwe, developed since the 1950s within the Groupe d’ethnologie sociale (GES) 
and the Centre d’étude des groupes sociaux, belonged to the essential contribu-
tions to the advancement and subsequent questioning of the concept of need and, 
in particular, the “need of housing.” Chombart’s ambiguous position—between 
academia and the planning state, between fundamental and applied research—
was conveyed in his complex understanding of needs: critical and operative, 
speculative and empirical. In the introduction to the study Famille et habitation 
(Family and Dwelling, 1959), which refl ects also on the earlier work of the GES, 
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Chombart urged the study of dwelling-related needs in their whole complex-
ity: physiological, psychological, and cultural. He argued that researchers in the 
social sciences should study needs in cooperation with architects, administrators, 
and social services, so that families can “blossom” in their new accommodation, 
“freed” not only from their old housing but also from their old habits.103 Much 
in the vein of functionalism as it was criticized by Lefebvre, Chombart asserted 
that studying these multiple needs allows the defi nition of how each aspect of 
accommodation can be satisfi ed by specifi c types of facilities.104 From this posi-
tion he formulated quantitative recommendations for urbanism (which included, 
for example, surface norms) and thus contributed to the ongoing normalization 
of housing units and legitimized their homogeneous and standardized charac-
ter.105 Yet, at the same time, he argued that universal norms are impossible, since 
physiological needs vary according to region, physical type, and profession, and 
psychological and cultural needs are even more differentiated. This means a call 
not only for specifi c and comparative research but also for an extension of the 
concept of need that would include, among other things, the need of space and 
its appropriation; the need of independence of each member of a group; the need 
to rest and to relax; the need of comfort and liberation from material constraints; 
the need of intimacy of the family; the need of social relations outside the fam-
ily; and the need of separation of functions.106 In this highly differentiated list, 
the concept of need loses its contours, and in the course of his subsequent work 
Chombart suggested superimposing on the scheme of “need, function, ensemble 
of functions” a series of other schemes, such as “situations—behaviors,” “func-
tions—social structures,” and “behaviors—needs—aspirations.”107 The aspirations, 
so Chombart said, refer to silence, beauty, rest, familiarity, and dignity, and thus 
imply an emphasis on the singularity of each individual in opposition to what is 
generally shared, conveyed by the concept of need.108

Lefebvre’s work in the course of the 1960s followed some of these lines, and he 
experimented with the concept of social needs that refl ect the social and cultural 
development of individuals and groups.109 He argued that such conceived social 
needs can be satisfi ed neither within an economic unit (as in the “Soviet model” 
as he saw it) nor within the family (as in the “bourgeois model”), but by conceiv-
ing a nexus of productive activities, dwelling, and leisure.110 What was specifi c to 
his theorizing was the emphasis on the dialectical character of social needs as 
specifi c to groups and irreducible to the sum of the needs of its members; his list 
includes such pairs as security and the unforeseen, information and surprise, and 
the need for intimacy in the multiplication of social contacts.111

The concept of need was the main focus of the seminar at the Centre de 
recherche d’architecture, d’urbanisme et de construction (CRAUC) organized by 
Lefebvre, Paul Sivadon, and Michel Dameron (1968–70). In the fi nal report and 
in the seminar discussions, the critique of the functionalist concept of need was 
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omnipresent: Le Corbusier’s dictum that “all men have the same needs” was criti-
cized by Dameron, who preferred to speak about “comfort,” which differs accord-
ing to age, gender, social role, and personal experience.112 Dameron opposed the 
doctrine of the division of functions, and he argued that needs cannot be diffracted 
into isolated components; he contested the possibility of a scientifi c determina-
tion of social needs as well, stressing that architectures of dwelling cannot be 
conceived by means of a purely scientifi c scheme and thus require “a decision 
that is developed according to cultural and political choices.”113 In other words, 
the problematization of the concept of need reintroduces politics into architec-
ture, addressed by Lefebvre’s postulate of an analysis of architecture by means of 
the dialectics of “demand” and “command” rather than that of needs and their 
satisfaction.114

Practices versus Needs

Lefebvre’s contributions to the discussion about the concept of need were char-
acterized by a long process of experimentation, critique, and an impatient search 
for counterproposals.115 One such proposal was a project of a cultural center for 
a neighborhood of three hundred to four hundred fl ats, reviewed by Lefebvre 
in the paper “Bistrot-club: Noyau de vie sociale” (Bistro-Club: Kernel of Social 
Life, 1962). The center was designed with the aim of fi ghting social segregation 
and dispersion and of facilitating the integration of people, functions, and expe-
riences in the new urban environment. The design was shown at the Salon des 
arts ménagers, organized in 1961 by the Syndicat des architectes de la Seine in 
the Palais de la Défense. According to the journal Techniques et architectures, the 
project aimed at creating “a node of attraction for stimulating social relationships 
in a new housing neighborhood,” much like the role played by the cafés and the 
commercial streets in historical cities and towns.116 The orthogonal structure (28 
× 18 × 4 meters) was divided into six areas. Around the fi xed core, constituted by 
the café as the place of encounter, the fl exible arrangement and movable walls 
were expected to facilitate the emergence of various activities, like do-it-yourself 
(bricolage) and theater groups or the gathering of amateurs of photography, cin-
ema, sport, and dancing. The project aimed not only at functional but also visual 
openness: the glass walls were designed with the intent to “let the street enter 
into the club” and to cast light toward the street.

All this was given credit in Lefebvre’s text, which appreciated the project for 
its recognition of the club as “a nucleus of social life; a kernel of multiple activi-
ties; friendly encounters; various games, information and communication,” and 
thus “the fi rst effort to overcome analytical functionalism, which separates and 
projects on the ground all functions of urban life by dividing them.”117 Lefebvre’s 
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praise of transparency, the suggestion that a particular set of functions can inte-
grate society, and his approving comment that in the club only nonalcoholic 
drinks were served (tuned in to the anti-alcohol campaigns of that time) were all 
rejected in the sarcastic response in the seventh issue of Internationale situation-
niste in 1962. Rather than seeing “a new phase of thinking of modern builders 
and urbanists,” the IS saw the project as a manifestation of “the latest reform-
ist theory.”118 The project’s intended social integration, celebrated in Le Monde,119 
was equated with surveillance, and the club was considered a “means of supple-
mentary control on the way to that total surveillance of production and consump-
tion that actually constitutes the famous integration they aim at.”120 The aesthetic 
of the transparent walls was one more expression of the society of spectacle: the 
“totally reifi ed man has his place in the show-window as a desirable image of 
reifi cation.”121 The IS recognized that the bistro-club would not fulfi ll the hopes of 
overcoming “analytical functionalism,” precisely because it was operating within 
the functionalist concept of need, which, once divided, were now reassembled in 
one architectural vessel.

The analysis of dwelling as an ensemble of practices rather than a set of iso-
lated needs in L’habitat pavillonnaire can be read as a more convincing alternative 
to functionalist discourse.122 In Lefebvre’s words, it is not a matter of “localizing 
in a preexisting space a need or a function but, on the contrary, of spatializing a 
social activity, tied to a practice as a whole, by producing an appropriated space.”123 
Accordingly, in L’habitat pavillonnaire the practices of closing and limiting 
space and of cleaning and storing were analyzed as meaningful interventions in 
space aimed at marking it and organizing it for appropriation.124 For example, 
taking care of the house can be seen not as an activity stemming from hygienic 
necessity but rather as a practice of allocating clean and dirty spaces according to 
the culturally accepted relationships between them and the role models of con-
sumption distributed in the mass media. While the inhabitants of the pavillon and 
those of the collective estates subscribe to similar models, the ISU argued that the 
latter have no margins of decision about the distribution of clean spaces, since the 
distinction between clean and dirty is immediately “functionalized”—that is to say, 
understood in terms of delineated needs—and thus “made incomprehensible.”125

In this perspective, Henri Raymond argued that the role of the architect is 
not to answer predefi ned needs but to interpret possible practices.126 This means 
furnishing the inhabitants with spaces that they can appropriate, that is to say, 
spaces they can modify according to the adopted models of sexuality, male and 
female roles, and relations with neighbors.127 In Habitat et pratique de l’espace, 
Nicole Haumont and Henri Raymond stressed the richness of possibilities of 
the expression of cultural models and promoted an architectural thinking about 
them, urging architects to “think ‘spaces’ and less ‘functions.’”128 The authors 
argued that the architect should be aware of certain “sociological constraints” 
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in order to offer to all inhabitants a minimum of sociological characteristics that 
embrace their cultural models.129 Thus, Haumont and Raymond did not give spe-
cifi c advice to the designers but pointed out that the apartment should consist of 
a space of transition between the outside and the inside, open to the living room, 
closed to the kitchen and the bedrooms: “We ask the architect not to create a 
mode of life but to form spaces in which the models of habitat and the modes of 
life can manifest themselves.”130 Or, in the words of Bernard Huet refl ecting on 
the consequences of the ISU studies for the design practices: “We don’t want to 
design houses that materialize the cultural models, but ones that are capable of 
accommodating them.”131

Against the Urbanism of Equilibrium

The concept of appropriation is thus defi ned within a broad family of concepts 
employed by Lefebvre in the course of the 1960s in opposition to those of need 
and function: cultural models, aspirations, comfort, social needs, demand and 
command, practices of dwelling. According to Lefebvre, this critique of needs 
should be developed into a more fundamental attack on the operations, premises, 

The model of the project for a bistro-club discussed by Lefebvre as “the fi rst effort to overcome 
analytical functionalism,” in his paper “Bistrot-club” (1962). Photograph by Étienne Hubert, pub-
lished in Techniques et architectures 1 (1961): 39.
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and imaginary of functionalist urbanism, associated with French state-led plan-
ning. This attack was directed against the principle of equilibrium and the proce-
dure of balancing the set of identifi ed needs with the set of planned functions.

While in the Furttal review Lefebvre seemed to have embraced a vision of a city 
as “an equilibrium, at the same time stable and vivid, a sort of self-regulation,”132 
in subsequent writings this concept became one of his main targets: in the text 
“Humanisme et urbanisme” (Humanism and Urbanism, 1968) he argued that it 
is deceptive to envisage a perfect equilibrium between architectural concepts, 
and in The Urban Revolution (1970) he claimed that the concept of an equilib-
rium, which regulates the movements and activities of people, is even a greater 
risk for a city than chaos.133 In the study “Ville, urbanisme et urbanisation,” writ-
ten by Lefebvre with Monique Coornaert, the authors contrasted two planning 
approaches represented by the master plans of postwar English new towns and 
by economic planning, including North American land-use models. While the 
former aimed at achieving a static balance between a fi xed number of inhabit-
ants and working places and thus failed to conceive the growth of the city within 
a larger whole, the latter understood the growth of the city as the function of a 
series of demographic and economic data, but in this perspective the city loses 
any intrinsic characteristics.134 Neither approach gives an account of preference, 
choice, experience, and imagination, and both fail to relate the city to larger levels 
of urbanization, according to Lefebvre and Coornaert’s argument, which focused 
on themes that had been very much at stake since the 1950s in the discussions of 
Team 10.135

The concept of equilibrium is fallacious, Lefebvre argued, because it does not 
allow a grasp of what the phenomenology of the urban experience identifi es as 
its essential feature: the unforeseeable, the surprise, the spontaneous. Sponta-
neity here is understood not psychologically but rather as the possibility of an 
appropriation of space facilitated by its “formal features,” which were, according 
to Lefebvre, addressed by Christopher Alexander’s essay “A City Is Not a Tree” 
(1967).136 Alexander’s account of functionalist cities as “trees”—mathematical 
structures in which no element of a unit is ever connected to other elements, 
except though the medium of that unit as a whole137—applied to the city design 
in the Furttal Valley. In this city every spatial entity located at a particular “level 
of human organization” was planned to be exhaustively contained in a higher 
entity (and only one) that refers to the next such “level.” Infl uenced by “A City 
Is Not a Tree,” Lefebvre repeated several times that a city with a tree structure 
leads to social segregation.138 For Lefebvre, as for Alexander, the reductionism of 
functionalist urbanism stems not from a scientifi c analysis but rather from the 
tendency of the designers to give up the more complex structures of traditional 
cities, characterized by the experience of overlap, ambiguity, multiplicity.139 In 
line with the postwar fascination with social functions of games, initiated in the 
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1930s by Johan Huizinga and developed by Roger Caillois, Lefebvre tried to cap-
ture this experience by means of the concept of the game—and contrasted it with 
the “boredom” of the functionalist urbanism, which, as it was put by Debord, 
“renders alienation tactile.”140

Mourenx: Spontaneity and Self-Organization

Much of this condemnation of the “boredom” of the new housing estates stemmed 
from Lefebvre’s ideological hostility toward state-led urbanism—and often con-
trasted with the feelings of the newcomers themselves, particularly those arriving 
from precarious living conditions, which included the popular neighborhoods of 
Paris that for an external eye looked so “lively,” “spontaneous,” and full of social 
contacts. But it is also possible to read Lefebvre’s theorizing of boredom and 
spontaneity in a directly political way, as questioning the inhabitants’ capacity for 
self-organization. This became a guiding line for Lefebvre’s analysis of the indus-
trial town of Mourenx in the Département des Pyrénées Atlantiques.141 Lefebvre 
examined the city between the late 1950s and the late 1960s, and he often visited 
it with his friends, including Guy Debord and Michelle Bernstein on his way to 
and from Navarrenx.142 The numerous accounts of these visits ranged from the 
paper “Les nouveaux ensembles urbains” (1960), which presents the results of 
the empirical study carried out at the end of the 1950s in the framework of his 
research in Centre d’études sociologiques, to a note in the photo album 15 jours 
en France . . . (15 Days in France . . . , 1965) and a section in his tourist guide to the 
Pyrenees (1965).143 

The construction of the city followed the discovery of a gas deposit in Lacq 
in 1951.144 Near the deposit, a natural gas processing plant was built, followed 
by the industrial complex, including an aluminum factory and several chemical 
factories.145 This rapidly growing industry created a demand for four thousand 
dwellings. Of three proposals considered, both that of the integration of new 
neighborhoods into the two nearest larger cities, Pau and Orthez, and the inte-
gration of several neighborhoods into villages next to the deposits were rejected 
because of problems in obtaining the necessary land, the insuffi ciency of infra-
structure, distance to the factory, and the lack of support of existing communities 
afraid of proletarian, thus presumably “Communist,” inhabitants.146 Consequently, 
the decision was made to build a new town of fi fteen thousand inhabitants near 

(opposite page) Mourenx and the industrial complex of Lacq: the object of Lefebvre’s fi rst urban 
study. Published in Bruneton-Governatori and Peaucelle, Bâtiment A, rue des Pionniers. Courtesy 
of Lacq Odyssée.





Nikita Khrushchev visits Mourenx, 26 March 1960. Published in Bruneton-Governatori and 
Peaucelle, Bâtiment A, rue des Pionniers. Courtesy of Lacq Odyssée.
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the old village of Mourenx. The architects and urbanists Coulon, Douillet, and 
Maneval were given this commission, and the construction of the new Mourenx 
started in 1957, with the fi rst eight hundred fl ats occupied in 1958.

The plan of Mourenx consisted of a central area of facilities, surrounded by 
three groups of collective housing and three neighborhoods of single-family 
housing, some of substantial architectural qualities. (The housing scheme of the 
architects Novarina and Jaubert refl ects the fascination of French postwar archi-
tecture with Scandinavian “humanized” functionalism.) Yet Lefebvre failed to 
mention them, and in his words this urban plan was a “projection on the grounds 
of the technical structure (hierarchical, professional) of the concerned compa-
nies.” The city applied the structure of the factory to the area, segregating the 
inhabitants according to socioprofessional categories; workers lived in blocks of 
fl ats, supervisors in towers, management personnel in villas.147 Or as it was put 
by one inhabitant, “In Mourenx everybody is considered according to the orga-
nization chart of the factory”148—a principle that, in the fi rst years of the city, left 
professions unrelated to the structure of the factory (teachers, policemen) out-
side the system of assigned fl ats.149 The absence of teenagers and old people in a 
city consisting mainly of young families with small children contributed to the 
lack of “turbulence, the unforeseen, the game.”150 (Only in a text of 1965 Lefebvre 
did notice that the presence of the French refugees from Algeria broke the social 
homogeneity of the town.)151 

In Mourenx, buildings were reduced to signs: signs of their own functions and 
signs referring to other signs within a “formalized system.”152 This was conveyed 
by the photographs by Jean Dieuzaide in 15 jours en France . . . , in which the 
differentiated series of cars in the parking lot is juxtaposed to the apparently 
self-referential system of openings in the pristine façades, whose sharp refl ec-
tion is repeated in the window opened by a female fi gure, herself mirrored only 
as a shadow in the wet glass. But in Dieuzaide’s photograph of the market, the 
rhythms of white walls and dark openings accommodate various social practices: 
shopping, bargaining, chatter, and strolling. It is this contrast between the immac-
ulate façades of Mourenx and the potential for spontaneous everyday life that is 
the conclusion of Lefebvre’s text, which ends by reinterpreting spontaneity as 
the capacity for socialization and political self-organization by the searched-for 
“new working class.” 

Like the theorists of the “new working class”—Serge Mallet, Pierre Belleville, 
and Alain Touraine—who stressed the contradiction between the advanced roles 
of the workers in the process of production and the antiquated structure of man-
agement in the factory, Lefebvre noticed the gap between the principle of separa-
tion, fundamental to the design of Mourenx, and the unitary fl ow of production 
processes. And yet, just as the intellectual capacities of the new working class were 
supposed to trigger a recognition of the outdated organization of the factories, 



The new town of Mourenx: a combination of collective estates and neighborhoods of detached 
houses. Photograph by Claude Roux published in Urbanisme 75–76 (1962): 163.
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(top) Neighborhood of individual houses in Mourenx. Published in Interbuild 5 (1962): 21.

(bottom) Individual houses in Mourenx, section. Published in Interbuild 5 (1962): 21.

thus opening a possibility to challenge them, the projection of these patterns on 
the city facilitated, so Lefebvre claimed, a formation of new coalitions of inhab-
itants, united in their demands focused on the urban everyday. This is how he 
interpreted the formulation of a common list during municipal elections, which 
included trade unionists; farmers defending their interests against the state; and 
teachers of the new college, all of whom demanded autonomy concerning the 
municipal budget, use of public places, and organization of market places and 
who challenged the monopoly of the local supermarket.153 These attempts at a 
collective appropriation of urban space and of the conditions of everyday life in 
the city were successful: as a result of a strike in 1962, the demands concerning the 
regulation of the positions of TV antennas, the drying of clothes, the use of green-
ery, and the utilization of dustbins and parking lots were fulfi lled.154 In a later 
text about Mourenx, Lefebvre wrote that the inhabitants were able to “express 
themselves, sometimes to impose their will” by operating in the “cracks” between 



(top) Inhabitants of Mourenx protest against Société civile immobilière de la caisse de dépôts et 
consignations (SCIC), November 1962. Published in Bruneton-Governatori and Peaucelle, Bâti-
ment A, rue des Pionniers. Courtesy of Lacq Odyssée.

(opposite page) Mourenx, night view with industrial zone in background. Photograph by Jean 
Dieuzaide, published in 15 jours en France . . . , 209. Courtesy of Archives Jean Dieuzaide, 
Toulouse.





Mourenx, window view of housing estates. Photograph by Jean Dieuzaide, in 15 jours en 
France . . . , 219. Courtesy of Archives Jean Dieuzaide.



Mourenx, street view of market. Photograph by Jean Dieuzaide, in 15 jours en France . . . , 216. 
Courtesy of Archives Jean Dieuzaide, Toulouse.  
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the different powers (“economic and political, both regional and national”).155 He 
saw this as an attempt at democracy in urban life and as the principle of self-man-
agement imposing itself on the state and bureaucracy: while the new processes of 
automation in the factory have impoverished the social relationships among the 
workers, new social bonds have been searched for beyond the processes of pro-
duction, that is to say, in relations among inhabitants and in cultural creation.156

Appropriation of Time and Space

When interviewed by Lefebvre, one inhabitant said about Mourenx: “Ce n’est pas 
une ville, c’est une cité”: rather than referring to the urban practices that inspired 
Lefebvre to theorize the right to the city (droit à la ville), the inhabitant seemed 
to defi ne Mourenx by constraints and closures, the connotations that reverberate 
in the old French word cité, a term used until today in a variety of contexts, also 
in reference to the collective estates in the suburbs.157

This similarity between such estates and Mourenx was noticed by Pierre Mer-
lin in the 1969 book Les villes nouvelles (The New Towns), who described the city 
as displaying “the characteristics that one reproaches in the grands ensembles”: 
monotony of architecture and of the master plan, insuffi cient facilities, absence 
of urban life, geographic separation between the residential quarters and the 
activity zones.158 This was not accidental: parallel to the construction of the new 
city, the SCIC (the developer of Mourenx) was responsible for the fi rst grands 
ensembles of the Parisian region (including Sarcelles, Vernouillet, and Epinay).159 
Addressing a joke about Mourenx (“a socialist city in a feudal society”), Lefebvre 
argued that it was a paradigmatic example of postwar French capitalism, with all 
its actors present on the spot: the productive enterprises, the fi nancial sector, big 
monopolist companies, and the state.160

The foundation of Mourenx was part of a national policy of the development of 
the grands ensembles, launched in spite of the preferences of the population for indi-
vidual housing.161 The decision to pursue this policy came after a period of intense 
discussion in the earliest postwar years, involving the supporters of “humanist” 
urbanism, such as Gaston Bardet and Robert Auzelle, and the adherents of the 
modern movement, such as Le Corbusier and André Lurçat. It was a discussion 
that focused less on the alternative between individual and collective housing 
and searched more for an optimal urban composition reconciling both types, as 
was the case in Mourenx.162 The state support for collective housing projects was 
as much a choice in urban design as an attempt to improve social conditions, to 
put an end to the shantytowns and the housing crisis, and to stimulate economic 
development, including the rationalization of the building industry in the frame-
work of the modernization of the French economy.163 The rapid production of the 
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grands ensembles in the 1960s (three hundred thousand new apartments per year 
for thirty years were deemed necessary in 1951) was characterized by the refi ne-
ment of technical, fi nancial, and administrative instruments of their planning, 
paralleled by almost simultaneously raised concerns about the rigid plans, the 
lack of social equilibrium, and the insuffi cient facilities in the ensembles. While 
the desires concerning the apartments (eat-in kitchens, private bedrooms, large 
bathrooms, big closets) were revealed in the research on public preferences, such 
as the 1947 study of the Institut national d’études démographiques and the 1959 
“apartment referendum,” and were addressed in new housing typologies adapted 
by some French construction companies since the early 1960s,164 the criticism on 
the level of urbanism was more fundamental. The dullness of certain locations, 
the orthogonal monotony of some plans, the insuffi cient social infrastructure and 
public transportation, the incomplete construction of many apartments, and the 
uniformity of the social milieu had already all been raised in ministerial reports 
since the beginning of the 1960s, not to mention in several “personal notes” of 
the minister of construction Pierre Sudreau written to his collaborators at that 
time, which demonstrate a disapproval of “the lack of imagination and research” 
evident in some of the very ensembles authorized by his administration.165 This 
self-critical discourse of the government was also a response to local resistance: 
in the years immediately following the war, the local authorities had accepted 
any measures to palliate the housing crisis, but in the course of the 1960s they 
demanded participation in architectural decisions.166

Beginning in the mid-1960s the dissatisfaction of the inhabitants, witnessed 
by Lefebvre in Mourenx, made itself heard elsewhere. In 1963, eight years after 
the fi rst houses in Sarcelles were built, the tenants of this Parisian grand ensem-
ble protested against the public developer, targeting the lack of urban facilities, 
insuffi cient public transportation, long hours of travel between work and home, 
and the decrease in the extension and richness of social networks and human 
interaction in comparison to their former experience.167 Sarcelles had become the 
mass-media image of the dissatisfaction with postwar urbanism; it was called “an 
immense fi eld of cement stippled with human beings,” “a factory of young crimi-
nals and a school of violence,” “one of the worst plagues that our society has ever 
invented,” “a universe of concentration camps,” “a silo for people.”168 This exalted 
rhetoric was a symptom of an anxiety about the future of the industrial society, 
for which the city was the only conceivable “horizon,” as Françoise Choay put it 
in the preface to her anthology.169

In these conditions, it became clear to Lefebvre that the appropriation of space 
cannot be thought of as limited to an individual home or private apartment but 
must address the urban scale. He argued that with the new dimension of the city, 
familiar ways of appropriation of space disappear, replaced by refl ective ratio-
nality and modern urbanism unable to penetrate “the secret of the qualitative 
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appropriation of time–space.”170 This is why, in concluding his introduction to 
L’habitat pavillonnaire, he wrote that this study revealed a desire for an appropri-
ated space, “on the level of private life as well as in public life, agglomeration, and 
landscape.”171

In this perspective, appropriation needs to be thought of not only as multi-
scalar but also as straddling a multiplicity of times. In an interview, an inhab-
itant said that Mourenx could not be called a city because it lacked a church, a 
cemetery, and a promenade.172 Devoid of the symbolic value of a cemetery, which 
would express the historical continuity of the community, and without a prom-
enade, which would allow for “useless and unforeseen encounters,” Mourenx 
was characterized by an absence of a “suprafunctional” element, once embod-
ied in monuments.173 Lefebvre noticed that in contrast to the clear, legible, com-
prehensive, and impoverished “text” of Mourenx, monuments convey symbols 
that have an “objective content, emotional effectiveness, archaic origins.”174 They 
gather references to nature, body, and childhood and dwell on the “most pro-
found vital rhythms, such as day and night, the presence of the mother and the 
father, hunger, and sexuality.”175 In his “Psycho-sociologie de la vie quotidienne” 
(Psychosociology of Everyday Life, 1960), Lefebvre argued that monuments and 
symbols “introduce a depth to everyday life: presence of the past, individual or 
collective acts and dramas, poorly specifi ed possibilities, and the more striking, 
beauty and grandeur.”176 This makes them media of the appropriation of space, 
which takes place in a way that is “affective and symbolic.”177 Lefebvre wrote that 
appropriation “ought to be symbolizable—ought, that is, to give rise to symbols 
that present it, that render it present.”178 By mobilizing symbols, the appropria-
tion of space can relate to “tendencies and elemental, almost biological drives,” 
which furnish appropriation with a “concrete” (singular, individual, experiential, 
practical) character.179 In that sense, as a site of appropriation, housing becomes 
“a substitute for the monumentality of the ancient world” in the conditions of the 
postwar capitalist society, which “no longer totalizes its elements, nor seeks to 
achieve such a total integration through monuments.”180

Consumption of Space: Words and Objects of the PavillonPavillon

When Lefebvre revisited Mourenx in the mid-1960s, the city was not the same. 
“What changed in ten or fi fteen years? The objects, obviously: the TV set, the 
fridge, the vacuum cleaner, present in Mourenx in a number of rooms. More sub-
tly, the rhythms commanded by the objects. The family gathers in front of the 
TV.”181 If in the late 1950s Lefebvre saw Mourenx as a product of French state 
urbanism, in the 1960s he augmented this account by addressing the emerging 
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consumer society of the trente glorieuses and what he considered this society’s 
theoretical counterpart: structuralism.

Functionalism and Structuralism

The argument that links functionalism and structuralism, at fi rst glance dispa-
rate, started with Lefebvre’s critique of functionalist planning. In Introduction 
à la modernité, he argued that this planning operates by reducing the buildings 
and spaces to mere representations of their own functions: the city conceived as 
a system of functions becomes transformed into a system of signals commanding 
the behavior of their readers and into a system of signs referring to other signs 
within a closed system, “a global and complete vision of the city.”182 Conceiving 
the city as a closed system results not only in omitting those of its elements that 
cannot be included in a functional grid (the unforeseen being one of them, a mon-
ument or a multifunctional street another) but also in determining the functions 
by their relationship to one another rather than by a reference to the demands 
they were designed to answer. This was, according to Lefebvre, the case with the 
Furttal design, characterized by autonomization of segregated functions, which 
the designers aimed at balancing against one another, thus detaching them from 
the changing everyday life of the inhabitants.183

That particular elements of a system become detached from their references 
and transform into signs that have meaning only in relationship to other signs was, 
famously, a fundamental claim of structuralist linguistics. With structuralism ris-
ing to its peak in the French humanities and social sciences in the late 1960s, the 
analogy between functionalism and structuralism (and the latter’s model of lan-
guage) is a constant theme of Lefebvre, who describes both as operational strate-
gies for the reorganization of postwar France. In the article “Claude Lévi-Strauss 
ou le nouvel éléatisme” (Claude Lévi-Strauss or the New Eleaticism, 1966), 
Lefebvre claimed that by developing the analytical procedures of classifi cation 
and division, structuralism was both a symptom and a tool of the bureaucratic 
reorganization of the society that requires a new means of information pro-
cessing and management.184 The structuralist aspiration to depict societies as 
stable, self-regulating systems, according to Lefebvre, supported the tendency 
of bureaucracy to control and balance all realms of society.185 Modern urbanism 
shares these fascinations with the equilibrium and the grid as operative matrices 
by which it “controls the consumption of space and of habitat” and facilitates the 
“colonization of everyday life”186 (This explains, so said Lefebvre, the appearance 
of Sarcelles and Mourenx as “reminiscent of colonial or semicolonial towns,” 
where everyday life is organized, subdivided, and squeezed into timetables.)187
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Lefebvre concluded that although structuralist discourse considers itself to be 
a “discourse about the social”—the discourse that theorizes the social—it is in fact 
a “discourse of society,” that is, society’s ideological expression: “The tendencies 
to organize, to maintain, and to assert structures of equilibrium manifest them-
selves in a form of discourse and, fi rst of all, in a discourse about form, coherence, 
equilibrium, and the system.”188 Lefebvre’s account of structuralism as the ideol-
ogy of immobility is highly polemical: structuralism is called a “justifi cation of 
the state of affairs and the affairs of the state,” and this is why Lefebvre described 
structuralism as the “new Eleaticism,” alluding both to the claim of the impos-
sibility of change in the thought of Parmenides and to the preoccupation with 
language in the paradoxes of Zeno.189

In other words, the segregation of needs and their transformation into a self-
contained system of functions, the search for an equilibrium and the banish-
ment of the spontaneous, the privileging of signs and signals and the rejection 
of symbols—all features of functionalist urbanism discussed by Lefebvre in his 
account of Mourenx—were not just accidental mistakes but rather symptoms of 
a greater reorganization of all realms of social reality in France of the 1950s and 
’60s. In order to grasp this shift, which involved technological, social, aesthetic, 
and political changes, Lefebvre coined the concept of a “bureaucratic society 
of controlled consumption” as opposed to concepts of an “industrial,” “techno-
logical,” “affl uent,” “leisure,” or “consumer society,” all of which he considered 
reductive in their focus on only one aspect of modern society.190 Referring to 
Adorno and Horkheimer’s critique of instrumentalized rationality, the concept 
of a bureaucratic society of controlled consumption garnered three claims: the 
role of bureaucracy becoming central as the ruling rationality and surpassing the 
rationality of the industrial society; the growing signifi cance of consumption in 
relation to production, in the realm of both the economy and the construction of 
subjectivity; and the replacement of the public sphere with privatized everyday 
life as the place of socialization mediated by consumption.191

The Society of Consumption

It is precisely the correspondence among elements of a closed system that was 
made operative in the analyses of consumption by Roland Barthes, Jean Baudril-
lard, and Pierre Bourdieu in the course of the 1960s. Inspired by Lévi-Strauss’s 
work on preliterate societies, these authors examined the society of consumption, 
itself perceived as distanced from writing and increasingly dependent on signs 
and images as means of communication. In the essay “The Ideological Genesis 
of Needs” (1969), Baudrillard wrote that if an instrument is defi ned by use value, 
a commodity by exchange value, a symbol by symbolic exchange, then an object 
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of consumption is a sign that obtains its meaning within a system of signs, that is 
to say, by differentiating from other signs: in a system of differences.192 In other 
words, “only when objects are autonomized as differential signs and thereby ren-
dered systematizable can one speak of consumption and of objects of consump-
tion.”193 Consumption is ruled by the logic of differentiation on two planes: the 
persons involved in the act of exchange are differentiated into trade partners, 
and the exchanged material is differentiated into distinct, thus signifi cant, ele-
ments; by possessing these distinct goods, one achieves personal distinction.194 
Thus, Baudrillard concludes:

Consumption does not arise from an objective need of the consumer, a 
fi nal intention of the subject towards the object; rather, there is social 
production, in a system of exchange, of a material of differences, a code of 
signifi cations and invidious values. The functionality of goods and indi-
vidual needs only follows on this, adjusting to, rationalizing, and in the 
same stroke repressing these fundamental structural mechanisms.195

That functionalist urbanism and the society of consumption share the structur-
alist logics of differentiation reveals, in Lefebvre’s view, a compliancy between 
them rather than a contradiction.196 Commenting on the texts by Roland Barthes, 
Umberto Eco, and Françoise Choay, Lefebvre noticed in The Production of Space 
that structuralism becomes an attempt at a reformist functionalism. While in the 
introduction to her anthology Choay argued that linguistics reveals the inability 
of functionalist architecture to recognize the signifi cations of a socialized object, 
in the English translation of “Sémiologie et urbanisme” (“Urbanism and Semiol-
ogy,” 1969) she pronounced “a rehabilitation of functionalism but on a less naïve 
grounds, getting rid of humanistic rationalizations.”197 A similar conclusion can 
be found in the essay “Function and Sign: The Semiotics of Architecture,” by 
Eco (commented on by Lefebvre as displaying an “almost charming ideological 
naivety”), in which Eco argued that the semiotic approach gives a better account 
of functions, and thus “the principle that form follows function might be restated: 
the form of the object must, besides making the function possible, denote that func-
tion clearly enough to make it practicable as well as desirable.”198

This compliancy between functionalism and structuralism is a recurring theme 
in Baudrillard’s The System of Objects (1968), an analysis of the postwar world 
of consumption, which originated with his dissertation, supervised by Lefebvre 
(1966). In this book Baudrillard redefi ned the understanding of “functionality” 
not as an adaptation to the goal but as an adaptation to an order or a system: 
“Functionality is the ability to become integrated into an overall scheme.”199 
Thus, the structuralist methodology, the modern taste, and the technological 
requirements converge. Just as structuralism explains social relationships from 



Design of houses in “neomodern,” “Norman,” and “Basque” styles, all sharing the same plan and 
structure. Published in Votre maison 12 (1950): 39.
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the communication of women according to the rules of kinship and marriage, the 
communication of goods and services according to the rules of economy, and the 
communication of messages according to the rules discovered by linguistics,200 
Baudrillard wrote that the objects gathered in the modern interior “communi-
cate.” That is to say, they are characterized by “an overall coherence attained by 
virtue of their simplifi cation as components of a code and the way their rela-
tionships are calculated.”201 The mass-produced objects become mass media;202 
in other words, in the modern interior “everything communicates”—the phrase 
exclaimed by Mme Arpel, the protagonist of Mon Oncle, by Jacques Tati (1958), 
while showing off her pavillon as a self-suffi cient system of objects, contrasted in 
the movie with the picturesque house of fl ats of M. Hulot, which required con-
stant micronegotiations among its inhabitants.203

The project of prewar architectural avant-gardes is thus realized: functional-
ism is a question not of style but of production. Lefebvre writes, “The same sup-
pliers sell these goods, these objects, these houses in the ‘Normandy,’ ‘Basque’ or 
‘modern’ style.”204 This statement alludes to catalogues of prefabricated houses 
and popular magazines, such as the journal Votre maison, which, in a 1950 issue, 
presented a design of houses in three styles: “Norman,” “Basque,” and “neo-
modern.” The placement of the openings in the façades was identical in every 
model, which were all based on the same plan and differed only in the shape of 
the entrance, the form of the door, and the division of windows according to the 
distillation of a few “characteristic” features of a traditional architecture.205 This 
is why the differences among them are perceivable only when the houses are 
shown together, as they were published in Votre maison: in one strip.

The Pavillon as a System of Signs

In his preface to the study on the pavillon, Lefebvre wrote: “In the pavillon the 
resident consumes signifi cations,” then added, “The consumer of a detached 
house is intensely absorbed, not by things, but by signs.”206 Consumption is thus 
to be seen as one of the practices of dwelling:

In the “world of the pavillon” more than elsewhere, every object is an 
element in a system. The object is not only loaded with symbols, it is a 
sign. Rather than being functionally adapted for use, it is caught in the 
system of signs.207

While appropriation mobilizes symbols that obtain meaning from their rela-
tion to body, nature, and time, consumption mobilizes signs that, as elements of 
a system—“an autonomous entity of internal dependencies”208—have meaning 
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only in reference to the elements within the system. In the words of Roland Bar-
thes, “The depth of a sign adds nothing to its determination; it is the breadth 
which counts; . . . every sign takes its being from its surroundings, not from its 
roots.”209

This structuralist approach infl uenced L’habitat pavillonnaire and its focus on 
the interrelations among rooms, pieces of furniture, clothes, words, and images, 
ordered according to binary oppositions believed to reveal the deep structure 
of social reality. An example of this approach was the analysis of the impact of 
the TV set on the shifting relationships among the rooms in the pavillon exam-
ined as a “system of objects.”210 The arrival of the TV set changed the relation-
ships among the rooms, analyzed according to the opposition between private 
and public areas and such distinctions as the practical and the aesthetic or work 
and leisure.211 As an expensive piece of furniture, the TV set was placed in the 
dining room, since “it belongs to other pieces of furniture, in a place where the 
risk of damage is smallest.”212 Under this infl uence, the dining room was trans-
formed into a living room: from a public area, used for nothing but reception, to 
a more frequent and common usage as a private place of leisure. This infl uenced 
the role of the kitchen, which changed from a multifunctional space to a room 
devoted to domestic work. With the shift in the use of the rooms, the require-
ments of the dimensions changed as well: while the size of the kitchen could be 
reduced, the living room had to be big enough for the whole family to watch the 
TV programs.213

In the preface to the study, Lefebvre wrote that the TV set is a privileged object 
that “governs the little world of objects and relations within the group.”214 (One of 
the interviewees expressed the desire for the furniture to be made in teak, “like 
my TV.”)215 With the arrival of the TV set, not only the use of spaces in the pavil-
lon was changed but also the way these spaces were thought about: the authors 
underscore the expression of one of the inhabitants: “One lives among one’s pieces 
of furniture.”216 This is “a revolution of habitat” that parallels the emergence of 
the society of consumption: the lived space of the pavillon is defi ned by the rela-
tionships among the pieces of furniture rather than by the delineation of rooms 
with assigned specifi c functions endowed with symbolic meaning.217 This “revo-
lution” modifi ed gender relationships at the level of the family: the authors argue 
that the TV enhanced the opportunities for men’s and women’s equal access to 
information, a situation that contrasts with the gendered division of roles, which 
appears in the interviews reproduced in their book.218

This analysis reveals the processes of the “socialization of space,” that is to 
say, the ways in which, “by means of signifi cations attributed by the user to vari-
ous parts of the pavillon, a practice and a representation of social relations are 
worked out.”219 Haumont and his colleagues scale down the meaning of Lefeb-
vre’s phrase about the “projection on the grounds of certain social relationships” 
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from urbanism to dwelling.220 In the Furttal review and the Mourenx study this 
phrase refers to urban space constructed according to the divisions of labor in 
the postwar society, whereas in L’habitat pavillonnaire the research focuses on 
the differentiation of space in the pavillon as a matrix of social relationships. This 
investigation reveals how, through the use of space, inhabitants gain conscious-
ness and become capable of expressing the dominant cultural model: the rela-
tionships between what is public and what is private, what is female and what is 
male. By getting acquainted with the basic oppositions in the space of the pavillon 
(such as clean/dirty, shown/hidden), the child learns a matrix of signifi cation that, 
in subsequent personal development, is identifi ed with social distinctions.221 This 
projection is a practice of dwelling itself; space is produced according to “rules, 
assigning signifi cations to spaces, signifi cations that are a function of a certain 
vision of social relationships.”222 In other words, the choice to eat in the kitchen 
or in the dining room is related not to particular features of these rooms as they 
facilitate a fulfi llment of the expected “function” but rather to the relationship 
between the two rooms interpreted according to the valid cultural model.223

The Open Systems of the Pavillon

Lefebvre’s reading of structuralism leads to an epistemological paradox: on the 
one hand he calls for resistance to structuralism as an extrapolation of the logics 
of the bureaucratic society of controlled consumption on the realm of the social 
sciences, but on the other hand this critique already assumes that structuralism 
captures these very logics and thus lends itself as an instrument of research on 
postwar French society.224 The issue is thus less that of distinguishing “ideol-
ogy” from “knowledge” in structuralism and more that of turning structuralism’s 
instruments against structuralism itself.

This procedure was initiated in Lefebvre’s essay about Lévi-Strauss with 
a reference to research on the pavillon: “To construct a model of dwelling (for 
instance, a dwelling in the pavillon [l’habiter pavillonnaire]), it is necessary to 
confront words and things within the fi eld of practical reality.”225 Yet contrary to 
the structuralist-inspired argument about the merger of mass-produced objects 
of consumption with the speech of the pavillon’s inhabitants dominated by the 
advertisements, Lefebvre insisted that the objects in the pavillon (“houses, mov-
able and immovable property, clothing, faces, and behavior”) and the discourse 
of the inhabitants do not decode each other but rather form two partial systems, 
interconnected and distinct:226 

There are always gaps, discrepancies, even hiatuses between these 
two systems, which prevent our seeing them as two aspects of a single 
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system. They do not develop according to the same law or to one that is 
internal to each of them.227

The hiatus between the discourse of the inhabitants and their daily practices 
occurred to the authors of L’habitat pavillonnaire in an interview in Choisy-le-
Roi, where an interviewee complained that she could not “hang up laundry to dry 
it in the courtyard because all would go black,” just to add shortly later, “We are in 
the countryside here, we have good air.”228 This discrepancy led to the identifi ca-
tion of discourse as a distinct level of analysis, linked by Marie-Geneviève Ray-
mond, in her book La politique pavillonnaire (1966), to the French political debates 
around the politics of housing. Rather than searching for a general scheme that 
would clarify the causal relationships among words, objects, and practices in the 
pavillon,229 Haumont and his colleagues focused on specifi c objects as mediators 
between words and daily practices. For example, the fence, when analyzed at the 
level of the appropriation of space, was considered a symbolic closure; on the 
level of signs and the socialization of space, it defi nes the relationships among 
the family, their neighbors, and society; fi nally, the fence is a means to protect the 
property, an attribute of the owner—the hero of the ideology of the pavillon.230

This understanding of the everyday in the pavillon as a series of levels “sepa-
rated by cracks, gaps and lacunae” was embraced by Lefebvre.231 He explained 
that the aim of the book Everyday Life in the Modern World was to demonstrate 
that “a system of everyday life does not exist.”232 This argument concluded his 
discussion of Barthes’s The Fashion System (1967), which analyzed fashion as a 
self-contained system without any references to actual bodies, real garments, or 
specifi c practices, including the reading of Elle and Le jardin des modes, the jour-
nals examined by Barthes.233 In his review Lefebvre urged an inquiry into the 
conditions this system requires to exist and to function: “In what sort of society 
does it take root, this closed system that has no value or meaning outside itself 
and that appropriates every meaning for its own personal use?”234 Not unlike 
Bourdieu, who lambasted Barthes for failing to examine the structures of pro-
duction and the modes of reception of mass media,235 Lefebvre concluded that 
“Fashion”—that is to say, fashion as a closed system—requires an overarching set 
of conditions, consisting of activities, texts, organizations, and institutions. He 
argued that the main condition for Fashion is a society that combines self-repres-
sion with the illusion of freedom brought about by the world of consumption: 
the bureaucratic society of controlled consumption. In this society, fashion needs 
to be accounted for as one among many partial, or “open,” systems of everyday 
life, which also include tourism, culture, technology, sexuality, the motor car, and 
youthfulness, separated by gaps, intervals, and cracks.236

The distinction between a closed and an open system fed into Lefebvre’s life-
long interest in “open totalities”: consistent wholes that are not predetermined but 
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allow for an open-ended social practice. His insistence on open totality expressed 
the “abhorrence of premature closure” characteristic of the proponents of post-
war French Marxism under pressure resulting from the polemical identifi cation 
of totality with totalitarism by Albert Camus or Emmanuel Levinas.237 Already in 
Le matérialisme dialectique (Dialectical Materialism, 1939), Lefebvre theorized a 
possibility of a totality that is open to the future; this was advanced in Sociologie 
de Marx (Sociology of Marx, 1966), in which he tried to think reality as a “broken-
up totality, fragments of which confront one another and sometimes separate 
when they do not enter into confl ict.”238 The methodological consequences of 
this position were spelled out in the essay “La notion de totalité dans les sciences 
sociales” (The Notion of Totality in the Social Sciences, 1955), in which he not 
only contrasted closed totality with an open one, containing other (partial) totali-
ties, but also proposed open totality as a fundamental concept for sociological 
research.239 Lefebvre called for an exploration of the interstices and gaps between 
these partial systems, and his valorization of disequilibria, troubles, oversights, 
gaps, excesses, and defects of consciousness was an attempt to identify sites of 
novelty: possible strategic locations of political projects.240

The Utopia of the Pavillon

This analysis of French postwar society in a process of structuralization, restruc-
turing, and destructuring that produces unfi nished and open systems, rather 
than closed ones, was Lefebvre’s fi rst attempt at mobilizing structuralism with-
out subscribing to the closure it implied.241 The second was his argument built 
around the lived experience of the pavillon.

Not unlike Barthes in his analysis of fashion and Baudrillard in his account of 
the domestic interior, Lefebvre analyzed the words and objects of the pavillon as 
external to the conditions of their production: “Work (and creativity), material 
production and its relations (and the activity that produces created works) are 
put into suspension, put aside.”242 Space consumed in the pavillon assumes the 
half-real, half-imaginary existence of commodities, appearing cut off from the 
practices that produced them. But contrary to the structuralist accounts of con-
sumption, Lefebvre’s stressed that the pavillon is experienced not only beyond 
but also against the world of labor, and it is by taking the world of labor as a 
negative reference that the practices of dwelling in the pavillon are assigned their 
proper meaning.

This negative reference distinguishes the experience of the individual house 
from that of the collective estates. While the former erases the traces of work, the 
latter introduces an “unfortunate symmetry between work and housing,” which 
appears as a continuation of the world of labor by other means.243 The discourse 
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on nature is symptomatic in this respect: while the garden of the pavillon evokes 
primordial nature, the functionalization of needs in the collective estates results 
in the reduction of nature to abstract “green spaces.” Even though the pavillon is 
an urban phenomenon, the pavillonnaire thinks about it as outside the artifi cial, 
morbid, and enslaving city.244 The garden becomes a mixture of reality and illu-
sion that refers to nature untouched by the human hand. Lefebvre writes, “In 
‘naturality’ we fi nd, recreating themselves in an odd sort of waking dream, ‘lived’ 
happiness and the consciousness that lives it, the illusion and the real.”245

The everyday in the pavillon is meaningful precisely through its own erasure: 
that which is most everyday imagines itself beyond the everyday, and the every-
day becomes meaningful only by its transformation into the not everyday and 
the extraordinary.246 In the world of the pavillon “everything is real and every-
thing is utopian, without a clear difference; everything is nearby and everything 
is far away.”247 This is how Lefebvre understood utopia: as a place of what has no 
place or no longer has one: of “happiness, safety and rootedness, personality and 
naturality.”248 In other words, the lived of the pavillon is not a sign among others: 
this came to the fore in a discussion during the CRAUC seminar, when Lefeb-
vre opposed Baudrillard’s argument that “what is lived as comfortable signifi es 
prestige.”249 But neither can the lived be understood by means of a reference to 
authenticity, creativity, or presence shining through the commodifi ed everyday. 
Rather, the lived is an experience of “an ‘elsewhere’ inherent to places, to acts, to 
situations.”250 In Lefebvre’s reading of L’habitat pavillonnaire, the modern every-
day shared by everybody is paralleled by the collective dream about surpassing 
this very same everyday, that is to say, an experience of a possibility of a differ-
ence, without prescribing what this difference should be. It is consumption of 
space that conveys a hunch of an everyday beyond the society of consumption.

Dwelling as the Production of Space

Launching the discussion in The Production of Space, Lefebvre wrote, “A con-
ceptual triad has now emerged from our discussion, a triad to which we shall be 
returning over and over again.”251 A glance at his earlier writings, and in particu-
lar at the studies of the ISU, suggests that this “discussion” is not restricted to the 
previous thirty pages of the book but rather relates to the thirty years of Lefeb-
vre’s research that preceded it.252

The conceptual triad referred to is that of the perceived, conceived, and lived 
space and its “translation into spatial terms”: spatial practice, representations of 
space, and spaces of representation.253 This double triad refl ects two perspectives 
of Lefebvre’s theory of space within the overarching Marxist theoretical frame-
work: the semiology of the urban and the phenomenological description of urban 



129Research

life.254 They were developed in the research of the ISU: the Marxist critique of 
alienation, of ideologies, and of everyday life; the semiological analysis of various 
ways of production of meaning; and the phenomenological account of the experi-
ence of space.

The double triad is accepted as the core of Lefebvre’s theory by scholars investi-
gating his work, including Rob Shields, Stuart Elden, Andy Merrifi eld, and Chris-
tian Schmid.255 In spite of differences among them, which to a large extent stem 
from their accentuating various, often incongruent, formulations of Lefebvre, 
these authors agree not only about the specifi c understanding of each moment 
of space but also about the correspondence between the two triads. In the fi rst 
book about Lefebvre’s theory to be published in English, Rob Shields defi ned 
Lefebvre’s spatial practices as “space perceived (perçu) in a commonsensical 
mode”; the representations of space as “discourses on space” or “the discursive 
regimes of analysis, spatial and planning professions and expert knowledges that 
conceive of space (l’espace conçu)”; and, fi nally, the spaces of representation as 
“discourses of space,” “space as it might be, fully lived space (l’espace vécu)”: the 
spaces of representation form the social imaginary.256 Stuart Elden confi rmed this 
reading and explained that, according to Lefebvre, the perceived space is physi-
cal space; the conceived space is a mental construct and an imagined space; and 
the lived space is that which is modifi ed in everyday life—and this distinction is 
the basis for the conceptual triad of spatial practice, representations of space, 
and spaces of representation.257 The analysis of Andy Merrifi eld was developed 
along similar lines: while spatial practices “secrete” society’s space and have 
“close affi nities with perceived space,” the representations of space are described 
as conceptualizations, or “conceived” space, and spaces of representation are the 
lived spaces of everyday life.258

The most advanced discussion about the triads of space can be found in the 
book Stadt, Raum und Gesellschaft: Henri Lefebvre und die Theorie der Produktion 
des Raumes, by Christian Schmid, which begins with identifying three “fi elds” 
distinguished by Lefebvre: the physical fi eld of nature and materiality, delineated 
in a practical and sensual way; the mental fi eld of logics and formal abstrac-
tions, defi ned by mathematics and philosophy; and the social fi eld, “the fi eld of 
projects and projections, of symbols and utopias, of the imaginaire and . . . the 
désir.”259 They intersect in the processes of the production of space: the mate-
rial production, or the spatial practice, which “produces the perceived aspect 
of space”; the production of knowledge, and thus representations of space and 
conceived space; and the production of meaning, “which is related to spaces of 
representation and which produces an experienced, or lived, space.”260 Social 
space in its broad meaning includes the perceived, conceived, and lived space, 
while in its narrow sense it is opposed to the critically understood mental and 
physical–material space.261
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Toward a General Theory of Production of Space

Christian Schmid pointed out that what makes Lefebvre’s theory productive in 
urban research is its general character, which allows integrating such categories 
as “city” and “space” into an overarching social theory and facilitates an investi-
gation of spatial processes and phenomena from the private to the global levels.262 
The foregoing account of Lefebvre as a “thinker of ‘dwelling’”263 traces this gen-
eral character of his theory back to a generalization of the research of the ISU and 
his own engagements with discussions in architecture and urbanism. His theo-
rizing of space as socially produced and productive not only followed the dia-
lectical relationship between the practices of everyday life and the spaces of the 
domicile investigated by the ISU but also involved a broadening of the research 
on the practices of dwelling themselves, which included a double operation: 
rescaling them beyond the domestic interior, and widening their historical scope 
beyond 1960s France.

The historicization of the processes of the production of space is evident in 
the wordings chosen by Lefebvre in order to describe spatial practices: “empiri-
cally observable” and “readable and visible” practices of material transforma-
tion of space that mobilize productive forces within a given economic and social 
system.264 These wordings reveal the historical conditioning of spatial practices. 
When Lefebvre writes that spatial practice “secrets” (secrète) society’s space,265 
he refers to the production of space by a living body, inspired by the book Symme-
try, by Hermann Weyl, and by Marx’s question of whether the spider can be said 
to be “working.” (Lefebvre writes that even if the spider does not work, it “pro-
duces, . . . secretes and occupies a space.”)266 This comparison was also alluded to 
when contrasting Mourenx to the nearby bastide of Navarrenx: the development 
of the old town is compared to that of a seashell and opposed to the postwar 
spatial practices as a “projection onto a (spatial) fi eld of all aspects, elements, 
and moments of social practice.”267 In this wording (une projection)268 reverberate 
Lefebvre’s reviews of functionalist urbanism as a “projection on the ground” of a 
“program of action and a program of life.”269 Urbanism was also the target when 
Lefebvre wrote that spatial practice “embraces” (englobe) production and repro-
duction,270 coordinating all realms of the modern society: it not only plays a role 
in the economic processes of production, consumption, and distribution but also 
is essential in the reproduction of capitalist social relationships (“spatial practice 
in its entirety . . . has saved capitalism from extinction”).271

Qualifi ed by time, spatial practices are also differentiated by scales. Lefebvre 
calls for their theorizing as operating on the level of architecture, urbanism, and 
spatial planning.272 It is by referring these scales to one another that spatial prac-
tices become essential regulators of everyday life: they link together “daily real-



131Research

ity (daily routine) and urban reality (the routes and networks which link up the 
places set aside for work, ‘private’ life and leisure).”273

Spatial practices encompass a variety of scales by mobilizing the practices of 
representing space, the practices themselves “tied to the relations of produc-
tion and to the ‘order’ which those relations impose.”274 Among representations 
of space—“conceived,” or “mental,” spaces—Lefebvre counts scientifi c theories 
of space, techniques of its control, architectonic and urbanistic conventions of 
design, cartographic procedures, and normative discourses on space.275 What 
defi nes representations of space is a mixture of ideology and knowledge,276 an 
account that not only dwells on Lefebvre’s critique of urbanism from the 1960s 
but also refl ects the climate of opinion around 1968 in France, characterized by 
an almost unanimous hostility toward any form of representation, whether in the 
mass media or in politics (parties and trade unions). In this context Guy Debord’s 
condemnation of the society of spectacle became a common cause with the anti-
institutional and self-management discourse of May 1968, radicalized in the post-
’68 era, with Michel Foucault’s Groupe d’information sur les prisons aimed at 
“giving the speech” to the prisoners and their families and with Gilles Deleuze’s 
proclamation of an end of a theorizing intellectual as a “representing or represen-
tative consciousness.”277 In spite of these tendencies, Lefebvre decided to include 
representations in the triad of space as indispensable for its theorizing—a deci-
sion that might have been inspired by his exchanges with architects and by the 
discussions about the practice of design as a constant to-and-fro between repre-
sentations and lived space.278

In this emphasis on the difference between the “mental” space of the planners 
and “lived space” reverberates the valorization of the space of dwelling, appro-
priated by the pavillonnaires. In The Production of Space the practice of appropri-
ation defi nes the space of representation as a space that “the imagination seeks 
to change and appropriate.”279 While mental space is systematic and coherent 
(“subordinated to a logic”), lived spaces of representation “need obey no rules of 
consistency or cohesiveness.”280 Rather than being a system of interrelated signs, 
spaces of representation receive meaning from symbolic objects, attendant imag-
inary, and mythic narratives, themselves “elementary forms of appropriation of 
nature.”281 “Embodying complex symbolisms,” spaces of representation relate the 
individual to the community by producing a bond grounded in experience and 
in history.282 In other words, these spaces relate lived time to the past: individual 
past (by the reference to childhood); collective history (exemplifi ed by the grave-
yard in the study about Mourenx); and imaginary origin: the primordial nature.

This theorizing of the spatial triad in The Production of Space broadens the 
investigation not only beyond the work of the ISU but also beyond the discourse 
of sociology: while the concept of perceived space gathers spatial practices at 
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various scales, from appropriation of the pavillon to state planning, Lefebvre’s 
theorizing of conceived space refl ects its operative representations, disciplinary, 
institutional, or ideological; and his understanding of lived space widens the 
account of the imaginary experience of the pavillon lived beyond its conditions of 
production, that is to say, as a “space of representation.” In formulating a concept 
of space that addresses society as a whole, the discourse of philosophy becomes 
indispensable.283 But sociology is not a ladder to be disposed of after reaching 
higher levels of abstraction; rather, it offers a criterion that will guide Lefebvre in 
his research on space—that of developing the general account of the production 
of space from within an understanding of specifi c, historical, and localized social 
practices. In The Production of Space Lefebvre warned readers, “The perceived–
conceived–lived triad (in spatial terms: spatial practice, representations of space, 
spaces of representation) loses all its force if it is treated as an abstract model.”284 
Evidently, abstraction is necessary, but it must be a “scientifi c abstraction” that 
“aims at something concrete”:285 a “concrete abstraction,” the main philosophical 
category by which Lefebvre’s multifaceted research of social space was gathered 
into a theory.
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In an interview in 1970 Lefebvre recalled a 1943 con-
versation in Aix-de-Provence with Léon Brunschvicg, his 
former professor of philosophy at the Sorbonne. Com-

menting on the news of the German offensive on the Eastern Front, Brunschvicg 
conceived the battle of Stalingrad as a series of singular events in which a Ger-
man soldier encounters a Soviet soldier and one kills the other one. This was 
consistent, argued Lefebvre, with Brunschvicg’s understanding of thinking as 
being about judgments, thus about singular things, rather than about universal 
concepts. Clearly, Brunschvicg’s view of the battle was not totally wrong, accord-
ing to Lefebvre, who continued laughing, but he completely missed the level of 
strategy and the masses that make history something other than a chain of indi-
vidual events.1

This conversation was not just about history but also about thinking in gen-
eral, and it revealed Lefebvre’s persistent conviction about the necessity of uni-
versal concepts for the understanding of social reality, including the concept of 
space, which he took as the privileged perspective for an account of the “modern 
world.”2 How is this universality of space to be understood? Since space is itself 
socially produced and has historical conditions of existence, its universality can 
be conceived neither as a Platonic idea nor as a Kantian transcendental form of 
sensibility. Rather, Lefebvre argues that space is one of the universal forms of 
social practice, as commodity and labor are in the analysis of Marx.3 Like com-
modity and labor, space has a paradoxical quality of being at the same time, and in 
many ways, both “abstract” and “concrete”: space appears to be a general means, 
medium, and milieu of all social practices, and yet it allows accounting for their 
specifi city within the society as a whole. This relationship between abstract and 
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concrete cannot be reduced to the familiar scheme of a concept and its exemplifi -
cation: the universality of space is not simply a result of a conceptual abstraction 
that, following the Latin etymology of abstrahere, draws away or removes what is 
inessential, accidental, and contingent.4 Rather, space—just like commodity and 
labor—is a “social,” “real,” “actual,” or “concrete” abstraction; that is to say, its uni-
versality is produced by processes of an abstraction attributed to a range of social 
practices and refl ected in the specifi c “abstract” experience of modern space.

Lefebvre’s argument that space is a universal form of social practice belongs 
to the most fruitful parts of his theory, at the same time revealing its most funda-
mental tensions, which refl ect those in the writings of Marx, his main guide in 
this argument. In particular, what comes to the fore in Lefebvre’s theory of con-
crete abstraction is the oscillation in Marx’s work between an attempt to deduce 
history from a single principle of social development and a retrospective analysis 
of historical conjunctions, overdetermined by a range of social practices. While 
the former perspective bears the mark of Hegel’s idealism, the latter defi nes a 
materialist approach: two currents that Louis Althusser and Étienne Balibar dis-
tinguished in the work of Marx. For Lefebvre, these two currents can be bridged, 
and the concept of concrete abstraction is the main theoretical leverage in this 
attempt. While neither fully successful nor fully conclusive, this research pro-
gram allowed him not only to develop a historical account of the space of capi-
talism but also to formulate the core concepts of his theory and his approach to 
spatial analysis.5

These philosophical references should not suggest that this chapter exchanges 
a conceptual speculation for the previously reconstructed understanding of 
the production of space and its triads from within Lefebvre’s rethinking of the 
research on dwelling. What I am aiming at here is less a philosophical genealogy 
of his work and more an interrogation of the position of empirical research within 
his general theory of space. In other—disciplinary—terms, I discuss Lefebvre’s 
attempt at a transdisciplinary theory of space, which is in excess over every spe-
cialized discipline but for which the theoretical, historical, and empirical studies 
developed within specifi c disciplinary fi elds and methodologies are indispens-
able.6 Such theory would not subscribe to a positivistic project of a synthesis of 
partial knowledges, but would aim at a production of the concept of space as an 
object of research by drawing from various disciplines and relating their results 
to one another and, through this, reconfi guring their specifi c object matters and 
methodologies but also restructuring the place they occupy in the social division 
of labor and in social confl icts.

Such are the postulates of a general, transdisciplinary, “unitary” theory of 
space, which Lefebvre argued accounts for “all possible spaces, whether abstract 
or ‘real,’ mental or social.”7 He wrote that such theory would “discover or con-
struct a theoretical unity between ‘fi elds’ which are apprehended separately,” 
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at the same time disclosing differences among them; these fi elds include “the 
physical—nature, the Cosmos; secondly, the mental, including logical and formal 
abstractions; and thirdly, the social.”8 In Lefebvre’s words, “This approach aims 
both to reconnect elements that have been separated and to replace confusion by 
clear distinctions; to rejoin the severed and reanalyze the commingled.”9 Since 
these “fi elds” are related to the realms of the perceived, conceived, and lived,10 
the aim of the unitary theory of space is to “discover or construct” a unity among 
the moments of space as neither indistinguishable nor disconnected.11

Transdisciplinary Theory of Space

This discussion is embedded in Lefebvre’s reading of the accounts on space in 
postwar philosophy, sciences, and architectural theory. He questioned the inabil-
ity of the French philosophy of the 1960s and early 1970s to produce something 
other than “either mere descriptions which never achieve analytical, much less 
theoretical, status, or else fragments and cross-sections of space”12—a theoretical 
weakness that contrasted with the intensity of the debates about space at that time 
and with new concepts of space formulated by phenomenology (Bachelard) and 
psychoanalysis (Lacan), spatial conceptions of ideology (Baudrillard, Debord), 
power (Foucault, Deleuze and Guattari), and text (Derrida, Kristeva, Barthes).13 
Lefebvre wrote that the relationships among these multiple “spaces” are not 
theorized: while structuralism assumes their identity, post-structuralist writers 
dramatize the splits between them.14

A similar dynamic can be discovered in scientifi c disciplines: while each of 
them “constitutes its own particular space, mental and abstract,” the attempts 
at constructing a unity of these spaces result either in unsuccessful “interdis-
ciplinary or multidisciplinary montages” or in syntheses based on illegitimate 
extrapolations of partial conclusions.15 This is because the concepts underlying 
these disciplines might be incongruent: Abraham Moles argued that geography 
(together with architecture and urbanism) departs from a Cartesian space under-
stood by means of the category of extension, while psychology (and, for instance, 
interior design) embraces a phenomenological perspective that “starts with my 
body, here and now, taken for the center.”16 Lefebvre, on his part, asserted

an indefi nite multitude of spaces, each one piled upon, or perhaps con-
tained within, the next: geographical, economic, demographic, socio-
logical, ecological, political, commercial, national, continental, global. 
Not to mention nature’s (physical) space, the space of (energy) fl ows, 
and so on.17
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The same inability to grasp space in its multiplicity characterizes, according to 
Lefebvre, the postwar architectural discourse, which he analyzed by reviewing 
the phenomenological work of Christian Norberg-Schulz and the contributions 
to the “organic history of architecture” by Bruno Zevi. For Norberg-Schulz the 
“primitive,” total experience of space and its concept elaborated by ancient phi-
losophers was split into several aspects covered by specifi c constructs, including 
the “pragmatic space” of physical action; the perceptual space; the “existen-
tial space,” which forms man’s stable image of his environment; the “cognitive 
space” of the physical world; the “abstract space” of pure logical relations; and 
the “expressive space,” including “architectural space” and described by means 
of an “aesthetic space.”18 Norberg-Schulz’s book Existence, Space and Architecture 
(1971) shares with Lefebvre the ambition to account for this multiplicity of spaces 
and to offer space “the central position it ought to have in architectural theory.”19 
And yet, Lefebvre argued, this book either evokes the moments of space as indis-
tinguishable or suggests rifts among the conceived, the perceived, and the directly 
lived space. “The true theoretical problem, however, is to relate these spheres to 
one another, and to uncover the mediations between them,” he adds.20

A reading of Bruno Zevi’s Architecture as Space (1948) leads to similar conclu-
sions. Zevi lists multiple “interpretations” of a building: political, philosophical, 
religious, scientifi c, economic, social, materialist, technical, physio-psychologi-
cal, and formalist. All of them are valid to the extent that they deal with archi-
tecture, that is to say, with space, because architecture consists in “the enclosed 
space in which man lives and moves.”21 In this account the “content” of architec-
ture is “the men who live in architectural space. . . . The content of architecture 
is its social content”; in Lefebvre’s words, “Zevi holds that a geometrical space 
is animated by the gestures and actions of those who inhabit it.”22 For Zevi, this 
interpretation of space is the point of departure for an integrated, comprehen-
sive vision of architecture and its “organic unity” with men.23 However, Lefebvre 
notices that in Zevi’s book space is understood as primarily visual, in spite of its 
emphasis on bodily lived experience. Consequently, rather than recognizing that 
politics, economy, society, and culture are inherently spatial, Zevi tends to reduce 
them to factors that, to a greater or lesser extent, condition architectural space.

Not confi ned to theoretical discussions, the question about the unity and multi-
plicity of space arrived at the center of French debates in architecture and urban-
ism at the end of the 1960s and the beginning of the 1970s. What at fi rst glance 
appeared to be very far from practical concerns eventually boiled down to a ques-
tion about the possibility of an interdisciplinary cooperation among architects, 
urbanists, geographers, and sociologists in education, research, and design work. 
The concept of space—urban space, social space, or space tout court—developed 
since the 1950s by Chombart, Ledrut, and Lefebvre, was invested with the capacity 
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to become a meeting point among these disciplines. This, however, required a 
redefi nition of this concept to account for the multiple aspects of “space”—or the 
multiple “spaces”—these disciplines are concerned with.

This task was the focus of all the interdisciplinary seminars Lefebvre and his 
collaborators organized and participated in during his professorships in Stras-
bourg and Nanterre. These included the Royaumont colloquium (1968), at which 
Lefebvre chaired the session “Interdisciplinary Research and Urban Sociology,” 
organized with the aim of overcoming incongruities among languages, concepts, 
and expectations, for which overspecialized education was blamed.24 This ambi-
tion was also the core interest of the seminars in Port-Grimaud (1968), Oliva 
(1968), and Cogolin (1970) and, in particular, in the research project “Les besoins 
fonctionnels de l’homme” (1968–70). The minutes of this project reveal the 
recurrent question: How is it possible to relate the multiplicity of the aspects of 
space examined within the various disciplines, perspectives, and methodologies: 
“architectural space,” “gestural space,” the “space of inhabitants,” “lived space”?25 
This discussion revealed a new sensitivity to social, cultural, and political differ-
ences in the city, which challenge the belief that a given functional program can 
result in one optimal spatial organization.26 But what relates the spaces differen-
tiated by gender, age, class, memory, and desire to one another? This is the politi-
cal stake of Lefebvre’s unitary theory of space, which is today more relevant than 
ever before: to think of space as a whole means to keep it open to everybody.

The Concrete Universality of Production of Space

The postulate of theorizing space within “the present mode of production,” 
whether capitalist or socialist, by means of Marx’s concept of concrete abstrac-
tion is expressed already at the beginning of The Production of Space. After assert-
ing that “(social) space is a (social) product,” Lefebvre claims that the mode of 
existence of space is that of money and commodities, which are, together with 
labor, theorized by Marx as concrete abstractions:

Space has taken on, within the present mode of production, within soci-
ety as it actually is, a sort of reality of its own, a reality clearly distinct 
from, yet much like, those assumed in the same global process by com-
modities, money and capital. . . .

Is this space an abstract one? Yes, but it is also “real” in the sense in 
which concrete abstractions such as commodities and money are real. 
Is it then concrete? Yes, though not in the sense that an object or prod-
uct is concrete.27
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The Concrete Universal and Its Three Moments

Before discussing Marx we must go back to the philosophy of Hegel and his under-
standing of the distinction between the abstract and the concrete as well as the 
concomitant concept of a concrete universal. This distinction was announced in 
Hegel’s article “Wer denkt abstrakt?” (Who Thinks Abstractly? written in 1807). 
Hegel argued that “common people” think abstractly, for example, a saleswoman 
who considers the convicted criminal only a murderer, that is, according to one 
isolated feature:

This is abstract thinking: to see nothing in the murderer except the 
abstract fact that he is a murderer and to annul all other human essence 
in him with this simple quality.28

This is the basis for the critique of abstraction as conceptual domination, to be 
found in many philosophers since Hegel: abstract domination is a practical effect 
of conceptual one-sidedness.29 By contrast, the “knower of man” thinks con-
cretely, by considering the crime a result of the conditions of the life of the crimi-
nal, that is, his poor education, family relationships, or the possible injustice he 
suffered.

This distinction between the concrete as embedded in a variety of relations 
and the abstract as the impoverished, one-sided, and isolated can be applied to 
describe the features of things, phenomena, thoughts, and experiences. A con-
crete thing is related to other things in multiple ways, while a concrete thought 
consists of several defi nitions and descriptions that link it to other propositions 
and theories: each of these defi nitions refl ects only a part or an aspect of the con-
crete reality, and thus each of them is abstract if taken by itself, separately from 
other defi nitions.30 Hegel’s understanding of the abstract and the concrete sug-
gests that thinking about reality is always an ascent of the abstract to the concrete, 
that is to say, a synthesis of partial defi nitions into a comprehensive theory.

In Hegel’s philosophical writings the distinction between the concrete and the 
abstract was applied to distinguish between 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 con-
sidered as embedded in the world of related and interacting things.31

In Hegel, a “notion” (Vorstellung) expresses abstract universals, while the 
“concept” (Begriff ) expresses concrete universals. This difference was under-
scored by Hegel in his lectures on aesthetics:

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 
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it is already the unity of specifi c differences and therefore a concrete 
totality.32

Michael Inwood explained the difference between these two types of universals 
by contrasting “redness” and “life.” Redness is a feature shared by all things red; 
this feature does not signifi cantly infl uence the relationships of one red thing 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 inter-
nal 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.”33 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 advancement of this concept.

In The Production of Space Lefebvre follows Hegel and explains the concrete 
universal as constituted by the three “moments” of universality (or generality), 
particularity, and singularity.34 They are called “moments” by Hegel in order to 
underscore that universality, particularity, and singularity cannot be sharply 
distinguished and to stress their tight logical, ontological, and epistemological 
bond35—a principle of reciprocal entailment and inseparability that is refl ected in 
Lefebvre’s theorizing of moments of space.

According to Hegel, the universal moment is the general principle of the devel-
opment of things of a certain type. The particular moment is determined by the 
universal moment, but at the same time it is a differentiation from the univer-
sal moment and thus, in Hegel’s words, its negation. The singular moment is an 
individual thing that is concrete; that is to say, it exists in a determinate embed-
dedness in the world. The singular is thus the fi nal step of differentiation of the 
universal moment and, simultaneously, its realization. That is why Hegel writes 
that the “concrete” is the universal in all of its determinations and thus contains 
its other in itself.36

In The Production of Space Lefebvre experiments with the idea of an appli-
cation of the moments of universality (generality), particularity, and singularity 
to space. He distinguishes the “level of singularities” as that on which space is 
experienced sensually by the body and attributed with rudimentary meanings, 
such as masculine or feminine. The “level of generalities” is related to the con-
trol and distribution of bodies in space as exercised 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 defi ned as 
permitted or forbidden.”37 In another attempt, Lefebvre divides space into “logi-
cal and mathematical generalities” (thus, representations of space elaborated by 
these disciplines), particular “descriptions,” and singular places “in their merely 
physical and sensory reality.”38
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Even if these hypotheses are just sketched in The Production of Space, the 
thinking behind them reveals Lefebvre’s attempt to theorize space as a dynamic 
relationship among its bodily experience, symbolic meaning, social organiza-
tions, and scientifi c representations. Thus, the reference to the Hegelian concept 
of the concrete universal is less an attempt to identify the moments of space with 
the moments of a concrete universal than an attempt to theorize the production 
of space as a dynamic exchange among its three moments.

This Hegelian source of the concept of production, and specifi cally of the pro-
duction of space, was stressed by Lefebvre, who wrote, “By and large, the con-
cept of production is still that same ‘concrete universal’ which Marx described on 
the basis of Hegel’s thinking, although it has since been somewhat obscured and 
watered down.”39 Elsewhere, he adds:

Does what Hegel called the concrete universal still have any meaning? 
One shall show this. What can be said without further ado is that the 
concepts of production and of the act of producing reveal a concrete 
universality.40

Production as a Concrete Universal

The concept of production applied in The Production of Space refers both to the 
narrow (economic) meaning and to its wide meaning, originating in the writ-
ings of Hegel and Marx. Production in the narrow sense refers to the fabrication 
of commodities by labor executed by repetitive gestures. A product understood 
in this sense, as associated with industrialization, is opposed to a “work” (oeu-
vre): “A work has something irreplaceable and unique about it, a product can be 
reproduced exactly.”41 In the wide sense, production refers to the concept of social 
practice defi ned as the material and “spiritual production” simultaneously, the 
production of means, objectives, instruments, goods, and needs.42 In this perspec-
tive production is a creative activity, and its understanding comes back to the 
tradition of German idealism.43 When Lefebvre writes that “(social) space is a 
(social) product,” he refers to the wide concept of production; when he claims 
that “social space per se is at once work and product,” he refers to its narrow 
sense.44

Beyond production there is nothing human, adds Lefebvre in La pensée marxis-
te et la ville (1972),45 where production is employed in order to characterize the 
city and urban space:

The city covers the double sense of the term “produce.” A work [oeuvre] 
itself, it is the place of production of various works, including that which 
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decides about the sense of production: needs and bliss [ jouissances]. It 
is also the place where goods are produced and exchanged and where 
they are consumed. It gathers these realities, these modalities of “pro-
duction,” some of them immediate, others mediated (indirect).46

Following Hegel, Lefebvre understands production as a concrete universal, 
unfolding from the universal moment, through the particular, to the singular 
moment: “The (absolute) Idea produces the world; next, nature produces the 
human being; and the human being in turn, by dint of struggle and labour, pro-
duces at once history, knowledge and self-consciousness.”47 In this perspective 
the process of production is characterized by a rationality that transcends the 
rationality of particular agents involved with it.

Theorizing this immanent rationality of production while purging it of any ref-
erence to a preexisting causality or teleological guidance was seen by Lefebvre as 
a major achievement of Marx, which allowed him to understand the rationality 
of production by means of its internal conditions.48 But in this reinterpretation 
the concept of production changes fundamentally and leaves behind not only 
Hegel’s idealist concept of production as “a vehicle of reason’s actualization of 
itself in the world” but also Marx’s own early understanding of social practice.49 
Rather, production understood in a materialist way is conceived as a multiplicity 
of social activities that transform both nature and human “nature,” that is to say, 
that produce means of existence and subjectivities. In that sense, this concept 
“transcends the philosophical opposition between the ‘object’ and ‘subject’”50 
and defi nes humanity as transindividual, that is to say, as produced by multiple 
interactions among individuals who cannot be conceived in isolation from these 
interactions.51 

The rationality immanent to production unfolds in a sequence of actions that 
order bodies, materials, techniques, skills, and social systems of organization. This 
is also how Lefebvre proposed investigating the relationship among the moments 
of space: as components of “the unity of a productive process.”52 This suggests an 
answer to the question about the conditions of the possibility of the transdisci-
plinary research on space: what links spaces investigated by various disciplines, 
together with the imaginary spaces and those experienced in the everyday life, 
is that they are socially produced “in accordance with certain schemas devel-
oped by some particular groups within the general framework of a society” and 
within its specifi c mode of production.53 In other words, the moments of space 
are related by means of the process of their social production and characterized 
by a unity and contradictions of this process within a given society. This unity 
allows the theorization of space as simultaneously a product of social practices 
and their facilitator: space is “both produced and productive.”54 Lefebvre writes 
that being “an outcome of past actions, social space is what permits fresh actions 
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to occur, while suggesting others and prohibiting yet others.”55 In this sense, space 
is simultaneously an instrument and a goal, a means and an end, a process and a 
product: “Production process and product present themselves as two inseparable 
aspects, not as two separable ideas.”56 Rejoining material production (the pro-
duction of goods), production informed by knowledge, and the “production” of 
meaning, space “is at once result and cause, product and producer.”57

From Concrete Practices of Dwelling to Abstract Space

The Hegelian distinction between the concrete (the embedded in the world) 
and the abstract (the isolated and one-sided) announces Lefebvre’s concept of 
abstract space—the space of postwar capitalism—as characterized by an isola-
tion of functions, practices, and ideas. According to L’habitat pavillonnaire, such 
an analytical approach, applied to distinguish and to discern needs, to divide 
them into isolated and homogeneous (“abstract”) functions, and to assign them 
to available space, is the basis for the functionalist rationality of the collective 
housing estates: the intellectual requirement of clarity is thus extrapolated into 
the aesthetic postulate of transparency. This results in a division of space and 
time into specialized (“unifunctional”) units that are supposed to answer delin-
eated needs.58 The matrix of the Furttal project is paradigmatic of such thinking, 
and in several texts Lefebvre writes that the grands ensembles are an outcome of 
analytical thinking, connected to the division of labor and the application of the 
analytical method.59

Lefebvre wrote that spaces considered in isolation are “mere abstractions,” 
whereas they “attain ‘real’ existence by virtue of networks and pathways, by virtue 
of bunches or clusters of relationships.”60 As early as the Mourenx study he noticed 
that this abstract rationality expressed in functionalist urbanism lags behind the 
general development of technology, and it was precisely in the late 1950s and the 
1960s that the distinction between abstract and concrete was employed in order to 
account for the recent changes in technology, society, and culture. This included 
Gilbert Simondon’s Du mode d’existence des objets techniques (On the Mode of Exis-
tence of Technical Objects, 1958), built on the opposition between the “abstract” 
machines of the nineteenth century and “concrete” machines, where “the speci-
fi city of component parts gave way to their relational convergence, a synthesis of 
distinct functions in polyvalent objects and ensembles;” and in the Hegelian Le 
nouvel age, by Henri van Lier (The New Era, 1962), the “concrete machines” were 
understood as abandoning technical and functional individuality for a functional 
positioning within the network of an ensemble of machines.61

The “abstract rationality” of the actors of the postwar production of space 
(the state authority, the developer, the planner) is contrasted by Lefebvre with 
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the “concrete rationality” of the practices of dwelling, embedded in and interre-
lated with the multiple levels of social reality. In the preface to Boudon’s study on 
Pessac, Lefebvre defi ned this concrete rationality of the appropriation of space 
by its users to be “much more impressive and more complex than the abstract 
rationality.”62 Similarly, in the study “L’architecture sauvage,” presented during 
the CRAUC seminar, Jean-Charles Depaule, Lefebvre’s doctoral student at Nan-
terre, opposed the “abstract logics” of an architect, mobilizing institutionalized 
representations of space, and the “concrete logics” of the practices of appropri-
ating space by the inhabitants who express themselves in space. According to 
Depaule the “concrete logics” reveals the true “logics of space”: its determina-
tion, hierarchization, orientation, and meaning.63 Elaborating on this opposition 
in L’habitat pavillonnaire, Haumont and his colleagues contrasted the collective 
estates and the pavillon as expressions of “two rationalities” that “appear to each 
other as irrational.”64 What the urbanists claim to be a clear division of functions 
in collective housing appears to the pavillonnaires as obscure in comparison with 
the world of the detached house, which gains coherence from the meanings 
assigned to it in the daily practices of dwelling.

In a similar way, Lefebvre’s preface to Boudon’s Pessac de Le Corbusier follows 
Hegel’s descriptions of the concrete universal unfolding from the universal to 
the singular by means of a sequence of differentiations. This is also how Lefebvre 
described the production of space in Pessac as a process in which the abstract 
theory (“ideology”) of modernist architecture became transformed into the proj-
ect of the neighborhood on account of the conditions of the site and requirements 
of the client and then, after construction, appropriated by the inhabitants, who 
“produced differences in an undifferentiated space” by adapting it to their way of 
life.65 In this process the rationality of the production of space cannot be identi-
fi ed with the rationality of any particular agent—the architect, the inhabitant, or 
the theorist—because, as Lefebvre adds in The Production of Space, even the most 
technologically developed system “cannot produce a space with a perfectly clear 
understanding of cause and effect, motive and implication.”66 Thus, when he 
envisages the emergence of an alternative—“differential”—space, it is described 
in Hegelian terms: “The road of the ‘concrete’ leads via active theoretical and 
practical negation, via counter-projects or counter-plans.”67

Space as a Practical Abstraction

The tension between the materialist and the idealist understanding of produc-
tion reappears in two perspectives on the concept of concrete abstraction that are 
developed in Lefebvre’s theorizing of space: on the one hand, a retrospective analy-
sis of specifi c practices of the production of space (a history of the emergence of 
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capitalist space or a “history” of the appropriation of a house in Pessac); and, on 
the other hand, an attempt at capturing the dynamics of the production of space 
in one universal scheme. The relationship between these two perspectives is far 
from being settled down in Lefebvre’s work, amplifying the tensions from Marx’s 
Grundrisse (written in 1857–58) and Capital (fi rst volume published in 1867).

Abstract Labor and Abstract Space

It was Marx’s theorizing of labor in Grundrisse that directly infl uenced Lefeb-
vre’s understanding of concrete abstraction as an abstraction that “concretizes 
and realizes itself socially, in the social practice.”68 In this perspective, a concrete 
abstraction is a “social abstraction” that implies “a mode of existence distinct 
from a mental one, even if there is a connection between them; it has a real exis-
tence, that is to say, practical and not conventional, in the social relationships 
linked to practices.”69

These statements closely follow the discussions of labor in Grundrisse as an 
“abstraction that became true” in the practice of capitalism. The discovery of the 
abstract character of labor—as a wealth-creating activity regardless of its further 
specifi cations—was attributed by Marx to Adam Smith:

It was an immense step forward for Adam Smith to throw out every 
limiting specifi cation of wealth-creating activity—not only manufactur-
ing, or commercial or agricultural labour, but one as well as the others, 
labour in general.70

Marx claimed that labor could have been conceptualized only when the gen-
eral features conveyed by this concept became decisive in social practices, most 
important, in economy. Thus, Smith’s discovery was in fact a recognition of the 
social and economic reality of his time: it was in eighteenth-century England 
where industry for the fi rst time required labor to be reduced to its elementary 
features and stripped of the personality of the worker. It was this type of labor—
malleable, quantifi able, divisible, and measurable by time—that was compatible 
with the newly introduced machines and thus most effi cient in the economic 
conditions of early industralization. Marx wrote that under such conditions “the 
abstraction of the category ‘labor,’ ‘labor as such,’ labor pure and simple becomes 
true in practice” (praktisch wahr).71

Marx saw labor as consisting of two aspects: the specifi c labor of a particular 
worker (in Capital it is called “concrete labor”) and unspecifi c “abstract labor.”72 
Thus, he wrote, “the concrete is concrete because it is the concentration of many 
determinations, hence unity of the diverse,” whereas the abstract is “one-sided.”73 
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In other words, the expenditure of labor power—the human capacity to work—
in a particular form and with a defi nitive aim is called concrete labor, while the 
expenditure of labor power in a physiological sense is abstract labor. This abstrac-
tion is “made every day in the social process of production,” as Marx wrote 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 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.74

This distinction reverberates in Lefebvre’s differentiation between abstract and 
concrete space. Abstract space is the measurable space “occupied by separate 
objects”; it is the isomorphic space without any privileged orientation or direc-
tion (such as front or back, high or low); any linkage among objects in this space 
is neither impossible nor necessary. This is the space of the postwar urbanism 
that Lefebvre interpreted as a system relating isolated functions according to the 
differences among them, which contrasts with the concrete, “practical” space of 
everyday activities.75

When Marx wrote that labor is an abstraction that becomes “true in practice,” 
he did not mean that something that is abstract becomes, suddenly, concrete; 
rather, labor is always already both concrete (as in the work of individuals) and 
abstract (as in a wealth-creating activity). What changed in the conditions of 
early industrialization—and what made the discovery of Adam Smith possible—
was that the abstract character of labor gained the upper hand over the concrete 
one and became manifested in a range of social practices.

Similarly, one hundred years after Marx, when Lefebvre claimed that abstract 
space is becoming “true in practice,” he did not argue that concrete space van-
ishes but rather registered a preponderance of abstract space in economic, social, 
and everyday life practices, analyzed already in the Mourenx study. In that sense, 
abstract and concrete spaces are facets of one phenomenon rather than mutually 
exclusive, as was the case with the contradiction between the abstract rationality 
of urbanism and the concrete rationality of the practices of dwelling. While Marx 
claimed that theoretical thought was able to formulate the concept of labor only 
after that concept had been realized in social practice, Lefebvre wrote that abstract 
space and its production could be theorized only after becoming relevant in social 
practices. In other words, although people have always worked, and things and 
practices have always been spatial, the emergence of the concepts of labor as well 
as those of space and its production was historical fact, overdetermined by spe-
cifi c intellectual, technological, political, social, and cultural conjunctures.
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Modern Architecture and Modern Capitalism

Paralleling Marx’s hypothesis that the moment of emergence of the concept of 
labor is a symptom of its accomplished instrumentalization in social practice, 
Lefebvre asks about the “moment of emergence of an awareness of space and its 
production.”76

In Lefebvre’s 1956 book about the painter Édouard Pignon (1905–93), this 
question was linked to the development of French painting from Cézanne to 
Picasso, a line in which Lefebvre situates the work of Pignon. Much of this book 
was devoted to the descriptions of the pictorial space as constructed in the active 
perception of the spectator. For example, the spectator of Cézanne’s series of 
Mont Sainte-Victoire is described as a producer of a pictorial space who brings 
together the contradictory movements of forms on the canvas; this space com-
bines continuity and discontinuity, local correspondences and ruptures77—the 
very characteristics that, in the late 1960s, Lefebvre will assign to the space of 
capitalism. In this account, pictorial space has the features that he will later attrib-
ute to social space in general: it is actively produced by relating what is “seen,” 
“known,” and “conceived,” as Lefebvre wrote about the preceptions of Picasso’s 
analytical cubist canvases;78 and it is historical, refl ecting the historicity of sense-
perception, which stems from “the practical and social history of the eye and the 
gaze.”79 But if these paintings show what is invisible in vision—that is to say, the 
historical conditions of visibility—then their pictorial space allows for a “close, 
concrete perception of real objects.”80 In other words, they lend themselves as 
instruments of cognition of social space: the theoretical step to accomplish is to 
discover this space as itself produced.

Writing in the 1970s, Lefebvre argued that this step was made by the artists 
and architects of the Bauhaus, the Soviet constructivists and suprematists, and 
such individuals as Le Corbusier, Wright, Kandinsky, and Klee. Lefebvre claimed 
the work of the artistic and architectural avant-gardes of the early twentieth cen-
tury demonstrated that objects in space cannot be produced in an isolated man-
ner following the judgment of taste; rather, all objects at all scales (from furniture 
to a monument and, one may add, the city) should be grasped as related to one 
another by the same perceived, conceived, and produced space.81

That this understanding of space as a medium of relationships among objects 
leads to the “crisis” of the traditional concept of an architectural object was 
argued by Manfredo Tafuri. In his Theories and History of Architecture (1968), 
Tafuri supported this thesis with a range of examples: from Sant’ Elia’s diagno-
sis of the changing and contingent urban space as cause and consequence of the 
death of the architectural object, through Mondrian’s account about the dissolu-
tion of architecture in the modern city, to the neoplasticist concept of utilitarian 
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objects merging and neutralizing one another.82 Tafuri’s privileged example was 
Ludwig Hilberseimer, who postulated relating all processes and locations within 
the urban reality in one project. “The architecture of the metropolis is essentially 
dependent on two factors: the single cell of space and the organism of the city as a 
whole,” wrote Hilberseimer, and this space as a constitutive element of an urban 
block becomes the main design factor for the whole city, at the same time being 
itself conditioned by the general plan.83

Clearly, the concept of space as a continuous medium of relationships, which 
can be linked to Le Corbusier’s plan libre, Gropius’s fl iessendes Raumkontinuum, 
and El Lissitzky’s isotropic space, by no means exhausts the multiplicity of con-
ceptualizations of space tested by the architectural avant-gardes of the early 
twentieth century. In their discussions, at least two other distinctively differ-
ent concepts of space were developed: the understanding of space as enclosure, 
infl uenced by Gottfried Semper, rethought by Hendrik Petrus Berlage and Peter 
Behrens, and incorporated into Adolf Loos’s Raumplan; and the concept of space 
as an extension of the body, introduced in August Schmarsow’s lectures on the 
history of architecture.84 Moreover, it is virtually impossible to address the intro-
duction of the concept of space into architectural discourse without taking into 
account the German discussions beginning in the 1880s in aesthetics, art history, 
and the psychology of perception, in the course of which a consensus about space 
as the “essence of architecture” was reached and later became commonplace in 
architectural culture between the world wars in Germany and beyond.85 Lacking 
historiographic accounts of these debates, Lefebvre’s rather speculative narra-
tion focused on the dependencies between architectural practices and the over-
arching social processes at the beginning of the twentieth century, including new 
technical inventions, new modes of perception, and new social and economic 
conditions: “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.” He continued that around 1920, in advanced countries, theoretical 
thought, industrial practice, and architectural and urbanistic research discovered 
a link “which had already been dealt with on the practical plane but which had 
not yet been rationally articulated: that between industrialization and urbaniza-
tion, between workplaces and dwelling-places.”86

Lefebvre realized that the defi nition of architecture by means of space, when 
combined with the understanding of space as overdetermined by a range of social 
actors, among which architects tend to have the least infl uence, reduces archi-
tecture to a facilitator of processes whose objectives and conditions are defi ned 
outside it, rather than staking out a fi eld of architecture’s specifi c disciplinary 
competence. This argument was developed by him in an account of the instru-
mentality of modern architecture in the capitalist reorganization of Europe:
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If there is such a thing as the history of space, . . . then there is such 
a thing as a space characteristic of capitalism. . . . It is certainly argu-
able 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.87

Or, as Tafuri wrote in his account on Hilberseimer, “Once the true unity of the 
production cycle has been identifi ed in the city, the only task the architect can 
have is to organize that cycle.”88

While during the CRAUC seminar in 1969 Lefebvre had opposed Bernard 
Huet’s critique of the Bauhaus as “reactionary” (“every position can be hijacked 
to a certain extent”),89 in the following years, he developed the argument about 
the instrumentalization of the modern movement in the capitalist reorganiza-
tion of economy and society. He argued that new planning procedures and new 
systems of representing space introduced by the architectural avant-gardes were 
essential for the development of capitalism. This was not different in state social-
ism, which shared with postwar capitalism the logics of bureaucracy and produc-
tivity. In his words, “The Bauhaus, just like Le Corbusier, expressed (formulated 
and met) the architectural requirements of state capitalism; these differed little, 
in point of fact, from requirements of state socialism as identifi ed during the same 
period by the Russian constructivists.”90

Lefebvre and Tafuri contended that the unity of abstract space—recognized, 
postulated, and instrumentalized by the modern movement—in fact accompanies 
and facilitates the unity of the processes of production, distribution, and con-
sumption in developed capitalism. While Adam Smith demonstrated that differ-
ent professions are facets of labor in general, architects, artists, and theorists of 
the modern movement showed that different places are interrelated in the pro-
cesses of production, consumption, and distribution, located in one space. Thus, 
abstract labor, defi ned by Marx as “an abstraction which became true in prac-
tice,” and abstract space, described by Lefebvre as an “abstraction in action” or 
“active abstraction”—are intrinsically related as conditions of developed capital-
ism.91 Abstract space corresponds “to abstract labour . . . and hence general form 
of commodity,” wrote Lefebvre in The Production of Space.92

While, as I will show in the next chapter, Lefebvre rejected Tafuri’s extrapo-
lation of this experience of the modern movement into a general condition of 
architecture as necessarily unable to think itself beyond the conditions of its 
production, he was convinced until the end of his life about the essential link 
between modern architecture and the project of capitalist modernization. For 
example, writing in 1984, he argued that the Athens Charter provided an ideol-
ogy, a code, and a model for innovative capitalism, scooping out new forces from 
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crises and wars.93 This argument led to disagreements with his friends, such as 
Anatole Kopp and Claude Schnaidt, both defenders of the social program of the 
modern movement—Kopp, in 1980, condemning those “who make the young 
believe . . . that modern architecture and urbanism are creations of capitalism 
and that they have as their function the production of an environment favorable 
to repression, alienation, and the exploitation of workers”; and Schnaidt oppos-
ing the critique of the architectural avant-garde as technocratic and regretting 
that he had been one of the fi rst to encourage Lefebvre to come to grips with the 
urban question.94

Space as Lived Abstraction

A juxtaposition of Lefebvre’s theory of space and Marx’s analysis of labor allows a 
second perspective on the genealogy of the triads of space, complementing their 
previously reconstructed formulation with the ISU studies on dwelling. Describ-
ing space as the “example and evidence” of the concept of concrete abstraction 
in De l’État (1977), Lefebvre argued that “physical, observed, and lived” space 
becomes worked on by means of representations of space, and thus space is pro-
duced not only by material and economic practices but also on the level of con-
ceptual, aesthetic, symbolic, and phantasmic appropriation.95

Lefebvre’s distinctions among the three moments of space rather closely follow 
Marx’s comments from the Grundrisse about the importance of lived experience 
to the emergence of abstract labor. Marx argued that the economic, social, politi-
cal, and technological developments that make abstract labor “true in practice” 
involve a shift on an emotional and personal level, and he described the worker’s 
feeling of “indifference” to a specifi c type of work, which cannot provide him 
with personal identity anymore and “has ceased to be organically linked with 
particular individuals in any specifi c form.”96 In other words, abstract labor fi nds 
its counterpart in the “economic” subjects: sellers and buyers, if only of their own 
labor power.97

An even more direct inspiration for Lefebvre’s work on space came from 
Friedrich Engels’s The Condition of the Working Class in England (1845). Describ-
ing Manchester, Engels analyzed its morphology as structurally determined by 
socioeconomic causes and aims: the old center is dissolved, and the city is divided 
into dilapidated workers’ districts, factories, and villa neighborhoods. Lefebvre 
read Engels’s account of Manchester as a double movement of disclosure and 
concealment: while the misery of the workers’ districts was shrouded from the 
view of the upper class, the spatial segregation manifested in the social relations 
of the city—above all the contradiction between the proletariat and the bourgeoi-
sie. Examining the city as a social phenomenon—a manifestation of the hidden 
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structures of the society—Engels understood it as a revolutionary place, allow-
ing the workers to refl ect on their situation.98 Not unlike Marx in describing the 
emergence of abstract labor in economic practices, theoretical refl ection, and the 
lived experience of the worker, Engels read the city at the same time as a mate-
rial artifact, a manifestation of the deep structure of the society, and a vehicle of 
revolutionary experience.99

The writings of Marx and Engels, but also the arguments of the Annales 
School that social change involves economy and ideology as much as everyday 
experience, resonate in Lefebvre’s examination of the new experience of space 
perceived, conceived, and lived. Examples of this experience include the reduc-
tive perception of space by a driver on a highway and the impoverished use of 
space in functionalist housing estates.100 What the architects and the artists of the 
architectural avant-garde discovered as one continuous space expressed the col-
lective spatial experience facilitated by technology. The media of this experience 
multiplied beginning in the second half of the nineteenth century: high-speed 
means of transportation, which produced modes of perception that inspired 
futurist paintings; new technologies of representation, such as aerial photogra-
phy, which allowed the wide public to perceive the metropolis in its wholly new 
scale; the generational experience of the trenches of the First World War—“the 
cubist war”—which revealed a new type of landscape transformed by human 
action; and the unprecedented level of stimulation in the metropolis, depicted in 
Fernand Léger’s The City (1919)101 and described by Georg Simmel as the source 
of a new type of blasé subjectivity ruled by the logics of monetary economy: cal-
culation, reason, and interest.

This new experience of space was paralleled not only by an abstraction of archi-
tectural representations—such as isometry, preferred by the avant-garde over 
perspective—but also by the abstraction of architectural and urbanistic discourse 
in response to the enlargement of the scale of the urbanization processes. This 
is particularly evident in the French debates in which Lefebvre was immersed. 
With the discussions about the redevelopment of the fortifi cations of Paris in the 
fi rst decades of the twentieth century,102 the introduction of a new scale of think-
ing in the housing question within the expanding metropolis, and the institution-
alization of urbanism in France as an autonomous discipline, such generic terms 
as free spaces (espaces libres) became a way to describe vast areas left between 
the buildings in the peripheries of the city. While the defi nition of these spaces in 
terms of hygienic concerns stemmed from the nineteenth-century debates about 
the courtyard and the street, their other roles debated before 1900, such as in 
security, socialization, and aesthetics, became increasingly erased from the dis-
cussions of the fi rst decades of the next century.103 This increasing irrelevance 
reverberates in Lefebvre’s general argument that the doctrine of the division 
of functions disentangled the complex assemblages of uses established, in the 
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course of historical development, at every level of urban reality, from the apart-
ment to the city as a whole.104 But this increasing abstraction of the architectural 
vocabulary was not restricted to the discourse of the “progressive” architects; 
for example, it was refl ected in new techniques of the calculation of green spaces 
(espaces verts) introduced in the 1920s in the French garden cities, independently 
of the formal directions of specifi c designs.105 In other words, the abstraction of 
space was not a question of individual invention or design ideology but a result 
of an overarching social process. This makes clear that the experience of abstract 
space is not a manifestation of an alienated, inauthentic modern individual 
unable to reach the “real life,” which is “elsewhere.” Rather, with the concept of 
abstract space, the division between “reality” and “illusion” is left behind, and 
what is addressed is the real-and-illusory experience of space, which was ana-
lyzed already in the study on the pavillon: an “intimate” and “objective” mixture 
of the phenomenal and the essential,106 a sensuous–suprasensuous reality that 
characterizes the ghostly existence of commodities.

Space as a Commodity

What characterizes abstract space in Lefebvre’s view is not only that it facili-
tates capitalist production, distribution, and consumption but also that it is itself 
transformed into a commodity: produced, distributed, and consumed. In analogy 
to Marx, who argued that the abstract character of labor stems from its com-
modifi cation, Lefebvre investigates the conditions and consequences of turning 
space into a commodity.

Just like every commodity, space refl ects the duality of the abstract and the 
concrete aspects of labor by which it is produced. In Capital, Marx theorizes this 
dual character of a commodity as a concrete abstraction described as a “sensu-
ous–suprasensuous thing” (sinnlich–übersinnliches Ding).107 Concrete (“useful”) 
labor produces use value, while the amount of abstract labor socially necessary 
for the production of use value determines the exchange value of the product. 
Lefebvre commented that use value is related to the need, the expectation, the 
wish, while exchange value stems from the relationship of a commodity to other 
commodities, indeed to all things in the world of commodities. In Marx’s words, 
“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.”108

In The Production of Space, Lefebvre sketches a narrative of the emergence 
of the commodity economy as conditioned by an (often violent) introduction of 
standard measurements of length, weight, distance, and durability, as well as by 
the technical, legal, political, and social consequences of these introductions. 
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These systems of representation dominate not only specialized practices but 
also the practices of everyday life: in the conditions of modern capitalism, the 
commodifi cation of labor–time structures not only the spatiotemporal condi-
tions of work but also the whole daily routine, with its lunch breaks, commuting 
time, rush hours, and so on. Accordingly, in order to become a commodity, space 
must be subjected to systems of representation and procedures that allow it to 
be quantifi ed: divided, measured, and compared.109 In the words of the Marxist 
philosopher Alfred Sohn-Rethel:

The exchange abstraction excludes everything that makes up history, 
human and even natural history. . . . Time and space thereby assume 
that character of absolute historical timelessness and universality 
which must mark the exchange abstraction as a whole and each of its 
features.110 

As in Marx’s example of abstract labor measured by time, the historical process 
of the commodifi cation of space required the implementation of a system of rep-
resentation that 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 a “place” traditionally characterized by blurred borders and 
qualitatively defi ned by identity, natural peculiarities, topography, authority, reli-
gion, tradition, and history. An early symptom of this transition “from nature to 
abstraction” is the evolution of systems of measurement, which proceeded from 
measuring space with parts of the body to universal, quantitative, and homoge-
neous standards.111 Lefebvre relates these requirements to Cartesian analytical 
geometry.112 He does not argue that the concept of a homogeneous space was 
developed within capitalism, let alone that it was a “superstructural” refl ection 
of the capitalist mode of production: the concept of an isotropic, boundless, sin-
gular, and irreplaceable space stems from late antiquity and thus predates the 
ascension of capitalism.113 Rather, Lefebvre argues that the Cartesian system of 
representation became “practically true” in capitalism: it became instrumental-
ized in the social practices of capitalist societies.

Lefebvre noticed that the space of capitalism is characterized not only by a ten-
dency toward homogenization but also by a parallel tendency to fragment. This 
paradoxical simultaneity of two contradictory tendencies is in his view the most 
important characteristic of abstract space. Alluding to the empirical studies by 
the ISU and his study of Mourenx, in The Production of Space Lefebvre describes 
the everyday experience of postwar space as “homogenous yet at the same time 
broken up into fragments.”114 Abstract space is split into multiple spaces: hous-
ing, labor, leisure, sport, tourism, and others;115 it is pulverized and sold off in 
parcels, fragmented into functions that represent “needs” as simple, purifi ed, and 
fractured by boundaries. Yet at the same time this is a globally controlled space, 
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generically designed, and dominated by the international real estate market. This 
experience of a simultaneous homogeneity and fragmentation is that of the post-
war consumerist culture: in Georges Perec’s Things (1965), Jérôme and Sylvie, a 
couple of market researchers, are confronted with a multiplicity of consumerist 
fantasies, “drift[ing] from marvel to marvel, from surprise to surprise,” while hav-
ing the impression that these visions formed “a coherent structure which they 
could at last grasp and decipher.”116 These tendencies to homogenize and frag-
ment are interdependent: “space ‘is’ whole and broken, global and fractured, at 
one and the same time.”117 In abstract space, writes Lefebvre, things are, “par-
adoxically, united yet disunited, joined yet detached from one another, at once 
torn apart and squeezed together.”118

This simultaneity of homogeneity and fragmentation is, according to Lefeb-
vre, intrinsic to its Cartesian model: homogeneity results in fragmentation, and 
fragmentation determines homogeneity. This system of representation is unable 
to account for any other features of pieces of space than their location expressed 
with the three coordinates of analytic geometry: areas or volumes differing in 
location differ in “everything,” have “nothing in common.” Thus, space appears 
as an aggregate of independent, distinct areas or volumes. At the same time this 
system of representation offers no immanent criteria for delineating these areas 
or volumes; by eliminating “existing differences or peculiarities,”119 Cartesian 
geometry does not suggest any privileged line of division of the space in question. 
Like Lewis Mumford, Lefebvre stressed that the grid lends itself to any parceling 
required by land speculation—but also to functionalist zoning and social segre-
gation.120 Deprived of intrinsic differentiations, the entirety of space is endowed 
with a geometric homogeneity that means both a representation and a practical 
attitude toward the management of space.

The simultaneous tendencies toward fragmentation and homogenization are 
complemented by the hierarchization of space, which Lefebvre noticed in the pro-
cesses of gentrifi cation of the Marais and Quartier Les Halles.121 These tendencies 
are overdetermined not only by economic factors but also by social, political, and 
cultural developments.122 Among these developments, Lefebvre lists the world 
market, science, demographic pressures, and technology. The last is particularly 
important, because it allows an intervention on all levels of space—from the local, 
through the regional and the national, to worldwide.123 While such “techniques of 
spatialization” as systems of irrigation, town planning, and canal and road build-
ing were developed throughout history, only when they were related to a broad 
set of conditions of modern society has their accumulation been refl ected in the 
production of space through the increasing domination of conceived and per-
ceived space over lived space.124

The agency of the state was essential in this process, and it was discussed in 
Lefebvre’s De l’État, which draws on the ISU analysis of the segregation of social 
classes in the wake of the liberalization of the French real estate market in the 
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1960s.125 In De l’État, Lefebvre argued that the state produces space as national 
territory: physical space, modifi ed and transformed by networks, circuits, and 
fl ows, as well as the space of ideology and knowledge tied to power and social 
hierarchies.126 It seems not accidental that these statements coincided with 
Michel Foucault’s discussion of the state territory in his lectures at the Collège de 
France in the late 1970s: Foucault’s account of the processes of individualization 
by means of disciplinary practices accompanying the biopolitical management of 
population as a whole pointed at a similar dynamic that Lefebvre addressed in his 
hypothesis of the simultaneous processes of fragmentation and homogenization 
of state-produced space.

The Flat Space of Modern Architecture

It is space conceived by the architectural avant-gardes of the early twentieth 
century that Lefebvre saw as a symptom of the simultaneous tendencies toward 
homogenization and fragmentation. In his essay “L’espace,” Lefebvre described 
this space as being “at the same time abstract and concrete, homogenous and 
nonarticulated”:

The architectural and urbanistic space, as space, has this double char-
acter: disarticulated and yet broken up under the fi ctitious coherence of 
the gaze, a space of constraints and of dispersed norms. It has a paradox-
ical character that we try to defi ne here: interrelated and disjointed.127

In his essay Lefebvre claimed that this disjointed space is maintained visually 
and technologically by means of the scheme as generator (schéma générateur) 
tied to a practice of the given society—a phrasing in which reverberates Le Cor-
busier’s praise of the plan (“the plan is the generator”) from Toward an Architec-
ture (1923).128

And it is precisely this simultaneous homogenization and fragmentation, 
according to Lefebvre’s collaborators Henri Raymond and Marion Segaud, that 
characterize Le Corbusier’s buildings. In the study “Analyse de l’espace archi-
tectural” (Analysis of Architectural Space), presented at the CRAUC seminar, 
they interpreted Le Corbusier’s architectural promenade as a universal medium, 
without a relationship to the site, punctuated by architectural events. This is a 
space, according to Raymond and Segaud, where the satisfaction of a need hap-
pens instantly in the assigned place, transforming the need into its own image.129 
Raymond and Segaud’s rereading of Le Corbusier’s architectural promenade 
as a sequence of punctual events suggests that in the midst of what was called 
the “new spatial culture” of the 1960s France,130 the architectural discourse was 
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haunted by a paradoxical fl at space. This is the space that comes to the fore in 
multiple accounts of that time, including Tafuri’s critiques of the avant-garde 
concept of space as a diagram linking the processes of production, consumption, 
and distribution; this space also permeated the structuralist readings of the post-
war city as a generative tissue of meaning production and Lefebvre’s own take 
on the modernist treatment of volumes as surfaces and plans.131 This tendency 
to reduce space to two dimensions was called by Lefebvre the “geometric” for-
mant of abstract space, which complements its two other formants: “optical”—
the transformation of objects in space into images; and “phallic”—the fascination 
with verticality symbolizing male force, fertility, and violence.132

The Form of Space

Lefebvre argued that the commodifi cation of space does not just pertain to abstract 
space as a whole but, more fundamentally, produces this space as a whole:

Space thus understood is both abstract and concrete in character: 
abstract inasmuch as it has no existence save by virtue of the exchange-
ability of all its component parts, and concrete inasmuch as it is socially 
real and as such localized.133

This description of an “exchangeability” of precisely “all” component parts of 
space refers to Marx’s defi nition of the “form of exchange value.” In Capital, 
after characterizing a commodity by use and exchange value, Marx writes that 
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.” This form is never assumed 
by an isolated commodity, “but only when placed in a value or exchange relation 
with another commodity of a different kind.”134 In Capital, Marx arrives at the 
defi nition of the “general form of value” (allgemeine Wertform), which “expresses 
the values of the whole world of commodities in terms of a single commodity set 
apart for the purpose.”135 In other words, the exchange value of a commodity is 
not established alone in relation to all other commodities; it also becomes mani-
fested only in comparison with all other commodities.

For Lefebvre, space of capitalism is not just commodifi ed, but commodifi ca-
tion becomes the operational logics of spatial practices.136 Just as the exchange 
value of a commodity is defi ned by its relationship to all other commodities, 
every “piece” of space in abstract space is defi ned in relationship to all other 
such “pieces.” This allows a distinction between concrete and abstract features 
of space: while the former are “absolute” (localized, situated, specifi c for particu-
lar places, and self-contained), the latter are relational, or “relative” (stemming 
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from the connections among locations). Having in mind this relative character 
of abstract space, Lefebvre writes that capitalist space is “social” in the sense 
that it is “not a thing among other things nor a product among other products: 
rather, it subsumes things produced, and encompasses their interrelationships 
in their coexistence and simultaneity.”137 The relative character of abstract space 
that facilitates its instrumentalization in the processes of capitalist production 
does not replace its “absolute” features but rather gains preponderance in the 
majority of social practices: as a concrete abstraction, space is both absolute and 
relative.138

This ambition to provide a general defi nition of space led Lefebvre to specu-
late on the “form of space” that he called “centrality.” While the form of com-
modity is the possibility of exchange independently of what is exchanged, the 
form of space is the possibility of gathering independently of what is gathered: 
objects and people, products and works, signs and symbols, acts, situations, prac-
tical relationships.139 It is in the city and urban space where centrality is mani-
fested: already the Greek polis made simultaneous what in the countryside was 
taking place and passing according to natural cycles and rhythms.140 While the 
form of the commodity as the possibility of exchange independently of what is 
exchanged characterizes all commodities regardless of their specifi c features, 
centrality is the most general relationship among locations that can be attributed 
to each of them independently of its specifi c features.

Lefebvre stressed that every form has not only a mental (or “logical”) exis-
tence but also a social existence: while the mental form describes logical relation-
ships, social forms “regulate countless situations and activities.”141 Accordingly, 
he describes the urban form in its mental existence as simultaneity of events and 
perceptions, whereas its social existence is encounter and assembly, since every 
social space implies “actual or potential assembly at a single point, or around that 
point.”142 In this analysis, form detaches itself from content and becomes “pure 
and transparent: intelligible,” but without a content it has no existence: like the 
form of exchange, “the form of social space has an affi nity with logical forms: it 
calls for a content and cannot be conceived as having no content; but, thanks to 
abstraction, it is in fact conceived of, precisely, as independent of any specifi c 
content.”143 In other words, like every act of exchange, each specifi c centrality is 
socially produced.

The Dialectics of Centrality

Lefebvre writes that the practices that produce centralities are contradictory: 
centrality consists of “simultaneous inclusion and exclusion precipitated by a 
specifi c spatial factor.” In this account, centrality is dialectical, and “the center 
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gathers things together only to the extent that it pushes them away and disperses 
them.”144

This dialectical understanding of centrality—defi ned by the opposite forces of 
dispersal and gathering, inclusion and exclusion—distinguishes Lefebvre’s the-
ory from earlier concepts of centrality: for instance, Engels’s analysis of economic 
centralization of forces and means of production in the growth of industrial cities, 
and Walter Christaller’s hexagonal scheme of central places designed in order to 
guarantee the most effi cient consumption and distribution processes within the 
Fordist–Keynesian concept of spatial development.145 In consequence, Lefebvre’s 
centrality is conceived in a constant process of production:

Any centrality, once established, is destined to suffer dispersal, to dis-
solve or to explode from the effects of saturation, attrition, outside 
aggressions, and so on. This means that the “real” can never become 
completely fi xed, that it is constantly in a state of mobilization.146

The dialectics of centrality defi nes the relationship among the moments of space: 
their unity and the contradictions among them.147 Such understanding of dialec-
tics implies a revision of dialectics as conceived by Hegel, which reverberates 
in Marx’s value theory. Lefebvre wrote that where Hegel sees two parts, there 
is always a third one that is in confl ict with the others: a dialectical relationship 
requires three components, not two, because “relations between the two boil 
down to oppositions, contrasts and antagonisms.”148 Lefebvre adds that binary 
oppositions “freeze the dialectical movement” and thus cannot help understand-
ing change, process, and life: the main focus of dialectics.149

By including a third term in theorizing dialectics (or “trialectics,” as Edward 
Soja called it),150 Lefebvre rethinks the dialectical contradiction as irreducible to 
the idealist contradiction between two terms that are removed, preserved, and 
raised to a higher level—the three meanings of the German term Aufhebung. This 
attempt to develop a different—materialist—understanding of contradiction has a 
lot in common with the work of Althusser, notwithstanding Lefebvre’s attacks on 
this author of “Contradiction and Overdetermination”: Lefebvre’s discussion of 
the “unity and contradiction” among the three moments of space translates into 
the question of a contradiction that emerges on multiple levels and thus implies a 
possibility of thinking materialism as a theory of distributed, or overdetermined, 
causality.

This also means that the relationships among the three moments of space can-
not be grasped in one deductive scheme and that they are contingent, unstable, 
and to be sustained by historically and geographically situated social practices. 
This is why, while describing the spaces of postwar capitalism as both fragmented 
and homogeneous, Lefebvre asked, how could “such properties, ‘incompatible’ 
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from a logical point of view, be said to enter into association with one another 
and constitute a ‘whole’ which not only does not disintegrate but even aids in 
the development of strategies?” He replies that the answer cannot be found in 
specifi c features of space but only in social practice: “Only act can hold—and hold 
together—such fragments in a homogenous totality. Only action can prevent dis-
persion, like a fi st clenched around sand.”151

While Lefebvre’s analysis of dwelling suggests that the production of space 
is governed by the dialectics of differentiation of a concrete universal, in his 
research on the production of space on larger scales this discussion shifts toward 
a theory of dialectical centrality. The relationship between these two schemes 
was never worked out in his theoretical writings, neither was the dialectical rela-
tionship among the three moments produced by specifi c social practices. These 
relationships can be studied only in concrete analyses of historical events. Lefeb-
vre undertook two such investigations, which will be discussed in chapter 4: a 
study of the Paris Commune of 1871 and an examination of the Parisian May ’68.

The History of Urban Space

The reading of Lefebvre’s theorizing of space as a concrete abstraction reveals 
a polarization between an account of space as overdetermined by a multiplicity 
of social practices and research on the universal form of space unfolding in his-
tory. This polarization cannot be done away with by identifying its poles with two 
of Marx’s defi nitions of concrete abstraction that Lefebvre worked with—as an 
“abstraction true in practice” and as a “sensuous–suprasensuous thing”—since 
this polarization is immanent to many of his concepts, including that of produc-
tion, abstract space, and the dialectics of centrality. As a consequence, Lefebvre’s 
research of space oscillates between two perspectives—empirical and retrospec-
tive on the one hand, and speculative and deductive on the other—which coin-
cide with what Louis Althusser and Étienne Balibar argued to be a fundamental 
rupture in the work of Marx himself.152

Is it possible to bring these two perspectives together? The Soviet philosopher 
Evald Ilyenkov argued that their combination is not only possible but also neces-
sarily implied by Marx’s research on value as concrete abstraction. In his book 
The Dialectics of the Abstract and the Concrete in Marx’s Capital (1960), Ilyenkov 
pointed out that value refl ects the “universal and necessary element, a ‘cell’ of 
capital, constituting the universal and most abstract expression of the specifi c 
nature of capital,” and, at the same time, it is “a concrete economic fact—direct 
exchange of a commodity for another commodity.”153 Accordingly, the analysis of 
value requires a double approach. On the one hand, it involves a philosophical 
investigation of the internal contradiction of value—between use and exchange 
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value—which is considered the universal stimulus of the historical development 
of capitalism. But, on the other hand, this contradiction cannot be solved theo-
retically, and thus an empirical research is necessary to account for the specifi c 
social practices that produce mediators between the two sides of value. Accord-
ing to Ilyenkov, money is the most important of them, allowing a translation 
between use and exchange value; a second is labor power, a unique commodity 
whose use value consists precisely in the fact that in the course of its consump-
tion it is transformed into its counterpart: exchange value.154

Ilyenkov’s reconstruction, often sharpening and clarifying what in Marx’s 
writings is open and ambiguous, does not solve the problem but rather makes it 
evident: in his reading of Marx’s method, the empirical analysis is subordinated 
to a speculative perspective awaiting concrete application in historical research. 
In that sense Ilyenkov’s argument reveals the core of what Balibar called “an 
almost unbearable tension” in Marx’s schema of historical causality, which “both 
entirely subordinates the historical process to a preexistent teleology and yet 
asserts that the motor of transformation is nothing other than the ‘scientifi cally 
observable’ facts of material life.”155

The Regressive–Progressive Method

Rather than starting with a single contradiction between use and exchange 
value, Lefebvre refers in the majority of his writings to the historical method of 
Marx and the procedure of employing concepts that express social relationships 
in the most advanced stage of social development to investigate the structure and 
the relations of production of previous social formations.156 In this perspective, 
the concept of abstract space is applied to cast light on the historical develop-
ment of space and to understand it as always already produced:

The production of space, having attained the conceptual and linguistic 
level, acts retroactively upon the past, disclosing aspects and moments 
of it hitherto uncomprehended. The past appears in a different light, 
and hence the process whereby that past becomes the present also takes 
on another aspect.157

This approach was theorized by Lefebvre as the “regressive–progressive method,” 
spelled out in his 1953 text “Perspectives de la sociologie rurale” (Perspectives of 
Rural Sociology), in which it was claimed to be indispensable for research on 
space.158 The application of this method to rural sociology suggests that besides 
Marx, whom Lefebvre claimed to be its founder,159 the tradition of French his-
torians of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries might have been its 
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second source. In particular, Marc Bloch employed the “regressive method” in 
his rural history of France and argued for “reading history backwards,” because 
the later periods are better known than the earlier ones, and it is prudent to pro-
ceed from the known to the unknown.160

In his essay on rural sociology, Lefebvre describes the reality of the rural com-
munities as characterized by a “horizontal” complexity, which concerns the dif-
ferences among synchronous agrarian structures stemming from differences in 
technologies and social structures, and by a “vertical” complexity, which origi-
nates from the “coexistence of formations differing in age and date.”161 These two 
complexities—with which he was already dealing in the Pyrenees study—cross 
each other and infl uence each other, and thus the regressive–progressive method 
is applied to investigate their multifaceted relationships.

This method consists of three “moments.” The fi rst is the descriptive moment, 
which includes the “participatory observation on the ground.”162 Clearly, this 
observation is informed by a “general theory”; this was also the case in the Pyrenees 
study, which started with several questions formulated within Marxist discourse 
(about collective property or land rent) but without reducing the history of the 
valley to one overarching contradiction. According to Lefebvre, this descriptive 
moment is followed by an analytico-regressive one, which aims at an exact dating 
of the described reality. Finally, the task of the “historico-genetical” moment is to 
study the “modifi cations introduced to the previously dated structure by its sub-
sequent development (internal and external) and by its subordination to wider 
structures”; thus, the general process of development of the structures in ques-
tion is explained in the framework of the historical processes.163

A useful comment about the application of this method can be found in Lefeb-
vre’s article “What Is the Historical Past?” (1959), a review of the book The Pari-
sian Sans-culottes and the French Revolution, by Albert Soboul (1958), his former 
colleague at Musée national des arts et traditions populaires. Lefebvre writes that 
the French Revolution made a certain number of events possible; thus, “each time 
one of these possibilities is realized, it retroactively sheds a new light on the ini-
tial event.” That is why, he argues, “when historians take into account their own 
experience in their research into the past, they are profoundly right to do so.” 
The possible is a concept that “has been adopted in all fi elds of the social sciences 
and therefore now has a very general methodological character.” It allows for a 
“theory of a deeper objectivity which does not exclude a certain relativity,” gov-
erned by the principle that “the past becomes present (or is renewed) as a function 
of the realization of the possibilities objectively implied in this past.”164

This understanding of reality as a realized possibility was complemented, in 
The Urban Revolution, by an understanding of possibility as the virtual aim of the 
current tendencies. Accordingly, Lefebvre shifted the accents in the explanation 
of the two directions of his method, and the regressive movement was defi ned as 
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one “from the virtual to the actual, the actual to the past,” whereas the progres-
sive research is developed “from the obsolete and completed to the movement 
that anticipates that completeness, that presages and brings into being some-
thing new.”165

Historicizing the Capitalist City

Lefebvre’s understanding of space as a concrete abstraction was applied in his 
regressive–progressive analysis of the city and urban space in capitalism. This 
research, fundamental for The Production of Space, was adumbrated in The Right 
to the City and spelled out in the 1972 book La pensée marxiste et la ville, which 
reconstructs Marx’s and Engels’s comments on the city, complements them, and 
questions the capacity of Marxism to account for the processes of urbanization 
by drawing conclusions from Lefebvre’s research in rural sociology, the studies of 
the pavillon, and his critiques of urbanism.

Lefebvre begins with an account of the historical role of the city (“the subject 
of history”) as the “place, tool, and scene” of the transformation from feudalism to 
capitalism:166 a perspective that appears today rather limited, since this transfor-
mation cannot be understood without accounting for its other conditions, such as 
primitive accumulation and accumulation through colonial dispossession. In this 
account, the city is held responsible both for the destruction of the former social 
formations and for the early accumulation of capital and the creation of com-
merce and the market. The city is thus conceived as productive, replacing nature 
as the “laboratory” of social forces in which humans “produce” their social exis-
tence.167 While for Marx space is a part of the forces of production, in La pensée 
marxiste et la ville Lefebvre argues that this statement particularly applies to the 
city and urban space.168 Following the progressive–regressive method, Lefebvre 
conceives the city, urban space, and its relation to the countryside as explanatory 
categories for a reconstruction of Marx’s analysis of the economic, political, tech-
nological, and social transformations that led to the emergence of capitalism.169 
At this point the theorizing of space becomes related to the examination of other 
concrete abstractions: abstract labor and capital; the city, according to Lefebvre, 
is the place where abstraction becomes “fulfi lled in practice” by the power of 
money and the force of the division of labor.170

In La pensée marxiste et la ville, Lefebvre argues that Marxist theory is not 
complete. For instance, it does not explain why the class of real estate owners 
persisted in capitalism; neither does it properly theorize the question of land and 
land annuity. In particular, Lefebvre develops the argument about the city as a 
force of production by means of an analysis of the productive roles of urban space 
in the creation of surplus value (by labor); the realization of surplus value (i.e., 
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the generation of capital through the sale of commodities and services); and the 
distribution of surplus value (by private institutions and those of the state).171

From the perspective of the creation of surplus value, the role of the city seems 
marginal at fi rst glance: it is the production unit (an enterprise, a corporation, 
an industry branch, and an agricultural production unit) that is essential. Yet, 
as a force of production, the city facilitates the maintanence and perfection of 
the division of labor that is necessary for capitalism and gathers together the 
instruments and actors of the productive process.172 Since Marx, Lefebvre argues, 
researchers have discovered the city as the place of concentration of people, mar-
kets, information, and decisions. But the city has an even more essential func-
tion: it furnishes capitalism with mechanisms of self-limitation, which condition 
its survival. While capitalist society has a tendency to dissociate its own condi-
tions (dividing labor, separating the producers from the means of production and 
the process of production from that of sale, etc.), after reaching a certain level 
of growth, these divisions can be damaging for capitalism: the economic crisis 
consists of precisely the dissolution of the factors of production. Thus, Lefebvre 
claims that it is the city and urban framework (le cadre urbain) that act against the 
dislocation and dissociation of the conditions of the productive process: in the 
city the forces of cohesion and of dissociation act against each other.173 This argu-
ment was developed in The Production of Space, in which Lefebvre discusses the 
postwar development of the capitalist city as a texture and medium of connec-
tions and thus a means of production that links together “various fl ows involved: 
fl ows of energy and labour, of commodities and capital.”174

The second role of the city and urban space in capitalism, according to Lefeb-
vre, is the facilitation of the realization of surplus value by means of the market 
and the credit system.175 This includes the city’s containment of both productive 
and nonproductive labor, the latter being necessary for the processes of produc-
tion (providing services, maintenance, and administration) and for the processes 
of consumption (securing the demand for products). Lefebvre wrote that the city 
and society “merge”:176 since it is necessary for capitalism to secure the distribu-
tion of products (and thus the realization of the surplus value) by manipulation, 
protection, and control of the market, the reproduction of surplus value and that 
of the social relations of production cannot be separated.177

Finally, the role of the city in the distribution of surplus value relates to the sat-
isfaction of needs of the population. Lefebvre notices that among “social needs,” 
sketched already by Marx in his 1875 Critique of the Gotha Programme, a new need 
is emerging: “that of the urban life [vie urbaine], of the city,” which can be satis-
fi ed neither by the market nor by state institutions.178 As explained in The Right to 
the City, the need for urban life includes the need for places (and times) of simul-
taneity, encounter (“places where exchange would not pass through exchange 
value”); it is in these needs that “the right to the city” seeks its legitimization.179
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Toward a Complete Urbanization

Lefebvre’s account of the role of the city and urban space in the creation, real-
ization, and distribution of surplus value links his readings of Marx with his 
research on the development tendencies of postwar capitalism. The hypothesis 
of the “merger” between society and the city as the increasingly dominant pro-
ductive force in capitalist society, sketched in La pensée marxiste et la ville, feeds 
into what in The Urban Revolution he called the “complete urbanization of soci-
ety.” Not unlike the operaist argument about “the great shift of the frontline from 
the factory to the metropolis,” as it was retrospectively put by Antonio Negri, 
Lefebvre sees the complete urbanization of society defi ning a new stage of the 
worldwide development of capitalism beyond postwar Fordism.180

Lefebvre characterizes this stage by the generalization of the production of 
space: “The productive forces, stimulated by the two world wars, have grown to 
such an extent that they produce space.”181 He argues that the investments in space, 
both urban and rural, allow thwarting the law of the decrease of the average rate 
of profi t;182 thus capital has rushed into the production of space rather than limit-
ing itself to classical forms of production.183 This argument inspired other Marx-
ist theorists, including David Harvey, who, however, sees this secondary circuit of 
capital not as becoming more infl uential than its primary (industrial) circuit but 
as a cyclical process of expansion and contraction synchronized with the pattern 
of capitalist growth and crisis.184

For Lefebvre, this analysis of political economy of space must be complemented 
by its critique, which accounts for the “self-preservation of space as the world-
wide medium of the defi nite installation of capitalism.”185 Such critique addresses 
the expansion of capitalism into global space and a constitution of “new sectors” 
of production and reproduction, among which Lefebvre lists leisure, everyday 
life, knowledge (connaissance), art, and urbanization.186 These processes result 
in a gradual merger between the processes of production and reproduction and 
in a collapse of their respective spaces beyond their functionalist division into 
housing, work, and recreation.187 But the complete urbanization of society means 
also a sharpening of the specifi cally urban dialectics between the center and the 
periphery at any scale of the society, from a metropolitan region to the global 
scale: the enhanced marginalization and control of large parts of urban popula-
tions are paralleled by a global tendency toward a strengthening of the limited 
number of sites of economic wealth, political power, cultural prestige, techno-
logical competence, and knowledge production.

The instrumentalization of space in economic development and in the repro-
duction of social relationships needs to be analyzed by focusing on its specifi c 
contradictions, argues Lefebvre, instead of looking for a coherence, for an “urban 
system” of structures and functions.188 The simultaneity of the homogenization 
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and fragmentation of space is one of them; others include the contradiction 
between the urbanization of the countryside and the ruralization of the city (that 
is to say, the subordination of urban space to the laws of agrarian economy and 
land annuity)189 and the concomitant paradox of the dependence of capitalism 
on the exploitation of nature, which it destroys in the course of this exploitation. 

But for Lefebvre the most striking contradiction is conveyed by the concept of 
the “urban”: at same time an “abstraction” and, “a utopia.”190 The emptiness of 
urban space is that of a form of commodity but also that of an empty signifi er onto 
which the desire for difference is projected, including the desire for a different 
space and a different time expressed in the practices of habitation in the pavillon. 

In other words, the urban is as much an instrument of capitalist production and 
reproduction as it is a social resource for a different—“differential”—space.
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In June 1972, the Groupe de sociologie urbaine Paris 10 
and the Institut de recherches at the Unité pédagogique 
no. 8 organized a colloquium at the Mediterranean tour-

ist new town of Port Grimaud under the topic of architecture and the social sci-
ences with the ambitious aim “to constitute architectural space as an object of 
study.”1 Even though sociology was included in the title of the colloquium, it was 
linguistics that fascinated the two most prominent contributors, Henri Lefebvre 
and Manfredo Tafuri. Tafuri called for an analysis of structuralism as one of the 
ideologies of the capitalist city, representing the belief that a management of con-
tradictions secures the permanent technological innovation and development of 
capitalism.2 Lefebvre would agree with much of this, but during the discussion, 
when Tafuri referred to the operaist argument of workers’ struggle as the engine 
of capitalism, Lefebvre’s answer was ironic: “You put everything into your sys-
tem.” “Not mine, that of capitalism,” responded Tafuri.3

The controversy between Tafuri and Lefebvre concerned not whether archi-
tecture is to be put on trial but rather what kind of critique should it be, how far 
should it go, and what should it aim at? In Port Grimaud, Lefebvre asked, “What 
is architecture? Is there something specifi cally architectural? Is it an art, a tech-
nique, a science?” He concluded, “I argue that architecture is a social practice.”4

The analysis of architecture in this perspective starts with recognizing the prac-
tice of an architect as “a producer of space, but never the only one” who “operates 
within a specifi c space—the sheet of white paper.”5 This practice is defi ned by its 
external constraints imposed by other agents of the production of space (develop-
ers, bankers, planners, and “users”) and its internal competencies and limitations 
set by its specifi c concepts, ideologies, and modes of representation, drawings, 
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models, and abstractions.6 Architecture thus becomes a sum of the aims, instru-
ments, and regulations assigned to it; its fi eld of possibilities is delineated by its 
dependencies and synergies with other practices, disciplines, and institutions.

In this perspective Lefebvre would agree with Tafuri’s program, published three 
years earlier in the journal Contropiano, to disclose the origin, development, and 
end of modern architecture as a project “to resolve, on the level of an ideology all 
the more insidious because it lies entirely within concrete activities and real pro-
duction cycles, the imbalances, contradictions and delays typical of the capitalist 
reorganization of the world market.”7 Developing this argument in Architecture 
and Utopia (1973), Tafuri identifi ed the role of the modern movement in architec-
ture as the fi nal step in the Enlightenment’s venture of the creative destruction of 
the feudal city, aimed at clearing the ground for the fully rational capitalist plan-
ning, accommodating the shock of everyday life in the modern metropolis, and 
launching a pedagogical endeavor to discipline the subjectivity of urban dwellers 
according to the daily cycle of production, consumption, and distribution.8

For Tafuri, architects’ position within the social division of labor overdeter-
mines all their operations, making it impossible to refl ect with architectural 
means on the conditions of architectural production. In other words, the project 
and the critique must be kept apart: in Theories and History of Architecture (1968) 
Tafuri argued that any attempt at relating them to each other, either by introduc-
ing the methods of planning into criticism or by grafting critical tools into the 
practice of architecture, is bound to fail. This is because the project is always 
oriented toward novelty, while the critique is always historical and endowed 
with a demystifi catory task, that of recovering “the original functions and ide-
ologies that, in the course of time, defi ne and delimit the role and meaning of 
architecture.”9

 Tafuri’s position was contrasted to that of Lefebvre by Fredric Jameson, who 
linked them to two different lineages within Marxism. In his essay “Architecture 
and the Critique of Ideology” (1982), Jameson related Tafuri’s writings from the 
late 1960s and early 1970s to Althusserian Marxism and the vision of capital’s 
global domination colonizing the last pockets of resistance (the unconsciousness 
and the precapitalist agriculture of the Third World), paralleled by a sense of 
a complete blockage of alternative solutions. Jameson contrasted this reading 
of Marx’s argument that no qualitative change can arrive until all possibilities 
of capitalism are exhausted to the positions of Antonio Gramsci and Lefebvre, 
which were guided by a different claim of Marx: that the conditions of new social 
relations necessarily mature within the very mode of production they are going 
to surpass.10 The condition of possibility for these alternative projects is a critique 
of the uneven development of world history; in the case of Lefebvre this would 
include an analysis of the nonsynchronicities of capitalist societies from his Cri-
tiques of Everyday Life.
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One consequence of this reading of Lefebvre’s position could be, according to 
Jameson, a creation of “enclaves” of new social relationships within the current 
mode of production to be subsumed; one could think of the red bases (basi rosse), 
originating in Mao’s revolutionary agitation in the 1920s and promoted by Italian 
operaists, as a means of the direct appropriation of commodities and autoreduc-
tion of services (transport, utilities).11 A second consequence could be the call for 
“producing and keeping alive a certain alternate ‘idea’ of space, of urban, daily 
life,” in order to develop the self-consciousness of the architectural profession 
and equip it for the new tasks whose materialization will become possible only 
after the political transition takes place.12 Yet, for Lefebvre, what is at stake is 
neither to prepare an ideology for future architectural practice nor to produce 
exceptions to the capitalist mode of the production of space, but rather to theo-
rize the consequences of the fact that the reproduction of this mode is based on 
its own exception; that is to say, the practice of dwelling, which, as his reading of 
the pavillon study demonstrates, reproduces relations of production only to the 
extent that it is lived as external to them.13  This suggests that the general account 
of the practice of an architect within capitalist society is to be complemented by 
a research on architectures of dwelling, pertaining to the everyday practices of 
the production of space within and beyond the dominant structures of time and 
space in postwar capitalism.

This program comes close to what Lefebvre understood as a “project”: nei-
ther a prediction nor a projection, but research on tendencies that emerge within 
the current society. Writing in a 1981 contribution to the urban planning com-
petition regarding New Belgrade in Yugoslavia, in which he participated with 
Serge Renaudie and Pierre Guilbaud, Lefebvre stressed the multiplicity of these 
tendencies:

If it is true that the city has been a place of civilization, its rupture may 
annihilate this role. Or the urban may well be a space of dissociation 
of the society and the social (in a chaos, in a mass agitated by diverse 
movements). Or it will be a space of reappropriation (of daily life, of the 
social). If there is no absolute determinism but always (in biological 
life and in human time) possibilities, which are often opposed, a choice 
more or less conscious is made. The urban today and tomorrow? A sheaf 
of possibilities, the best and the worst.14

Within this perspective, much of Lefebvre’s work was devoted to examining a 
possibility for a “differential” space contrasted to the abstract space of postwar 
capitalism—research carried out by means of the very concepts that he introduced 
in order to account for postwar society: that of everyday life, but also that of the 
practice of appropriation, centrality, and difference. This suggests that this project 
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is not a separate part of the theory of the production of space, distinguished from 
Lefebvre’s studies on the processes of urbanization; rather, it is a set of postulates 
formulated from within these studies, their consequences generalized beyond the 
context of their formulation, theoretical preconditions that allow such generaliza-
tions, and textual strategies that make it possible to construct concepts at the same 
time precise and open-ended enough to grasp the multiplicity of urban futures. 
Addressing these issues will make it clear that rather than adding one more ele-
ment to the ones discussed so far, this chapter will show Lefebvre’s project as a 
specifi c orientation of his theorizing of space in general.

Lefebvre coined multiple concepts on this path. He urged the construction 
of “concrete utopias”—a concept that goes back to Ernst Bloch and refers to an 
investigation of possible futures from within the affordances and limitations of 
a given situation. Contrasted to “abstract utopias” extrapolating from the status 
quo, “concrete utopias” are “models” of possible development: operative ways 
of testing hypotheses that account for complex and aleatory reality and thus are 
never exhaustive and always require a confrontation with other models.15 But 
Lefebvre’s project was also developed by an attention to specifi c “moments” in 
which the possibility of a different everyday “reveals itself” but also “exhausts 
itself in the act of being lived.”16 This is why he defi ned a moment as “the attempt 
to achieve the total realization of a possibility.”17 What is specifi c for these con-
cepts—moments, models, concrete utopias—is an operation called “transduction,” 
after Gilbert Simondon’s theory of individuation, a term that Lefebvre redefi ned 
as an operation of stabilizing a virtual object by proceeding “from the (given) real 
to the possible.”18

While none of these concepts can be restricted to architecture, in what fol-
lows they will be related to architectural operations and linked to design prac-
tices examining possible solutions under given circumstances; to architectural 
research operating by means of models; and to accounts of experiences of architec-
ture. This does not mean that the project of Lefebvre can be simply approximated 
with architectural designs. Such approximations would be already compromised 
by the variety of his references: his calls for a city based on game and sponta-
neity were claimed to be hardly distinguishable from those of situationists;19 his 
fascination with “ephemeral cities” and “movable centralities” can be referred 
to the infl atable architectures of the Utopie group;20 and his discussion of space 
was associated with the topological avant-garde of the 1960s, or the urbanisme 
spatiale.21 Not to mention his fascination with the early designs of Ricardo Bofi ll, 
taken for many of Lefebvre’s acquaintances as “the greatest mystifi cator of the 
whole history of architecture.”22 These affi liations could be complemented by his 
tentative praise of the functionalist design for the city of Furttal in the early 1960s 
and his enthusiasm for the critique of functionalism by Christopher Alexander, 
as well as for the spectacular architecture of the Montreal Expo in 1967 (with the 
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geodesic dome by Buckminster Fuller, the Habitat ’67 by Moshe Safdie, and the 
suspended structures by Frei Otto),23 his personal contacts with Fernand Pouil-
lon and Constant Nieuwenhuys, and his admiration for the architecture of Jean 
Renaudie in his late writings of the 1980s.

The necessity of coming to terms with what appears to be an opportunistic 
embrace of different architectural positions, formal languages, and ideologies 
prevents a recourse to familiar schemes of illustration or mutual legitimization. 
Taking some of these architectures as the guiding line for a reading of Lefebvre’s 
project does not equate with an attempt to specify theoretical concepts by means 
of architecture, just as the role of the concepts is not that of fi nding a common 
denominator for architectural images. In this chapter, the choice of the discussed 
projects—Fourier’s “unitary architecture,” the campus of Nanterre, Bofi ll’s City 
in Space, Constant’s New Babylon, and the project for New Belgrade—does not 
stem from their alleged faithfulness to Lefebvre’s texts, let alone from the auc-
torial commentaries relating these projects to his writings. Rather, what relates 
these designs to Lefebvre’s project is the operation of transduction as the spe-
cifi cally architectural performance. Reading these architectures as going “from 
the real to the possible”—possible urban spaces envisaged by these projects, but 
also the potential of Lefebvre’s concepts to understand the possibilities open for 
the social production of space—requires disposing of the clear-cut distinction 
between architecture as a producer of projects and philosophy as the producer 
of concepts.

From Unitary Architecture to Differential Space

If, according to Lefebvre, space is produced always already as perceived, con-
ceived, and lived, then its project needs to relate new ways of conceptualizing the 
processes of urbanization to alternative spatial forms and to a vision of a different 
urban everyday life. In that sense, at the center of Lefebvre’s project resides the 
question of the relationship between the moments of space: what was discussed 
before as an epistemological requirement of a unitary theory of space that would 
“reconnect elements that have been separated and . . . replace confusion by clear 
distinctions” becomes a postulate for an alternative to abstract space.24

If the counterpart of the failed theorization of space in the postwar debates was 
the fragmented and homogenized abstract space of functionalist urbanism, then 
the postulated unitary theory of space infers a “differential space.” This last kind 
of space is envisaged by Lefebvre as restoring the unity of the moments of space, 
integrating the body shattered in abstract space, and distinguishing what became 
identifi ed in abstract space (social relationships and family relationships, or sex-
ual pleasure and social reproduction).25 Such understood space would become a 
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political stake, because, as Lefebvre wrote in the Yugoslav journal Praxis (1965), 
social progress must be defi ned by means of a refusal of the “dissociated, func-
tionalized, structured” everydayness and by a radical transformation of everyday 
life. This would mean that the “everyday becomes political,” not by its absorption 
into the political life, as in Stalinism, but by becoming a criterion for political 
practice that aims at restituting the unity of understanding and action.26

Collective Luxury: The City of Fourier

This postulate of a unifi cation of the moments of space is what Lefebvre shared 
with the “unitary urbanism” of the Situationist International (IS) and its call to 
overcome functionalist city planning in order to construct a “unifi ed milieu in 
dynamic relation with experiments in behavior.”27 According to Lefebvre, unitary 
urbanism, postulated by Guy Debord in the late 1950s, aimed at linking parts of 
the city that were separated spatially; this is how Lefebvre reported one of the 
dérives in Amsterdam, where walkie-talkies were used by participants in differ-
ent neighborhoods to communicate their experiences with one another.28 He saw 
these attempts as reacting against the fragmentation of the city: “That was the 
meaning of unitary urbanism: unify what has a certain unity, but a lost unity, a 
disappearing unity.”29 But this fragmentation was unavoidable, and, according to 
Lefebvre, unitary urbanism was caught in a longing for the unity of the histori-
cal European city—a symptom of which were the map clippings used in the cel-
ebrated Naked City collage (1957), all chosen from the central districts of Paris. 
Considering the IS unable to think the simultaneous explosion and implosion of 
the city, Lefebvre saw its radical contribution not in an alternative project but 
rather in the critique of postwar urbanism, characterized by Attila Kotányi and 
Raoul Vaneigem (1961) as a “blackmail of utility” and “the organization of par-
ticipation in something in which it is impossible to participate.”30 This negative 
character of unitary urbanism was brought to a logical conclusion by the rejec-
tion of urbanism tout court by Debord in the course of the 1960s and its replace-
ment by the critique of urbanistic ideologies.

Agreeing with this critique of totalizing instruments of urbanism, its proce-
dures and criteria of judgment, Lefebvre speculated about an architecture that 
would open the possibility of the production of spaces both interrelated and dif-
ferentiated: a “unitary architecture”—instead of “unitary urbanism”—developed 
by a reading of the socialist thinker Charles Fourier (1772–1837). Fourier’s proj-
ect of overcoming separations produced by capitalist modern society through 
an appeal to the irreducible differentiation of people and their desires offered a 
common denominator for two seemingly opposed ideas: that of “unitary archi-
tecture” and that of differential space.
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For Lefebvre, the starting point of Fourier’s project was the discovery that each 
social group has consistency only in its proper space and that to invent a group 
and a social relation is to invent, or produce, a space.31 In that sense the concept 
of the production of space itself suggests the possibility of a society beyond alien-
ation, that is to say, above all, beyond work in the modern sense32—all the more so 
because, as René Schérer stressed in his readings of Fourier, his concept of pro-
duction is never an economic one but rather concerns the production of desire.33 
This discovery of the social production of space led Fourier, in Lefebvre’s view, 
to envisage the phalanstery—a building for 1,620 inhabitants and a node for the 
society to come.34 Although of all architects, Fourier admired most the baroque 
master Jules Hardouin-Mansart and the palaces designed by him, including the 
extension of Versailles,35 Lefebvre stressed Fourier’s fascination with the Parisian 
Palais-Royal: a place of theater, gallery, encounter, commerce, work, leisure, and 
luxury; a space of bad reputation despised by all moralists, both revolutionary and 
conservative.36 Speaking in a 1972 TV interview, itself shot in the Palais-Royal, 
Lefebvre described it as a space leading the discourse, stimulating pleasures, and 
relating one pleasure to another so that they reinforce one another: such is the 
unitary architecture of a phalanstery in which differences come together and 
separations are overcome.37

The phalanstery is read by Lefebvre not as a singular building but as an integral 
part of the “Fourierist city.” This take, developed in a 1972 text, which followed 
the colloquium “Actualité de Fourier,” celebrating the bicentennial of Fourier’s 
birth, allows the gap to be bridged between an architectural reading of the phal-
anstery, depicted by Fourier’s “disciples” (including Victor Considerant) as an 
autonomous building in a rural landscape or a small industrial settlement,38 and 
the contributions to the debates about the redevelopment of Paris in the 1830s 
and 1840s by architects such as César Daly and the urbanist known as Perrey-
mond, both inspired by Fourier. This question about the relationship between 
architecture and the city, which underlies much of Lefebvre’s architectural refer-
ences of that time, was inscribed into the 1960s rejection of what was perceived 
as the submission of architecture to urbanism within the modern movement. In 
this context the rediscovery of Fourier sounds paradoxical at fi rst glance, because 
his writings were an essential part of the self-constructed genealogy of the archi-
tectural avant-garde: in Tony Garnier’s project of the industrial city, which refers 
to Fourier by mediation of Émile Zola’s Work (1901); and in Siegfried Giedion’s 
tracing of the ideas of decentralization in modern urbanism to Fourier.39 This 
genealogy was developed by historians and theorists of architecture, from Peter 
Serenyi’s linking the phalanstery, the monastery of Ema, and Le Corbusier’s 
unité d’habitation; through Roger-Henri Guerrand’s view of the phalanstery as a 
“machine for dwelling” and a predecessor of the social program of modern archi-
tecture; to Franziska Bollerey’s and Anthony Vidler’s persistent uncovering of the 
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multifaceted relationships between Fourier and the architectural avant-garde of 
the early twentieth century.40

This suggests that Lefebvre, at that time developing a critique of the avant-
garde and of functionalist urbanism, embarked on a very different reading of 
Fourier from the one inscribed into the tradition of the architectural modern 
movement and its association, in the postwar Western European context, with 
the Keynesian welfare state. In this rereading Lefebvre was inspired by Roland 
Barthes’s 1970 book Sade, Fourier, Loyola, which showed all three—the libertine, 
the socialist, and the founder of the Jesuit order—as logothetes, that is to say, as 
founders of language. Barthes noticed that what is specifi c to Fourier’s style is 
that he withholds the decisive utterance of the doctrine, giving only its exam-
ples, seductions, “appetizers”; “the message of his book is the announcement of a 
forthcoming message.”41 Fourier is an author of procrastination; or, in the words 
of Walter Benjamin, “Fourier loves preambles, cisambles, transambles, postam-
bles, introductions, extroductions, prologues, interludes, postludes, cismediants, 
mediants, transmediants, intermedes, notes, appendixes.”42

The same is true of Fourier’s architectural work, in which he was never tired 
of stressing that the described buildings are intermediary stages, which prolif-
erate and multiply: the phalanstery is preceded by a tourbillon and a tribustery 
and an experimental, or testing, phalanstery. These buildings are associated with 
various stages of human development, including the sixth period (garantisme), 
which immediately follows the period contemporary to Fourier (civilisation) and 
which prepares the next periods.43 Thus, garantisme is characterized by a series 
of institutions that secure solidarity and collaboration among the members of 
society, and Fourier writes that this period will realize the wishes and dreams 
of the civilisation, but it will not shed the kernel of evil—the unassociated family, 
which will be resolved only in the seventh period. In that sense, garantisme is a 
reformist period, and architecture belongs to its essential means: “A man of taste, 
a political architect, could transform civilisation by a mere reform of architec-
tural practice.”44

Fourier’s contribution to this reform was the plan of an ideal city conceived 
in the 1820s and published in 1841 in a section of his Théorie de l’unité univer-
selle (Theory of Universal Unity) and in 1849 in the pamphlet Des modifi cations 
à introduire dans l’architecture des villes (The Modifi cations to Be Introduced in 
the Architecture of Cities). The city was designed in four rings: the central part; 
the suburbs; the rural annexes; and the roads, distinguished by a gradation in 
ornamentation (which is aimed at collective pleasures) and by a differentiation in 
density and height: what appears as a mere “luxury or superfl uity” is, according to 
Fourier, a “theory of higher politics that will contribute to the fundamental prin-
ciple of social happiness: the germ of association.”45 This understanding of luxury 
for the collective—a “collective luxury,” as it were—was essential for the project 
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of the Fourierist city. Every house was required to have free ground around it in 
order to prevent speculation and secure the circulation of air; the more central 
the location of the house, the smaller the free area, which, nonetheless, had to 
be at least as large as the whole surface of the house. In that way, Fourier noted, 
only the wealthy could afford a small house that would require a big allotment in 
order to comply with the rules of isolation. For the bourgeoisie one would build 
large apartment blocks for twenty to thirty families, differing in wealth, which 
would be furnished with common services and meeting places connected by gal-
leries inspired, according to Walter Benjamin, by the fi rst Parisian arcades.

Many of these ideas were developed by the followers of Fourier: Victor Con-
siderant, Perreymond, and César Daly in their contributions to the journal Revue 
générale de l’architecture et des travaux publics, founded in 1839 and edited by Daly. 
Like the Saint-Simonians, the Fourierists stressed the importance of the railway 
system, supported public works as a means of economic and social development, 
and argued for a foundation of a new type of fi nancial institution necessary to 
fi nance urban development, in that sense preparing the ground for Haussmann’s 
development of Paris under Napoleon III.

These ideas were present in Perreymond’s project of the development of the 
center of Paris, published in 1842 and 1843 in Daly’s Revue générale. The project 
conceives the city as a biopolitical regulator designed to facilitate the circulation 
of people, commodities, and capital according to an empirically identifi ed sta-
tistical average. This design required such drastic decisions as uniting the Île de 
Cité and the Île Saint Louis into one administrative and cultural center, to be fur-
nished with a façade to the new square created on the fi lled southern arm of the 
Seine; the introduction of six arteries to connect this center with other parts of 
the city, the national territory, and surrounding countries; and the construction 
of a new market.46 One of the essential aims of the project was to tackle unem-
ployment by stimulating economic development—a theme very much in the air 
in the 1840s Paris, which culminated in the February Revolution of 1848, whose 
socialist postulates included that of the “right to work.” Writing in 1849, Perrey-
mond argued that the fi rst task of society is to organize the system of work and 
its spatial counterpart, the city: “Work is life, and life can exist only on the con-
dition that it renew itself, that it propagate itself without ceasing, without ever 
stopping.”47

This concept of work greatly differed from Fourier’s, and it was this difference 
that determined the “actuality” of Fourier’s concept, in Lefebvre’s view. Fourier 
argued that work can be thought of as central for society only if its understand-
ing is radically changed. That is to say, work should be conceived by means of the 
concept of passion, which is the foundation of Fourier’s general theory of asso-
ciation: fascinated with Newton, Fourier saw passion as the force of attraction 
between subjects, just as gravitation is the force of attraction of material objects. 
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This concept reinterprets the character of work and bases it on passions and 
pleasure, thus challenging the difference between work and consumption.

The Saint-Simonians were criticized by Fourier precisely on these grounds: 
rather than a change in human nature, he argued, the only thing that can make 
men happy is to found social order on a system of combinations of man’s pas-
sions and desires. “I am the only reformer who has rallied ’round human nature 
by accepting it as it is and devising the means of utilizing it with all the defects 
that are inseparable from man,” he wrote to Victor Considerant in 1831. “All the 
sophists who pretend to change men are working in denial of man, and what is 
more, in denial of God since they want to change or stifl e the passions which 
God has bestowed on us as our fundamental drives.”48 Fourier attacked civiliza-
tion and capitalism as restraining the fulfi llment of the passions of man and thus 
producing indigence, competition, boredom, deceit, and adultery. Rather, Fourier 
argued, social reforms must be based on the twelve passions of man, his funda-
mental instinctive drives: the luxurious passions (desires of the fi ve senses); the 
four group passions (respect, friendship, love, and parenthood); and the three 

Proposal for the development of the center of Paris by the Fourierist urbanist known as Perrey-
mond, who suggested fi lling in the southern arm of the Seine in order to unite Île de Cité and Île 
Saint Louis into an administrative and cultural center of the French capital. He also introduced 
six new arteries (only four visible in this drawing) and proposed constructing a new market. 
Published in Revue générale de l’architecture et des travaux publics, 1843. Courtesy of the Trésor, 
Delft University of Technology.
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serial passions—the passion to make arrangements, concordant or compromise; 
the passion for intrigue; the passion for variety.49

The main principle for achieving pleasure was, in Fourier’s view, to combine 
passions, and this conveys the main principle of his architecture: he writes that 
to isolate passions and operate separately with them will fail in respect to each of 
them.50 Fourier argues that architects should not simply take care of the useful, 
because “one occupied only with the useful does achieve neither the useful nor 
the pleasant.”51 These statements coincided with Lefebvre’s critique of function-
alist urbanism: as conceiving the city in terms of the useful, the needed, and the 
necessary rather than on the basis of the pleasant and passionate, and classifying 
needs in order to satisfy them one after another rather than focusing on their 
associations.

Fourier argued that at the core of his “unitary architecture” was the produc-
tive relationship of all senses. He wrote, “Senses are thus reliable guides for social 
progress,” and, consequently, one should think of progress as a product of sensual 
pleasures that are composed, collective, and integral.52 For example, in describing 
common dinner rooms, he showed how the sense of taste is composed (combined 
with the spiritual pleasure of a conversation); collective (developed in the com-
munity of the group); and integral (embracing all fi elds and relationships).53 The 
production of pleasure is thus the main aim of architecture, theorized as a tech-
nology of the association of senses, forms, bodies, and ideas.

This concept of an architecture of association is the engine of Fourier’s vision 
of the phalanstery, designed on the basis of the 810 fundamental passionate com-
binations and represented by both sexes, whose combination resulted in 1,620 
persons as the appropriate number of inhabitants. The phalanstery was con-
ceived as an assemblage of dissimilar people, types, and ages that allows their 
novel combinations and thus realizes a multiplicity of relationships of love and 
labor.54 Fourier’s principle of combination was that of a formal and arbitrary cor-
respondence; thus, an association is not a humanist principle (bringing together 
everyone with the same mania) but rather a principle of contrast; neither was 
his vision a liberal one, aimed at “understanding” or “admitting” passions, but it 
strived at exploiting them for the greatest pleasure of all and without hindrance 
to anyone.55

These comments make clear that, when read in the early 1970s by Barthes and 
Lefebvre, both authors tracing the emergence of the postwar society of consump-
tion, Fourier’s writings gained a new type of actuality exposing the prospective 
tendencies of social development. This is why Lefebvre’s texts about Fourier end 
in a state of undecidability, hesitating over whether his work is topical as a “uto-
pian” socialist or as a “dystopian” socialist, that is to say, whether he is an author 
of a project of the architecture of pleasure and spontaneity or rather a prophet 
of the society of consumption and the socialized worker. While for Benjamin the 
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main metaphor of Fourier’s understanding of society was the machine, for Bar-
thes and Lefebvre this metaphor in Fourier’s texts was, clearly, information: not 
only the paradigm for social development in 1960s Western societies, but also 
the dominant model for understanding consumption as differentiation within a 
system of signs. This parallel was confi rmed by the fact that the main question of 
Fourier—and indeed one of the main reasons for his strategy of procrastination—
was the problem essential to consumption: how to prevent boredom stemming 
from an excess of pleasures.

In that sense, Fourier’s unitary architecture, which is based on systematic 
combinations of differences, comes close to the pavillon as described in Lefeb-
vre’s analysis of the consumption of space, but it also comes close to the research 
of Henri Raymond on the holiday village of the Club Méditerranée in Palinuro, 
in southern Italy.56 Resembling Fourier’s paroles, the villages of the Club Méd 
since its creation in 1950 were advertised as “antidotes to civilization,” aimed at 
producing a rupture with the world of work, its hierarchies and social distinc-
tions. This was achieved by instantiating welcome and farewell rituals, replacing 
cash with colored beads, and focusing on self-indulgent physical pleasure by the 
“members” of the club dressed in the Tahitian sarong, suggesting a “liberated” 
body.57 Raymond called Palinuro “a concrete utopia”—“imaginary reality and 
yet lived practically”58—that displayed the representations of happiness in the 
emerging consumer society in France. Associated with “huge meals, idle bronzed 
bodies, abundance in the midst of underdeveloped countries, and a commitment 
to narcissistic, apolitical hedonism,”59 the headquarters of the Club Méd in Paris 
became one of the targets for the students in May ’68.

Beyond the specifi c case of Club Méd, Lefebvre would argue that to condemn 
spaces of leisure would be as uncritical as accepting their discourse of the “anti-
dote of civilization.” Surely, spaces of leisure epitomize the consumption of space; 
they are inherent components of the processes of reproduction of social relation-
ships; and they caricature Marx’s project of the society of nonwork—as Lefebvre 
was never tired of reminding his readers.60 But just as the Atelier de Montrouge, 
Roland Simounet, Paul Chemetov, Jean Deroche, and many other French archi-
tects of the 1950s perceived the holiday villages as fi elds of experimentation with 
new combinations of materials and housing typologies for an emerging society 
of leisure, Lefebvre read spaces of leisure as pointing to a possibility of a differ-
ent everyday life: the beach, for example, appeared to him as offering to the body 
moments of integrality beyond the fragmented and homogenized gestures, spaces, 
and times within the Fordist division of labor. This is why the true revolution of 
everyday life was for him the introduction of two weeks of paid holidays by the 
Front populaire in 1936, which allowed the masses to discover nature, the beach, 
and the sea.61 In this context, his critique of the postwar processes of urbanization 
can be read as pointing at the missed dialectics of the social–democratic project 



(top) Postcard from Club Méditerranée in Palinuro, 1979, described by Henri Raymond as “a con-
crete utopia” of the French consumer society.

(bottom) Picture of the beach from the collection of photographs from Norbert Guterman’s visit to 
Navarrenx. Courtesy of Norbert Guterman Archive, Butler Library, Columbia University, dossier 
Henri Lefebvre, 1939–49.
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of modernization, as conveyed by many among the architectural avant-gardes of 
the 1920s and 1930s, which required complementing the minimal housing (Exis-
tenzminimum) by means of social facilities, or “collective luxury,” in Fourier’s 
terms. At the same time, if spaces of leisure can be read as prefi guring a differen-
tial space, it is because “in and through the space of leisure, a pedagogy of space 
and time is beginning to take shape.”62 This pedagogy is not an institutionalized 
disciplinary practice but a formation of senses, like in Physiologie du Goût (1825), 
by Jean-Antheleme Brillat-Savarin, a contemporary of Fourier who postulated 
a pedagogy of the sense of taste. This sensual experience is not an instance of 
forgetting but rather a proposal of a different way of life that comes as a hunch in 
privileged moments at the beach, the park, or the garden of a pavillon, however 
commodifi ed, ridiculous, or negligible they might appear within an orthodox 
Marxist analytical framework.

Nanterre as Differential Space

Lefebvre’s reading of Fourier suggests the need to think of differences not as a 
system of complementary elements (what Lefebvre called “induced” differences) 
but rather as related to one another in a dialectics of unity and contradiction, 
“producing” a rupture of the system.63 In other words, association and gathering, 
which Fourier envisaged as specifi c to “unitary architecture,” are not suffi cient 
criteria of the envisaged performance of a differential space, and the comple-
mentary processes of exclusion, repulsion, and dispersion must be accounted for. 
Precisely the simultaneity of these contradictory movements is what Lefebvre 
aimed at capturing in his concept of dialectical centrality as the universal form 
of social space, and an examination of specifi c historical centralities is what can 
advance his concept of differential space.

Of Lefebvre’s historical writings, the book L’irruption de Nanterre au som-
met (The Explosion: Marxism and the French Revolution, 1968)—a participatory 
observation of May ’68, which he witnessed at the university in Nanterre —lends 
itself to a reading as an approximation of the performance of differential space, in 
particular when contextualized with the study La proclamation de la Commune, 
26 mars 1871 (1965), resulting from his archival research in the Feltrinelli Foun-
dation in Milan.64 For Lefebvre, March 1871 and May 1968 became occasions to 
examine moments of the production of centralities in a violent reclamation of 
the urban center by those who were excluded: “People who had come from the 
outlying areas into which they had been driven and where they had found noth-
ing but a social void assembled and proceeded together toward the reconquest of 
the urban centers.”65 In both cases, centralities were produced as concatenations 
of violence and playfulness, celebration and struggle (Lefebvre reproduced in his 
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book the poster of a public concert organized by the Communards): a dialectical 
relationship between “necessity and chance, determination and contingency, the 
anticipated and the unpredicted.”66

The campus in Nanterre was laid out on the allotments previously belonging to 
the military, located behind the Défense, in the northwestern suburbs of Paris. In 
the early 1960s it was not accessible by the RER, as it is today, but only by the train 
from the Gare Saint-Lazare. (Rémi Hess recalled Lefebvre saying in one of his lec-
tures in 1966, “When one commutes from Paris to Nanterre, when one sees what 
happens, one understands how the city rises, how it is being developed, and one 
becomes truly a philosopher.”)67 When he arrived on the spot, Lefebvre described 
it as “misery, shantytowns, excavations for an express subway line, low-income 
housing projects for workers, industrial enterprises.”68 This was not uncommon 
for the Parisian agglomeration, where in the mid-1960s one could still fi nd 120 
shantytowns with approximately fi fty thousand inhabitants.69 A photo essay by 
Alain Nogues, published in the fourth issue of the journal Espaces et sociétés, has 
shown the shantytown of Nanterre, and the faculty buildings can be seen in the 
long take from Godard’s La Chinoise.70

The functionalist master plan by the architectural fi rm Chauliat was laid out 
for fi fteen thousand students. The plan included the organization of three facul-
ties (humanities, law, and political sciences), dormitories with fourteen hundred 
rooms, two canteens, and libraries around a “green” center with sport facilities. 
The fl at buildings of the faculties were punctuated by slabs, and the dormitories 
and the libraries formed groups of freestanding slabs of differing heights. The fi rst 
buildings were completed in 1964, and the Faculty of Humanities was opened in 
1966. According to a presentation in the architectural journal Techniques et archi-
tecture (1968), the composition of the master plan and the buildings was aimed 
at ensuring the “rational functioning” of the faculty and the creation of “a har-
mony of the ensemble in variety suffi cient to prevent monotony.”71 This language 
of functional rationality and abstract aesthetics was challenged by Lefebvre, who 
considered Nanterre a gathering of the contradictions of the late Gaullist era. 
In a speech presented during a conference in Strasbourg (1975), he introduced 
the concept of a “space of catastrophe”: “One should always, when studying a 
space, specify its space of catastrophe, that is to say, the limits where this space 
explodes.”72 In that sense, Nanterre was the space of catastrophe for the trente 
glorieuses.

This focus on an amassment of contradictions that bring about social change, 
together with the attempt to develop a concept of distributed causality and a sen-
sitivity to nonsynchronous contradictions, brings Lefebvre’s analysis close to the 
concept of overdetermination addressed by Louis Althusser, and in particular to 
his assessment of the success of the 1917 revolution in Russia as stemming from the 
accumulation of historical contradictions specifi c to feudal, capitalist, imperialist, 



Poster of a concert on 6 May 1871, organized during the Paris Commune, Institut Feltrinelli, 
Milan. Reproduced in Lefebvre, La proclamation de la Commune.



Shantytowns in Nanterre. Photograph by Alain Nogues, published in Espaces et sociétés 4 (1971). 
Courtesy of Alain Nogues.



(top) The campus of Nanterre shortly after its construction. From La Chinoise, directed by Jean-
Luc Godard, 1967.

(bottom) View from a student room in Nanterre of the shantytown and former military area. Pub-
lished in Duteuil, Nanterre 1965–66–67–68, 89. Courtesy of Jean-Pierre Duteuil.



Master plan of Nanterre university. The campus consisted of the Faculty of Humanities (1), can-
teens (2), students’ dorms (3), libraries (4), sport facilities (5), the Faculty of Law (6), the Institute 
of Political Studies (7), a cultural center (8), a railway station (9), security posts (10), and boiler 
rooms (11). Published in Techniques et architecture 1 (1968): 130.
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Aerial view of Nanterre campus and the railway line to Paris. Published in Techniques et architec-
ture 1 (1968): 131.

and colonial exploitation.73 For Lefebvre, these processes can be accounted for 
only when space is introduced into the analysis: contradictions of society emerge 
in space and engender contradictions of space.74 He writes, “The contradictions 
of space thus make the contradictions of social relations operative,” and spatial 
contradictions “‘express’ confl icts between socio-political interest and forces; it 
is only in space that such confl icts come effectively into play, and in so doing they 
become contradictions of space.”75 Contradictions of space envelop, presuppose, 
and amplify historical contradictions and superimpose themselves upon those 
contradictions, and, by this, they produce a contradictory whole that “takes on a 
new meaning and comes to designate ‘something else’—another mode of produc-
tion.”76 This is the aim of Lefebvre’s research on Nanterre: to account for a pro-
cess in the course of which differential space becomes manifested from within 
the contradictions of abstract space.
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Already the positioning of the campus, in relation to both the neighboring shan-
tytowns and the center of Paris, pointed at a spatial and social confl ict: “Func-
tionalized by initial design, culture was transported to a ghetto of students and 
teachers situated in the midst of other ghettos fi lled with the ‘abandoned,’ subject 
to the compulsions of production, and driven into an extra-urban existence.”77 
Lefebvre writes that Nanterre became a heterotopia—“the other place,” “the place 
of the other, simultaneously excluded and interwoven,” a place defi ned by dif-
ferences.78 Similarly to the Haussmannian reorganization of Paris, he considered 
Nanterre to be an expression and tool of the dominant social order. Like the new 
town of Mourenx, he saw the campus as a projection into space of an indus-
trial rationality producing “mediocre intellectuals” and “junior executives.”79 
According to Lefebvre, the late modernist architecture of the campus refl ects the 
intended project: the attempt to reproduce the social relations of production.80 In 
a TV interview, commenting on the students’ protests from his offi ce in Nanterre, 
he said, “In order to answer the question why it started here, one should look 
outside the window.”81 This was developed in The Explosion:

The Faculty buildings were designed for the functions of education: vast 
amphitheaters, small “functional” rooms, drab halls, an administrative 
wing—the meaning of this morphology will soon become apparent. All 
this becomes the focus of political rebellion.82

Following the functionalist logics, the plan of the campus separated and 
antagonized differences among work, housing, and leisure, between private 
and public spheres, between male and female students, thus transforming them 
into lived contradictions. Lefebvre considered the twofold segregation in Nan-
terre—functional and social, industrial and urban—“an experience as well as a 
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Lefebvre interviewed on Enquêtes sur les causes des manifestations: “In order to 
answer the question why it [May ’68] started here, one should look outside the 
window.” 11 May 1968. Institut national de l’audiovisuel, Paris.

physical environment.”83 He noticed that this segregation brought about para-
doxical effects: “The university community in which the ‘function of living’ 
becomes specialized and reduced to a bare minimum (the habitat)—while tra-
ditional separations between boys and girls, and between work and leisure and 
privacy, are maintained—this community becomes the focus of sexual aspirations 
and rebellions.”84 These words refer to the “right to sexuality,” demanded by the 

Henri Lefebvre among students in Nanterre. Published in Duteuil, Nanterre 1965–66–67–68, 92. 
Courtesy of Jean-Pierre Duteuil.
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leafl ets distributed by the anarchists in Nanterre, who organized several debates 
about this issue.85 Thus, it is not by chance that in October 1968, shortly after 
the students’ revolt, Lefebvre gave a speech on sexuality in which he sketched 
a spatial “semantics of desire” and called for urban spaces that would allow its 
“symbolic and practical” realization.86

These claims faithfully depict the mood in Nanterre, as a leafl et of one of the 
radical Left groups shows, sarcastically appreciating the “functional” campus, 
which is “better than Sarcelles” because everything is on one spot: the dorms are 
just three minutes from the faculty. Thus, as the leafl et goes, the campus intro-
duces an “economy of pace, activity, and relations”: discipline, morality, hygienic 
love, and a level of concentration on work that is impossible in the politicized and 
distracted chatter of the Latin Quarter; consequently, instead of “leftist intellec-
tuals,” Nanterre produces “apolitical intellectuals” in the service of the state: “In 
the end, our state has understood that the youth have a need: that of work, and, 
in order to work well, of a total rest: the political, cultural, and sexual preoccupa-
tions decrease our productivity.”87

Yet according to Lefebvre, the social effects produced in this space were very 
different from the ones intended. The concentration of the perceived, conceived, 
and lived contradictions of space makes the campus a social condenser, that is 
to say, an architecture “which leads to crystallization, precipitation so to say, of 
social relations in a given society.”88 Coined by the Soviet architect Moisei Ginz-
burg, the concept of a social condenser was popularized among the French archi-
tects and planners in the 1960s by the eye-opening book Town and Revolution 
(1967), by Anatole Kopp, who explained it as an architecture designed to become 
a “mold” in which socialist society “was to be cast.”89 In the Soviet architecture 
of the late 1920s and early 1930s, social condensers were aimed at turning “the 
self-centered individual of capitalist society into a whole man, the informed mili-
tant of socialist society in which the interests of each merged with the interests 
of all.”90 This was the aim of workers’ clubs, designed, among others, by Kon-
stantin Melnikov and Ilja Golosov; the collective housing facilities, of which the 
Narkomfi n in Moscow, designed by Ginzburg and Ignati Milinis, was the most 
famous; as well as industrial centers. During the CRAUC seminar, Kopp defi ned 
a social condenser as a building “voluntarily unadapted to the period in which it 
was constructed in view of a more remote period,”91 and in Lefebvre’s use of this 
concept, Kopp’s defi nition takes a double meaning: on the one hand, the Fordist 
logics expressed in Nanterre was anachronistic in the face of the emerging pro-
cesses of the deindustrialization of Paris; on the other hand, the social space of 
the campus conveyed a hunch of a different society.

However, the concept of a social condenser, with its suggestion of spatial deter-
minism, might be misleading, and it is at odds with Lefebvre’s emphasis on the 
lived experience of Nanterre, which was not predefi ned by the material layout of 
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space. For Lefebvre, what happened on the campus was an experience of all the 
contradictions of 1960s French society: between the authorities and “the youth” 
(a new sociological category coined in the 1960s); between those privileged living 
in the city center and those deprived of the “right to the city”; between the state 
and its citizens; between the older and the younger generations; between institu-
tions set up to steer the modernization of postwar society and those originating 
in past modes of production.92 In this context, the very architectural plan that 
transforms differences into lived contradictions allows for new processes of dif-
ferentiation: in Nanterre, those relegated to the periphery recognized themselves 
as constituting a new centrality that raised the claim to universality as a prefi gu-
ration of a society to come:

This fragment of a broken, rejected, and marginal university regains a 
kind of universality. Among the students all tendencies manifest them-
selves, especially all those which oppose the established society.93

In Nanterre, “an original dialectic movement” began to emerge: “social mar-
ginality against centralization, anomie against norms, contestation against deci-
sions.”94 For Lefebvre, the periphery and the center become inextricably linked: 
it was Nanterre’s peripheral relation to Paris that made it the center of the out-
burst.95 This dialectics of centrality manifested in the shifts of the movement 
from the suburbs to the Latin Quarter and the Sorbonne, which became a utopian 
place, transcending the “segregations and multiple dissociations which had been 
projected onto the terrain in the explosion of the city,”96 a central and relevant 
place due to its sudden openness and inclusion of all social classes and unfettered 
speech, which started with the discussions at the Faculty of Sociology in Nan- 
terre.97 In this movement, the possibility of an alternative space as a horizon for 
social development was manifested:

The interaction of center and periphery revealed the importance of a 
new social, political, and cultural sphere—urban society which brings 
with it a new set of problems. The centrality achieved and maintained 
by the movement sent this movement back to the margins of urban real-
ity—to the suburbs, outlying areas, production and housing centers. The 
movement reverberated from these margins back toward the centers of 
decision-making.98

The centrality in Nanterre is thus conditioned by a reference to an absent “other” 
reality: the center is always a center of a utopia; it represents “what does not 
have a place, what is elsewhere, the nonplace.”99 In Nanterre this utopia was that 
of the city as the place where differences meet and acknowledge one another. 
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“The City—past, absent, future—assumes a utopian value for the boys and girls 
caught in a heterotopia which generates tensions and obsessive fantasies.”100 For 
the students—most of whom came from the wealthy western parts of Paris—“the 
absence of civilization is transformed into obsession.”101

It was Lefebvre’s research on the Commune that suggested to him the revo-
lutionary potential of the image and imagination of the city. After having ana-
lyzed documents, proclamations, and leafl ets from the period, he argued, “The 
Parisian insurrection of 1871 was a great attempt of the city to establish itself as a 
measurement and a norm of human reality.”102 Referring to statistics, sociological 
research, and novels, Lefebvre discusses the emergence of the image of the city 
as an ideology, utopia, and myth in the conditions of the Haussmannian cleansing 
of the lower classes from the center of Paris and their allocation in the peripheral 
quarters. Lefebvre quotes, for one, the exclamation of Jules Vallès from Le cri du 
peuple, one of the most successful journals of the Commune: “We are marching 
under the same fl ag: the steeple of Paris.”103 It is this image, and the medieval 
word commune, according to Lefebvre, that allowed the unifi cation of a variety 
of social forces otherwise related neither by a political program nor by a social 
class.104 This is why in his eyes “the Commune was, until now, the only attempt 
at a revolutionary urbanism”: attacking the symbols of the ancien régime; rec-
ognizing the neighborhood as the site of socialization; defi ning social space in 
political terms; and challenging the belief in the innocence of monuments, with 
the demolition of the Vendôme column and the transformation of churches into 
clubs.105 Thus, when Lefebvre writes that the image of the city was the trigger 
of May ’68, he also means material images, perhaps photographs, perhaps even 
photographs of the Commune, which he reproduced in his book as testimonies of 
the fi rst major political events fi xed on light-sensitive fi lm and a direct reference 
of the students.106

Multitemporal Centralities: Monuments for the Urban Society

Lefebvre’s study of Nanterre defi ned differential space by its specifi c performance: 
that of gathering and dispersing differences within an urban whole. This dynamic 
was described by means of the concept of dialectics of centrality and employed 
in order to understand a specifi c historical conjuncture—an attempt that can-
not be read without a sense of disappointment, since in The Explosion the social 
agency characterized by this dialectics was but hinted at by Lefebvre.107 And yet 
the account of the shifting centralities of May ’68 as a dynamic process linking the 
campus to the Latin Quarter, the suburbs of Paris, and its center opened up two 
paths for Lefebvre’s research on centralities as differentiated by times on the one 
hand and by scales on the other. This research program was spelled out in The 
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Production of Space, which investigates centralities as historical, differing from 
the ancient city to the postwar urbanization and linking historical times together, 
and as established at various scales and mediating among them, from the scale of 
a single room to that of the planet. This research was contextualized in Lefebvre’s 
contributions to discussions in the architectural culture of the late 1960s and early 
1970s, including the rediscovery of the historical European city and its monuments 
(condensations of nonsynchronous times) and the debates about megastructures 
as mediators among a variety of scales within a metropolitan territory.

Architectonics of Space

The Nanterre study discusses the campus as an amassment of specifi c contradic-
tions of postwar French society, a statement that is generalized in The Production 
of Space, in which Lefebvre argues, “Each period, each mode of production, each 
particular society has engendered (produced) its own centrality: religious, politi-
cal, commercial, cultural, industrial, and so on.”108 This history of space does not 
simply refl ect the sequence of modes of production but rather accounts for their 
contradictions, their nonsynchronicities, and the possibilities that emerge from 
the given situation—much in the vein of Lefebvre’s analyses of the “sociological 
fossils” in the Pyrenees and Tuscany.109

The historical character of space contrasts with the production of space by 
a living body. Referring to research on forms produced by animals,110 Lefebvre 
gives the example of a shell whose geometry “corresponds merely to the way in 
which energy, under specifi c conditions (on a specifi c scale, in a specifi c mate-
rial environment, etc.), is deployed; the relationship between nature and space 
is immediate in the sense that it does not depend on the mediation of an external 
force, whether natural or divine.”111 This is the level on which basic geometric 
“laws of space”—symmetries, axes, planes, centers, and peripheries—are estab-
lished.112 They govern the deployment of energies of the living body, which, at the 
same time, creates its own space from within its internal rhythms—a hypothesis 
that opens up a possibility of a “rhythm analysis” focused on the “concrete reality 
of rhythms,” their use, and appropriation.113

This analysis can be related to the human body only when any particular his-
torical period is bracketed o ff. Since the production of space has been meaning-
ful at every stage of human history and never purely practical or geometric, such 
an “anthropological” stage is ahistorical in the sense that it does not belong to a 
sequence of dated events.114 Like language for Jacques Derrida, social space has no 
beginning: it has been always already produced, and thus a research perspective 
that would think of space as an empty stage on which the human agent arrives 
in order to socialize it is necessarily futile.115 Thus, when Lefebvre writes, “The 
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body serves both as point of departure and as destination,” the implied itinerary 
is not that between the beginning and the end of history but rather that of the 
unfolding concrete universal, developing from the singular through the general 
to the particular.116

In The Production of Space, Lefebvre asks whether this hypothesis—that a living 
body produces space by deploying its energies—can be extended to social space. 
In other words, can the historical processes of the social production of space 
be understood as deployments of productive forces of the society in question? 
Yet while human societies cannot be conceived independently of the universe 
of nature, “there is no reason to assume an isomorphism between social ener-
gies and physical energies.”117 Accordingly, the history of space can be conceived 
neither as a “causal chain of ‘historical’ (i.e. dated) events” nor as a sequence, 
“whether teleological or not, of customs and laws, ideals and ideology, and socio-
economic structures or institutions (superstructures).”118

This suggests that The Production of Space does not have to be read as an 
attempt to crack open the logics of historical development—a historicist narrative 
of which Lefebvre was often accused.119 Rather, it can be understood as a prob-
lematization of the immediate relationship between society and the spaces it pro-
duces. Not unlike Lefebvre’s procedure in the Pyrenees study, the book focuses 
on specifi c relationships among spatial practices, representations of space, and 
spaces of representation in determined historical conjunctures.120 The history of 
space becomes a history of centralities—a history of socially produced relation-
ships among the three moments of space, “their interconnections, distortions, 
displacements, mutual interactions, and their links with the spatial practice of 
the particular society or mode of production under consideration.”121

Since centralities are historical in the sense that they are not only histori-
cally specifi c but also often gather what was produced in remote periods, such 
a program involves research on the nonsynchronicities of the moments of space. 
These nonsynchronicities were already addressed by Lefebvre in the differen-
tiated temporalization of the moments of space: the dependence of the spatial 
practices on the economic and political structures; the tuning of representations 
of space according to the pace of the scientifi c discourses and techniques; and 
the negotiation among personal, collective, and imaginary temporalities in the 
spaces of representation. “Nothing disappears completely,” claims Lefebvre, and 
he discusses the persistence of natural and historical residua, “stratifi cation and 
interpenetration of social spaces,” and accumulations and sedimentations of rel-
icts, traces, and survivals of past spaces, described with metaphors borrowed 
from geometry, topology, physics, hydrodynamics, and embryology.122

The concept of centralities as both synchronous gatherings of moments of 
space and as diachronic nodes of temporalities refers to Ernst Bloch’s theorizing 
of modernity as the “synchronicity of the nonsynchronous” in his book Heritage 
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of Our Times (1935) and in particular in the essay “Non-Synchronism and the 
Obligation to Its Dialectics.” It also refl ects the concept of the multiplicity of 
social time, developed by Georges Gurvitch, the supervisor of Lefebvre’s disser-
tation at the Sorbonne. In La multiplicité de temps sociaux (The Multiplicity of 
Social Times, 1958), Gurvitch claimed that every social class, group, and profes-
sion is characterized by its specifi c time, and thus society consists of a variety of 
often confl icting and colliding times, which can be unifi ed and related only in 
social practice.123

Since “each new addition inherits and reorganizes what has gone before,”124 
each multitemporal centrality is in constant development:

The process of condensation and the centralizing tendency may there-
fore be said also to affect pre-existing contradictions, which they duly 
concentrate, aggravating and modifying them in the process.125

In order to discern the rules that govern this dynamics, Lefebvre launches the 
project of spatial architectonics with this goal: “to describe, analyze and explain 
this persistence, which is often evoked in the metaphorical shorthand of strata, 
periods, sedimentary layers, and so on.”126 Since the aim of the architectonics of 
space is to reassemble and relate the discoveries of various disciplines (ethnol-
ogy, human geography, anthropology, prehistory and history, sociology),127 it can 
be seen as a part of his unitary theory of space.

The term spatial architectonics reveals architecture as the inspiration and 
model for the concept of centrality: understanding this term according to the 
philosophical tradition (Kant defi ned “architectonics” as the “art of construct-
ing systems”) would ignore Lefebvre’s hostility to system building, and The Pro-
duction of Space specifi cally ends with this reminder: “We are concerned with 
nothing that even remotely resembles a system.”128 It is architecture—or, more 
precisely, a monument—that lends itself as the privileged object to Lefebvre’s 
research on synchronous and diachronic centralities:

For millennia, monumentality took in all the aspects of spatiality that we 
have identifi ed above: the perceived, the conceived, and the lived; rep-
resentations of space and spaces of representation; the spaces proper 
to each faculty, from the sense of smell to speech; the gestural, and the 
symbolic.129

Consequently, The Production of Space discusses Greek temples, Roman pub-
lic architecture, medieval cathedrals and monasteries, and public spaces of the 
Renaissance city.130 These discussions are sketchy, and their historical accuracy is 
not rarely questionable,131 and thus their relevance is, fi rst at all, theoretical: Lefeb-
vre considered the monuments as paradigmatic objects for the architectonics of 
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space because of their archaeological structure; monuments “involve levels, lay-
ers and sedimentations of perception, representation, and spatial practice which 
presuppose one another, which proffer themselves to one another, and which are 
superimposed upon one another.”132

Ambiguity of Monuments

Lefebvre’s thinking about the monuments seems to have been impacted by the 
spatial redevelopments of Paris: the large-scale interventions of the 1960s (Maine 
Montparnasse, La Défense, Boulevard périphérique) followed by urban renew-
als (Les Halles, Marais, Place d’Italie). His interest in Parisian monuments was 
stressed by his friends: Maïté Clavel recalls many strolls with Lefebvre and Nicole 
Beaurain, his companion at that time: “Il était un marcher dans la ville,” said 
Clavel.133 These fascinations were shared with the situationists, refl ected in their 
choice for the places of the dérive: the Place de Stalingrad with the Ledoux rotunda, 
Balthard’s Halles, Square des Missions Étrangères, and the Gare Saint-Lazare. But 
this rediscovery of monuments also took place in the discourse of architecture and 
urbanism in late-1960s and early-1970s France, infl uenced by Italian architectural 
theory; the redefi nition of the legal category of the monument; the rediscovery 
of Haussmannian Paris; and the fi rst successes of Bofi ll’s large-scale architec-
ture.134 Beyond the French context, this discussion was inscribed into a more gen-
eral interest in monuments as gathering meaning, memory, and history, marked 
by Architecture of the City, by Aldo Rossi (1966); Complexity and Contradiction in 
Architecture, by Robert Venturi (1966); Meaning in Architecture (1969), edited by 
George Baird and Charles Jencks; Existence, Space and Architecture, by Christian 
Norberg-Schulz (1971); and Architecture 2000, by Jencks (1971)—to mention just 
the books commented on by Lefebvre.

For Lefebvre, monuments are essentially ambiguous. He sees a monument as 
“repressive”: a seat of an institution, it organizes a “colonized” and “oppressive” 
space, and it mobilizes symbols for passive contemplation at a time when they 
have already lost their intimate meaning.135 But, simultaneously, it is a place of 
collective social life. A monument can be confi ned neither to a functional descrip-
tion (it is transfunctional) nor to a specifi c culture (it is transcultural). This is why 
monuments have the capacity to inscribe an “elsewhere” into the space of the 
everyday: they not only refer to multiple historical times but also point beyond 
history. Relating to the mythical beginnings and to a utopian future, monuments 
“render present the past and the future”: they are multitemporal centralities that 
exert control and yet inspire collective actions; they condense urban promises, 
potentials, and dangers; they proclaim “duty, power, knowledge, joy, hope.”136

For Lefebvre, the source of this ambiguity is the dialectics of centrality: the 
capacity to attract, gather, and assemble is countered by the power to repel, 
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exclude, and disperse: “A monument exercises an attraction only to the degree 
that it creates distance.”137 This dialectics is performed under the conditions of 
the current regime of knowledge and power, and yet the multitemporal character 
of monuments allows their given political and economic conditions to be histo-
ricized and thus relativizes them. In other words, monuments are untimely and 
irreconcilable with the postwar production of space. Associated with precapital-
ist social formations, they are, at the same time, paradigmatic examples of the 
dialectics of centrality that manifested in Nanterre in the possibility of a future 
urban society. Thus, the sense of loss of historical monuments expressed by Lefeb-
vre is not a nostalgic gesture (“I do not wish a return of history”)138 but a desire 
for a different space.

Lefebvre’s accounts of monuments for a future society are kept very gen-
eral and are fundamentally negative: the monuments reveal breaking points of 
abstract space—everyday life, the urban sphere, the body—and they are defi ned 
as surpassing the contradictions that make them impossible in abstract space.139 
This is why, in Lefebvre’s work, the monument, rather than a prospective vision, 
becomes an epistemic tool: a litmus test for postwar abstract space.

This analysis begins with his narration about the “victory” of the building over 
the monument—what could be called the bourgeois revolution in architecture—
leading to a replacement of preindustrial oeuvres by products of capitalism. This 
replacement stands for the dominance of the repetitive, the standardized, and 
the generic over the singular, the unique, and the specifi c. Its symptom, which 
gained particular interest in France in the course of the 1960s, was architectures 
produced by nonarchitects, or what Jean-Charles Depaule called “private monu-
ments,” such as the house of Raymond Isidore in Chartres; the Palais idéal, by 
Facteur Cheval, in Hauterives; and the Watts Towers in Los Angeles, by Simon 
Rodilla. In a dissertation supervised by Lefebvre, Depaule analyzed this “wild,” 
“primitive,” or “fi erce” architecture (architecture sauvage) as external neither to 
the modern division of labor, which it opposes, nor to the contemporary cultural 
models, which it appropriates.140 These “palaces of dreams”141 were read by Lefeb-
vre as a protest against the sway of everydayness, which makes impossible what, 
ultimately, was at stake in the monuments: the experience of joy and death. In the 
period that disposed of both the seriousness and the serenity of the monastery or 
the cathedral, the longing for them comes back in the privatized, grotesque form 
of the pavillon: a parody of an aristocratic palace.142

The untimeliness of the monuments makes them inconceivable within the 
representations of abstract space expressed, in Lefebvre’s view, by the structural-
ist interpretations of the city. Taking issue with Françoise Choay, Umberto Eco, 
and Roland Barthes, the last of whom argued, “The city is a discourse, and this 
discourse is actually a language,” Lefebvre stressed that monuments do not have 
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a “signifi ed” meaning but rather a multiplicity of meanings that refer to the body 
and to power—references that semiology cannot grasp.143 Monuments are not cre-
ated for a “reader”: visitors to the cathedral discovered its space by becoming 
aware of their footsteps, listening to the singing, and breathing the incense-laden 
air: “They will thus, on the basis of their own bodies, experience a total being in a 
total space.”144 The disenchantment of modern societies brought about not only a 
liberation from this world of “sin and redemption” but also an increasing impos-
sibility for fragmented bodies to experience such “total being in a total space.”145 
At the same time, this liberation allows a rethinking of the relationship between 
power and monuments, revealing that this relationship cannot be understood 
as a coded link between a signifi ed and a signifi er: power has no code, because 
power includes control of all codes.146

This is why the monument is, for Lefebvre, a counterexample of structural-
ist readings of architecture: rather than carriers of signs, monuments must be 
understood as vessels of symbols, alluding to nature, the body, and childhood, 
expressing a longing for an immediate and direct relationship between people 
and nature.147 Theorizing monuments by means of structuralist models of lan-
guage—which, for Lefebvre, were symptoms of the capitalist form of exchange—
reduces the temporalities of monuments to an instant differentiation within a 
system of signs. By evading “history and practice,” this theorizing manifests the 
ultimate victory of exchange value over use value, and it opens the way to the 
tourist consumption of historical urban spaces. Lefebvre added, “He who con-
ceives the city and urban reality as a system of signs implicitly hands them over 
to consumption as integrally consumable: as exchange value in its pure state.”148 
The path toward the postmodern city was open.

Scaling Centrality

The multitemporal dialectics of centrality in the Nanterre study pertained to a 
sequence of scales: from the building of the Sorbonne, through the campus on the 
outskirts of the city, to the whole metropolitan territory. This multiscalar charac-
ter of centralities was stressed in The Production of Space:

There is no “reality” without a concentration of energy, without a focus 
or core—nor, therefore, without the dialectic: centre–periphery, accre-
tion–dissipation, condensation–radiation, glomeration–saturation, 
concentration–eruption, implosion–explosion. What is the “subject”? 
A momentary centre. The “object”? Likewise. The body? A focusing of 
active (productive) energies. The city? The urban sphere? Ditto.149
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Centralities produced on various scales were called by Lefebvre “levels of social 
practice,”150 and he wrote that human beings are “situated in a series of envelop-
ing levels each of which implies the others, and the sequence of which accounts 
for social practice.”151 Thus, levels are not autonomous wholes; they cannot be 
completely disassociated from one another: “Wherever there is a level there are 
several levels, and consequently gaps, (relatively) sudden transitions, and imbal-
ances or potential imbalances between those levels.”152

The most general distinction Lefebvre introduces is that between micro and 
macro: two equally complex levels, mutually irreducible and interrelated in mul-
tiple ways.153 When it comes specifi cally to social space, three levels can be distin-
guished: the global level; the mixed, mediating, intermediary level; and the level 
of dwelling that Lefebvre calls “private” in spite of his previous reservations about 
this term (“private life remains privation”).154 The global level is captured by the 
concept of concrete abstraction and its focus on the interdependencies among 
space, the global market, and the modern state, with its managerial strategies, 
distributive operations, and its overarching representation of space.155 The pro-
duction of space on this level can be investigated by examining roads, highways, 
and other traffi c infrastructures, natural parks, new towns, and master plans but 
also large-scale projects and monuments (ministries, prefectures, cathedrals).156 
The intermediary level is “specifi cally urban,” representing “the characteristic 
unity of the social ‘real,’ or group.”157 It is the level on which space is produced in 
the course of cooperation and competition among social groups. Relating the site 
and the immediate surroundings with the global condition, this level is described 
by Lefebvre as that of streets, squares, avenues, and public buildings such as city 
halls, parish churches, and schools. Finally, the level of dwelling refers to housing 
of all sorts, from large apartment buildings to shantytowns. It refers to a diver-
sity of heterogeneous ways of living, urban types, patterns, cultural models, and 
values associated with modalities and modulations of everyday life.158 In The Pro-
duction of Space these three levels are linked to spatial planning, urbanism, and 
architecture, and thus the postulate of the unity and differentiation among levels 
of space is translated into the postulate of collaboration and distinction among 
these disciplines.159

This general scheme opened up two questions for Lefebvre’s project of differ-
ential space. First, the dependence between the urban level and its specifi c social 
practices elicited the question of an appropriate urban scale that could provide 
material frameworks for those practices, accommodate them, or even facilitate 
them. Second, the vision of the processes of urbanization as produced at vari-
ous levels of social practice provoked the question of the bond among those lev-
els. Both controversies pointed at the intermediary level as the specifi c level on 
which the project of differential space is to be conceived: either as a centrality 
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that corresponds to specifi c collective practices, or as a mediator among indi-
viduals, social groups, and society as a whole. These two perspectives coincided 
with two projects to which Lefebvre kept returning in his writings: the City in 
Space, by Ricardo Bofi ll, and Taller de Arquitectura, and New Babylon, by Con-
stant Nieuwenhuys.

This discussion was inscribed into a longer debate in French architecture, 
urbanism, sociology, and geography about the possibility of a correspondence 
between urban morphologies and social morphologies.160 Inspired by Fourier’s 
idea of a social unity that would replace isolation and antagonism by solidarity 
and association, this discussion, since the late nineteenth century, moved from a 
focus on the communal spaces of buildings toward a focus on larger urban terri-
tories. This coincided both with the widening of the scale of design, management, 
perception, and experience of the metropolis, such as Paris, and with discussions 
in French sociology and geography about the community defi ned in opposition to 
the modern society, as addressed by Pierre Guillaume Frédéric Le Play, Paul Vidal 
de la Blache, Gustave Le Bon, and Émile Durkheim. Yet in the fi rst decades of the 
twentieth century, the urbanists were who pushed forward the French discus-
sions about urban communal morphologies, inspired by the English typology of 
a garden city and by the research on the neighborhood unit in the United States, 
both developed in the 1940s by Gaston Bardet in his nested hierarchy of “com-
munity levels.”161 After the Second World War, this typological research advanced 
with such concepts as that of the îlot ouvert, suggested by Robert Auzelle, who 
aimed at combining modern planning techniques with historical, sociological, 
and geographical insights inspired by Chombart, with whom Auzelle shared his 
progressive Catholicism.162

When in the early 1960s Lefebvre began theorizing the levels of social prac-
tice, similar themes were discussed internationally among architects, with Team 
10 investigating the “hierarchy of human associations” and, at the end of the 
decade, with a worldwide interest in investigating megastructures as an attempt 
at a specifi c scale adequate to the sprawling metropolis. Both positions reveal a 
new tendency in the way scales were conceptualized, shifting from the effort to 
delineate a hierarchy of bounded spaces—with which Lefebvre took issue in his 
review of the Furttal project—to an interest in the realm of the in-between. This 
was researched by Aldo van Eyck, theorizing the doorstep during the Team 10 
meetings, and also in the envisaged performance of megastructures mediating 
between the human scale and the scale of the city.163 In the debates among French 
architects, urbanists, and sociologists, the rising awareness of the disappearance 
of the in-between realms in cities contributed to the increasing importance of the 
concept of space in the course of the 1960s, a concept considered able to capture 
these ambiguous realms, and to a proliferation of debates about “intermediary 
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spaces,” “spaces of transition,” and “semipublic” and “semiprivate” spaces, com-
plemented by the discourse about the “surroundings,” the “extension of housing,” 
“thresholds,” and “passages.”164

The Production of Centralities—from the Building to the District

The ISU studies on housing, with their attention to spaces of transition, such 
as entrance halls, windows, loggias, balconies, and terraces,165 were among the 
main sources of these debates in the 1960s. The intentions of the researchers 
notwithstanding, their studies contributed to the tendency of the domestic inte-
rior to become a model for urban space in France beginning in the early 1970s, 
with the themes of individualization, privatization, complexity, diversity, and 
security. This theorizing of the realm of the in-between went hand in hand with 
the engagement of the ISU in debates about the relationship between social and 
spatial morphologies, discussions not always easily distinguishable from each 
other.166 In the work of the ISU, the debate about the relationship between the two 
morphologies was translated into the question about the possibility of a collec-
tive appropriation of space at various scales: from a room and a building, through 
their ensemble, to a district within the Parisian agglomeration. In accordance 
with the study of the pavillon, to appropriate space meant to inhabit it, that is to 
say, to gather moments of space in the lived experience of individuals or social 
groups—in other words, to produce centralities.

In The Production of Space, Lefebvre wrote, “The lived, conceived and perceived 
realms should be interconnected, so that the ‘subject,’ the individual member of 
a given social group, may move from one to another without confusion—so much 
is a logical necessity.” However, he added, “Whether they constitute a coherent 
whole is another matter. They probably do so only in favorable circumstances, 
when a common language, a consensus and a code can be established.”167

The ISU study La copropriété (The Co-Ownership, 1971) can be read precisely 
as an analysis of the conditions “unfavorable” for a collective appropriation of 
space. This book, resulting from an investigation of co-owned housing estates 
in late 1960s France, was authored by Nicole Haumont, Henri Raymond, and 
Antoine Haumont and was prefaced by Lefebvre. Based on interviews carried 
out in several French cities and statistical analysis,168 the study stressed the hiatus 
between the successful individual appropriation of private apartments and the 
lack of collective appropriation of shared spaces. While individual appropriation 
through “operations” of fi tting out, do-it-yourself activities, or caretaking allows a 
division and marking of space according to cultural models, the collective spaces 
remain unappropriated, in spite of the mass-media publicity of co-ownership 
as a “community” that shares the same “way of life.”169 Accordingly, the study 
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concludes, “The French inhabitant, who perfectly knows how to master a certain 
type of space, has not found the social means to master a collective space; neither 
did he fi nd collective spaces that are capable of expressing his individuality.”170

This impossibility of producing centralities by gathering the moments of space 
into stable wholes, not only on an individual level, but also on a collective one, 
was, according to the study, the result of the domination of national fi nancial 
policies and developers’ investment strategies in the processes of the production 
of space.171 This discovery adds to Lefebvre’s analysis of abstract space: the domi-
nance of the exchange value of space results not only in its fragmentation into 
allotments but also in its pulverization into a myriad of aspects that cannot be 
related by the everyday practices of the community of inhabitants who are sup-
posed to pick up the pieces.

The authors of La copropriété conclude that co-ownership, as a node of capital 
fl ows, refers to “juridical, economic, psychological, and social realities that are 
not necessarily coherent” and that do not constitute a level of social practice.172 
This failure of the collective appropriation of space is interrelated, according to 
the study, with the inability of architecture to express the community and, as a 
consequence, the impossibility of imagining the community by means of archi-
tectural scales such as the apartment house, the block, and the neighborhood. 
Rather than being an expression of a specifi c, differentiated community, the 
co-owned buildings impose on their inhabitants generic signs of social distinc-
tions.173 For Lefebvre, this leads to a “space that classifi es in the service of a class”: 
a strategy that distributes social strata and classes across the territory, “keeping 
them separate and prohibiting all contacts—these being replaced by the signs (or 
images) of contact.”174

If the co-owned building failed to become a level of social practice, can such 
a level be found in the district, the traditional scale of socialization in the city? 
This was the question posed by the ISU study that resulted in the publication Le 
quartier et la ville (The District and the City, 1967), which interrogated the dis-
tribution of activities, facilities, and social groups in the district.175 The authors 
asked whether a district is a relevant scale for contemporary social practices (an 
“embryo” or a “matrix” of the collective life).176 Can it be considered a level of 
social practice that allows the inhabitant to become involved in collective life? Or, 
to phrase the questions in terms of planning: is the district a proper framework 
for collective facilities?177

To answer these questions, the study examined four suburban cities within the 
Parisian agglomeration: Argenteuil, Choisy-le-Roi, Suresnes, and Vitry-sur-Seine. 
The spatial entities under consideration were delineated not only by means of 
a morphological, social, and functional analysis but also by taking into account 
representations of space and ideologies. For example, a pavillon neighborhood 
was defi ned as consisting of material structures, the everyday practices of its 
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inhabitants, and the “ideology of the pavillon”; similarly, an industrial zone was 
described as “the sum of the enterprises and the people whom they employ, plus 
the economic strategy of the fi rms that shaped this zone and that are still present 
there.”178 In that sense this study can be read through Lefebvre’s theory as ques-
tioning whether the three moments of space are gathered on the level of district; 
in other words: can the district become a level of social practice? Or, is there a 
centrality of the district? 

The study answers these questions negatively: the division between work and 
housing enabled by the rise in mobility weakens the links among the inhabitants 
of a district, and the institutions that infl uence the life of the inhabitants oper-
ate on a larger scale, namely, that of the municipality. In the wake of these pro-
cesses the role of the local authorities is redefi ned and has shifted from the task 
of defending the common interests of the community toward the satisfaction of 
needs of individuals (accommodation and educational, cultural, and social facili-
ties).179 Even the Catholic and Communist organizations that have been tradition-
ally related to the scale of the district (the parish, the committee of the district, 
the association of parents) need to articulate themselves on a more structured 
and more institutionalized level in order to be effi cient and participate in the 
decision-making processes. Thus, the authors conclude that the material reality 
of the district, whether of fi fty or of two thousand apartments, “does not offer a 
suffi cient basis for the collective life” that would not be limited to the duality of 
housing and work.180 Rather, they see the network of collective facilities as points 
of reference for the inhabitants that allow them to relate to one another: as a 
meeting place, a cultural club, or a sport center may substitute for the district.181 
The city, rather than being a fabric divided into specifi c parts, is to be conceived 
as a network organized around several formative elements: the traffi c circulation 
and the big collective facilities.182

These conclusions were embraced by Lefebvre in his essay “Quartier et vie 
de quartier” (District and the Life of the District), which was included within 
the study. One of the main targets of this essay was Gaston Bardet, represent-
ing French culturalist urbanism. Writing in the 1940s, Bardet opposed both the 
traditional concentric city and the urbanism of Le Corbusier, instead defi ning six 
“levels” corresponding to six scales of community life, which were distinguished 
by their number of inhabitants, the specifi c social bond among them, and the 
spaces in which everyday life takes place.183 Countering Bardet, who stressed the 
importance of smaller urban scales, Lefebvre argues that the district should not 
be considered an essential element of which cities are constituted, because col-
lective practices in contemporary society are dependent on institutions of larger 
scale. This critique is not intended to dispose of the district but to reconsider its 
relationships with the urban totality and with architectural objects. Developing 
this argument in The Production of Space, Lefebvre proposes that architecture 



First page of Gaston Bardet’s essay on the community levels in urban agglomerations. Bardet con-
trasts the historical concentric scheme of the city with the “city as a cluster” conceived according 
to community levels. Bardet, “Les échelons communautaires dans les agglomérations urbaines,” 
233.
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be thought of not as text but as “texture”: architecture as “archi-texture” would 
include strong points, nexuses or nodes in “the populated area and the associated 
networks in which it is set down, as part of a particular production of space.”184

The City in Space and the Research of a New Spatial Unity

What scale does allow a collective appropriation of space if not a co-owned apart-
ment block or a district? The answer to this question requires challenging the 
traditional scales of the production of space: that of architecture with the build-
ing confi ned within the laws of private property and that of urbanism claimed 
by the state as its level of competence.185 Lefebvre argues that the dichotomy of 
architecture and urbanism prevents a collective appropriation of space and must 
be disposed of.

This argument is spelled out extensively in his text “Espace architectural, espace 
urbain” (Architectural Space, Urban Space, 1981), published in the catalogue of 
the exhibition Architectures en France: Modernité/Postmodernité (Architectures 
in France: Modernity/Postmodernity), held at the Centre Georges Pompidou, in 
Paris. The exhibition examined the period of revision and reinvention of French 
architecture from the 1960s through the 1970s and offered Lefebvre an occasion 
to recapitulate his understanding of architecture and urbanism of that time. In the 
text he refers to the opposition between the city and the architectural object in 
order to describe two poles that asymptotically stand for two tendencies within 
the production of homogeneous and fragmented abstract space. The fi rst is that 
of urbanism dominating architecture, imposing a unifi ed plan on the city in which 
it allocates architectural objects, as Lefebvre saw it in the plan of the new town of 
Evry. The opposite pole is that of an architectural object “liberated from all urban-
istic constraints,” which is added to the urban level of disjointed fragments, as in 
the housing in Marne-la-Vallée, by Ricardo Bofi ll, fi nished in 1982.186

Lefebvre’s critique of Bofi ll’s housing project in the 1980s contrasts with his 
admiration of the earlier work of this architect. In particular, in the course of the 
1970s, Bofi ll’s project La ciudad en el espacio (the City in Space) was considered 
by Lefebvre as a possible starting point for a production of the contemporary 
city.187 Together with New Babylon, by Constant Nieuwenhuys, Bofi ll’s project 
became the most important reference in Lefebvre’s quest for a new type of a 
spatial unity that would be at the same time “macro-architectural” and “micro-
urbanistic.” In spite of all the differences between these designs, Lefebvre argued 
that the shared aim of both was a mediation between dwelling and traffi c, private 
and public spaces, and a facilitation of mobility and encounter: “In their own way, 
both Ricardo Bofi ll, with his ‘City in Space,’ and Constant, with ‘New Babylon,’ 
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aim at specifying a new unity that bridges architecture and urbanism and offers a 
scale on which one can work and produce.”188

In this simultaneous reference to both designs reverberates the debate about 
the megastructures of the late 1960s and early 1970s, which questioned the role of 
architecture within the conditions of an unlimited urbanization. The designs of 
the City in Space and New Babylon comply with the criteria employed by Reyner 
Banham to identify megastructures in his 1976 book on this topic: the modular 
unity, the possibility of an unlimited extension, and the division between the 
long-lasting structural frame and the exchangeable elements.189 And yet, in spite 
of Banham discussing New Babylon and mentioning the City in Space,190 their 
performance was conceived in a different way, both aiming at a complete recon-
struction of the postwar city rather than being an addition, however large, that 
would match the scale of the ongoing processes of urbanization.

This was the main objective of the City in Space: to leave behind disciplin-
ary distinction between architecture and urbanism without losing the possibility 
of articulating scalar differences in the city. The project, developed in twenty-
fi ve volumes between 1968 and 1970, was based on the previous experiences of 
the Taller de arquitectura, with such projects as the La Manzanera (1962–63) 
and the Barrio Gaudi housing scheme in Reus (1964–68) and as continued by 
the Walden 7 housing block (1969–74).191 The starting point of the City in Space 
was a critique of sprawling suburbs, bad zoning, and uniform blocks around the 
historical cities.192 These processes became particularly acute in late-1960s Spain, 
characterized by massive migration from the countryside to the cities, in the face 
of which planning regulations often remained of no consequence.193 For Lefebvre, 
this “explosion” of the city meant that the situationists’ unitary urbanism, with its 
focus on historical cities, “lost any meaning.” While “Guy Debord abandoned the 
problem of the city and of urbanism as an ideology,” Lefebvre was convinced that 
“the explosion of the historic city was precisely the occasion for fi nding a larger 
theory of the city, and not a pretext for abandoning the problem.”194

If this conviction was shared by the City in Space, it did not mean a renewed 
faith in urbanism. Prefacing the project, Bofi ll argued that urbanism is unable to 
address the contemporary urban condition: introduced in the nineteenth century 
in order to appease the exacerbation of class struggle in the rapidly growing cit-
ies, the operations of urbanism are torn between an ideology of social peace and 
the practice of segregation and speculation.195 Thus, urbanism should be aban-
doned, and the city must be constructed by means of architecture alone, starting 
with the single housing unit. Consequently, even if in the later stages the project 
opposes functional zoning and postulates a mixture of functions, the discussion 
is developed not on the level of urbanism but on that of architecture, developing 
a matrix for accommodating these functions tailored for apartments.
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This attempt at constructing a city by means of housing requires a complete 
rethinking of design methods. Thus, the project begins with a “deductive” 
approach to city planning, taking as its starting point a set of geometric elements 
and the rules of their association. This method, demonstrated in the fi rst part of 
the project (Generic Project), is complemented by the second part (Experience 
1), which introduces an “inductive” way of modifying the deduced model by con-
fronting it with requirements and constraints stemming from the social reality of 
late Franco’s Spain.196

The Generic Project is a “structural investigation,” that is to say, an interroga-
tion of “a purely architectural problem, which permits a grasp of the laws pro-
ducing a form or a group of determined forms, laws that can be selected as most 
suitable for the realization of any project.”197 This procedure starts with one basic 
cell with the form of half of a cube; three of them are confi gured in an L shape, 
which becomes the atom of the city. With such elements added to one another, a 
“unitary internal structure” is developed by taking into account architectural cri-
teria, such as the proportion between interior and exterior space; the disposition 
of the street and squares; the placement of vertical communication systems and 
infrastructure; light conditions; the required surface of the external façade; the 
number of entrances; and the dimensions, use, and orientation of apartments.198 
The cell is repeated and rotated in a way that suggests a spiral movement, in order 
to be clustered into larger, complex aggregations. This is a purely formal proce-
dure, which can be applied to any design, whether a skyscraper or a linear city.199 
By repeating this operation several times, the resulting larger forms become, 
fi nally, grouped together into several urban types. The steps of this recurrent 
procedure—of generating urban forms by means of repetition and clustering of 
smaller aggregates—are legible in the structure organized as a sequence of con-
secutive scales.

This procedure arrives at a project of a continuous urban tissue that allows 
mixing activities, uses, and social groups: “an open fl exible structure that would 
permit the growth and accommodation of new types of life and relationships.”200 
This tissue is differentiated by its varying intensities and temporary activities 
rather than by an allocation of specifi c centralities or functional divisions. In 
the drawings produced by the Taller, the section and the plan look almost the 
same: the City in Space appears as a cluster of small housing units surrounding 
a sequence of larger spaces, fi lled with people and vegetation. The urbanity in 
this multilayered, “superconcentrated city” is explained as a maximalization of 
choices concerning work, modes of life, intimate relationships, and the employ-
ment of free time, but a condition of this individual freedom is a return to the 
collective character of the city and its public spaces in which differentiated ways 
of life become manifested. The authors call for an integral spectacle “in which all 



City in Space, isometry of the geometric nucleus of the project. In Bofi ll and Taller de arquitectura, 
“Problemas de signifi cado y estructurales.” Courtesy of Ricardo Bofi ll.



 “Fabric or urban complex”: the result of a multiplication of the basic element according to 
the “spatial chess.” In Bofi ll and Taller de arquitectura, “Problemas estructurales.” Courtesy of 
Ricardo Bofi ll.



City in Space, isometry of a macromodel consisting of a combination of several elements. From 
Bofi ll and Taller de arquitectura, “Problemas estructurales.” Courtesy of Ricardo Bofi ll.
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inhabitants are actors and spectators”201—a spectacle that, in the City in Space, is 
not reduced to an imposed image, as will become the case with some of Bofi ll’s 
historicist designs, but is produced by modern communication and advertising 
technologies, understood as means of education and mass culture, integrated 
into the urban fabric.202 This is suggested by one of the collages, which juxta-
poses a monochromatic photograph of the model with images of the activities of 
its inhabitants, cut from popular magazines and retouched. This demonstrates 
Bofi ll’s design approach: the abstract “deductive” model is fi lled in and modifi ed 
in an “inductive” way.

On the “inductive” stage of the design process, the social, economic, and tech-
nological conditions of late 1960s Spain are taken into account. Special attention 
is paid to innovative technologies of prefabrication, which would become Bofi ll’s 
trademark in the years to come. In this phase the prospective client was expected 
to get involved in the design process and decide about the program, size, and form 
of the apartment. While in the deductive part the design was generated by means 
of a multiplication of a singular cell according to geometric laws of its transfor-
mation, in the inductive part the production of space is based on the decisions of 
individual owners mediated by the market: it is the prospective inhabitants who, 
by choosing the apartments, decide about the defi nitive form of the city. This was 
refl ected in the legal part of the design, which regulated the ownership relation-
ships between the individuals and the collectives.203

These are the three premises of the City in Space: the set of architectural oper-
ations that produce multiple spatial confi gurations open to individual desires, 
the mediating role of the market, and the innovative technology of construction. 
Bofi ll and the Taller argue that it is specifi cally by means of architectural innova-
tions, in terms of construction and form, that architecture intervenes in the every-
day and addresses social questions.204 And precisely these three aspects—ways of 
life, fi nancing, and construction—were what proved to be the most provocative 
in the project when it came to its realization. In 1968 the Taller obtained a site in 
Moratalaz, in the suburbs of Madrid, which was made available by the minister 
of housing, interested in prefabricated construction and impressed by the neigh-
borhood in Reus. For Bofi ll this suburban location, on the edge of the city sprawl-
ing into the countryside, provided a possibility to test the ideas about new types 
of urbanity, speculated upon in the City in Space. At that time the Taller set up 
new departments, including a juridical and a sociological department, the latter 
cooperating with Lefebvre as a consultant.205

The project was launched with a big public event, an “urban festival” located 
on the site, with a jazz concert and the spectacle of invited mimes, whose perfor-
mance is approximated in their later appearance in the movie Esquizo, directed 
by Bofi ll (1970). For fi fteen hundred apartments the organizers received ten 



City in Space, fragment of an urban unit for fi fty thousand inhabitants. From Bofi ll and Taller de 
arquitectura, “Ejemplo de una agrupación urbana superior a los 50,000 habitantes.” Courtesy of 
Ricardo Bofi ll.



The urban unit for fi fty thousand inhabitants in City in Space consisted of a combination of previ-
ously designed elements. In Bofi ll and Taller de arquitectura, “Ejemplo de una agrupación urbana 
superior a los 50,000 habitantes.” Courtesy of Ricardo Bofi ll.
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thousand offers from prospective buyers, attracted by the innovative plans, not 
laid out according to functional elements, but divided according to the practices 
of dwelling: into calm spaces, contemplative spaces, spaces for social contacts. 
The project offered spaces for various ways of life and types of relationships, 
including gay couples, households with more than two adult persons, and unmar-
ried couples with children, according to Bofi ll’s description. In his words, “We all 
came from bourgeois families, and we hated the bourgeois family.”206 The tar-
get of the project could not be stated more clearly: it aimed at accommodating 
the differentiated lifestyles of the middle class, rising in the quickly modernizing 
Spain.

Although included in the offi cial plan of Moratalaz in January 1969, this “polit-
ical, ideological, and architectural experience” ended abruptly in a violent con-
frontation with Carlos Arias Navarro, the mayor of Madrid and later the prime 
minister of Spain.207 Under pressure from developers, who accused the project 
of illicit dumping, the construction permit was canceled; a second cause of its 
demise was, according to Bofi ll, its spirit of liberty and the openness in regard to 
different types of relationships among people, beyond the traditional bourgeois, 
Catholic family. This was also argued by Lefebvre: the City in Space was aban-
doned because the political regime was menaced by spaces of encounter at this 
scale.208 Under the threat of the withdrawal of his license of architecture, Bofi ll 
retreated from the project.209

No doubt, the City in Space, with its ambition to “improve” the traditional 
urban way of life,210 announced in many ways Bofi ll’s postmodern schemes, in 
particular the Marne-la-Vallée project criticized by Lefebvre, with its return to 
the monumental typologies as models for urban life and the concept of the city 
as a stage for the “exalted” everyday life. (As Lefebvre wrote in the Urban Revo-
lution, probably thinking about socialist realism, “The extension of monumen-
tal space to habiting is always catastrophic.”)211 But such a retrospective reading 
would neither fully do justice to the historical conditions of this project nor allow 
an understanding of the programmatic position of this “concrete utopia” beyond 
both a “realistic architecture” that fulfi lls the “demands and desires of the clien-
tele,” whatever its political position, and a “utopian architecture” that disagrees 
with current practice and creates images of a future city without breaking from 
the preconception of urbanism.212





(top) The “superconcentrated city” allows for a maximum of choices concerning work, modes 
of life, personal relationships, and use of free time. From Bofi ll and Taller de arquitectura, 
“Visualización.” Courtesy of Ricardo Bofi ll.

(opposite page bottom) In City in Space, inhabitants were to be “actors and spectators” of one 
comprehensive spectacle. In Bofi ll and Taller de arquitectura, “Towards a Formalization of the 
City in Space.”



Construction principle of City in Space. In Bofi ll and Taller de arquitectura, “Experiencia 1.” 
Courtesy of Ricardo Bofi ll.



Design of a unit from which City in Space was to be constructed. From Bofi ll and Taller de arqui-
tectura, “Experiencia 1.” Courtesy of Ricardo Bofi ll.



Plan of a housing unit in City in Space. In Bofi ll and Taller de arquitectura, “Plantas de las vivien-
das, con situación de los bajantes en cuadro.” Courtesy of Ricardo Bofi ll.



(top) Prototype of City in Space. In 
Bofi ll and Taller de arquitectura, “Pro-
totipo y visualización de un ejemplo.” 
Courtesy of Ricardo Bofi ll.

(left) City in Space aimed to combine 
the collective character of public 
spaces and the individualization of 
ways of life. In Bofi ll and Taller de 
arquitectura, “Prototipo y visualización 
de un ejemplo.” Courtesy of Ricardo 
Bofi ll.
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New Babylon: Architecture and the Politics of Scale

If the City in Space aimed at a scale beyond the traditional scalar regimes of 
architecture and urbanism, New Babylon—the other “concrete utopia” admired 
by Lefebvre—speculates on the possibility of mediation among scales of urban 
reality.

Such possibility was hinted at by Lefebvre in the essay “Quartier et vie de 
quartier”: “The unity of the city, sprawling and spreading out, may be embodied, 
to say it like that, in a privileged fragment.”213 This fragment—a redefi ned dis-
trict or an architectural ensemble that gathers various facilities—is absorbed by 
the totality of the city without renouncing its independent dynamics. It is envis-
aged as the “smallest difference among the multiple and diverse social spaces” of 
which the institutions and centers of larger scale are in charge, thus assuming the 
role of a transmitter positioned “between the geometric space and social space, a 
passage point from one to another.”214

This postulate of a space of transmission is a persistent theme in Lefebvre’s 
work,215 leading to the concept of an architecture as a “social interchange,” 
introduced during the CRAUC seminar to complement the concept of a “social 
condenser”:

In a sense almost parallel to that of a road interchange, this interchange 
would serve as a transition, as a bridge, a passage, between different 
structures and existing social institutions.216

Like the concept of the social condenser in the Nanterre study, the understanding 
of architecture as a social interchange brings about a mechanical image of archi-
tecture’s production of social effects—much like the effi gy of modern architecture 
constructed by Lefebvre as the target of his writings. Yet a reading of Constant’s 
New Babylon by means of Lefebvre’s concepts suggests that if the architecture of 
social interchange is a machine, it is a detoured machine, a machine whose uses 
are subjected to political decisions and open to a multiplicity of possible effects.

New Babylon—“a camp for nomads on a planetary scale,” “a playtown of homo 
ludens,” “a décor for new mass culture”217—was developed by Constant between 
the mid-1950s and the early 1970s. The project was conceived as a model of 
the urbanization of a society to come that, owing to the full automatization of 
production and collective ownership of land and means of production, leaves 
productive work behind and faces unlimited free time as its main stake and chal-
lenge. New Babylon wagers on the replacement of the capitalist “utilitarian” 
society by the “ludic” society, in which effi ciency, production, competition, and 
individualism are to be replaced by appreciation for a sense of adventure, explo-
ration, disorientation, cooperation, and mass creativity. The vast spaces of New 
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Babylon lend themselves to a constant transformation: while the imperative 
of production in the Fordist society resulted in a rigid division of the city into 
spaces and times of work, housing, and leisure, the everyday in the ludic society 
is characterized by an unending stroll through atmospheric spaces manipulated 
by New Babylonians.

This project can be read as drawing consequences from Lefebvre’s dialecti-
cal theorizing of social space as socially produced and productive. “Spatiality is 
social,” argued Constant, and thus “the city shapes its inhabitant every bit as much 
as the inhabitants shape their city.”218 This dialectics was addressed by Constant 
by means of two main techniques of unitary urbanism: the psychogeographic 
research on the infl uence of the environment on the behavior and emotions of 
individuals, and the construction of situations by “collective organization of a 
unitary ambience and a game of events.”219 Accordingly, Constant distinguished 
two aspects of unitary urbanism: “a transformation of our habits, or rather of our 
way of life or lifestyle,” and “a profound change in the way our material envi-
ronment is produced.”220 To relate them to each other meant a redefi nition of 
psychogeography as a procedure of research and design that tries to identify and 
explain “the unconscious infl uences exerted by the urban atmosphere” and to 
use them as “a means of activating our environment.”221

Specifying these programmatic statements, the dialectical connection between 
space and social practice was spelled out in Constant’s letter to the students of 
the Institut d’urbanisme de l’Université de Paris (5 October 1969). The letter 
commented on the dérive performed by the students during one weekend (2–3 
May 1969) in Amsterdam within the framework of a seminar by Hubert Tonka, 
Lefebvre’s assistant at the institut. After being received by Constant in Amster-
dam, on their return to Paris the students sent him the mappings, descriptions, 
and sketches that document the attempt to “address the city in a lived experi-
ence” and “from within a practice.”222 In his response, Constant took issue with 
the tourist paths chosen by the students (starting from the Dam Square in the 
center of the city) and criticized them for being guided by a preconceived image 
of the city and utilitarian objectives (such as being on time in a meeting place). 
Constant was disappointed by what he saw as their passivity, lack of creative 
response to the environment, and negative motivations in deciding about the 
route. He wrote, “An escape from disgust, a judgment of moral order, lassitude 
are diffi cult to combine with the will to creation that is at the origin of an experi-
mental behavior” and thus, by defi nition, at the origin of the dérive. The students, 
according to Constant, did not grasp the dialectical relationship between space 
and social practices: when they describe a street as boring, they show a lack of 
interest in their own presence there, not seeing that their own presence changes 
this very street. Constant writes that one should “go with the wind, but not with-
out intervention”:
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The dérive is not simply a mode of behavior; it is also a technique of the 
apprehension of urbanism, but a technique that is typical for a creative 
person. The dérive cannot be studied; it must be played, lived, re-created 
in every moment, in relationship to the present situation. If one calls the 
dérive a method, this method should, in the end, lead to a creation of an 
urban milieu that would be a synthesis between the décor and experi-
mental behavior, that is to say, unitary urbanism.223 

And yet Constant’s own project manifests how diffi cult it is to grasp this dia-
lectics between décor and experimental behavior. The series of models, draw-
ings, and collages by means of which New Babylon was presented reveals two 
opposing poles within this dialectics: the three-dimensional infrastructure, 
which evokes a strong emotional impact, and the sequence of surfaces, which 
suggests an endless possibility of transformation. The relationship between this 
double character of New Babylon—a spatial framework and a generative surface—
was far from being settled in the architectural modes of representation chosen 
by Constant in the 1950 and 1960s. This tension also characterizes his paintings 
from the 1970s, which juxtapose fragmentary perspectives with an atmospheric 
space of planes and shadows, thus continuing the themes of the sketches for New 
Babylon: abstractly drawn people in labyrinthine spaces, but also model-building 
techniques with the imprints of the same kind of perforated metal grids that were 
used for Constant’s models or straight lines drawn with a ruler that emulate the 
gesture of cutting.

It was Constant’s choice to employ architectural modes of representation that 
inevitably confronted him with the questions of scale. Lefebvre’s take on New 
Babylon allows bypassing the two readings that had dominated the discussion 
about this project since the 1960s as either a utopia of a liberated future or a 
dystopian, consumerist, high-tech pleasure prison overshadowed by the trauma 
of the Second World War.224 Beyond this dichotomy, Lefebvre’s focus on scale 
and the practice of scaling allows addressing the transitional character of Con-
stant’s work as an attempt of a political engagement with the postwar processes 
of urbanization.

Not only was the discussion about scale important for Constant from the 
beginning of his work on New Babylon, but it was also what he argued, retro-
spectively, to have been his main difference from Debord, with whom he cut 
off contact in 1960, after three and half years of productive exchanges.225 In a 
lecture to the students of the Delft University of Technology in 1980, Constant 
claimed that “unlike other situationists” he realized that unitary urbanism can-
not be focused on only “micro-scales or ‘ambiances,’” because they depend on the 
“macro-structure,” so “the elaboration of the extremely sketchy idea of unitary 
urbanism was therefore inextricably bound up with a critique of city planning.”226 



The mapping of the dérive of students of the Institut d’urbanisme de Paris in Amsterdam (2 May 
1969), commented on by Constant Nieuwenhuys in a letter of 5 October 1969. Rijksbureau voor 
Kunsthistorische Documentatie Den Haag, Constant Archive, box 319.
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In particular after his withdrawal from the IS, Constant problematized the rela-
tionships among the scales of New Babylon and contested their seamless unity, as 
intended in Debord’s proposal for a 1960 Amsterdam exhibition, conceived there 
as linking a micro-dérive in a labyrinthine interior and a dérive in the streets of 
the city.227 This differentiation among the scales of the project was a consequence 
of rethinking its basic premises: Constant wrote that an urban plan that responds 
to an intensifi ed social mobility implies a “rigorous organization on the macro 
level” combined with a “greater fl exibility at the micro level, which is that of an 
infi nite complexity.”228 Accordingly, New Babylon was developed into a “design of 
a worldwide macro-structure capable of guaranteeing freedom of time and free-
dom of place: the continuity of a network rather than the quantity of individual 
settlement.”229

New Babylon operates with three scales, which are articulated by a series of 
thresholds. Constant’s “microscale” is one of personal encounters, micro-atmo-
spheres, and fl eeting ambiences, suggested in the plan by discernible sets of vari-
ous grids and patterns. These freely transformable arrangements are often drawn 
as overlapping and expanding beyond the borders of the sectors that represent 
the middle scale of the project. This suggests that the sectors are not simply 
containers of a certain number of microscales but are distinguished by means 
of a different performance, composition, construction, and appearance. The sec-
tors are connected to each other, usually in a linear way, so that their network 
is perceived from within as a continuous space, and their ensemble constitutes 
the macroscale, itself to be considered as a provocation in the face of a function-
alist society obsessed with effi ciency.230 The macroscale can be perceived only 
when measured against the landscape, and Constant’s collages and photographs 
often juxtapose an external view of the seemingly endless chain of sectors with 
the unlimited landscape untouched by human hand or, by contrast, a landscape 
fully artifi cial and fi lled with fast traffi c junctions, parks, agricultural production 
units, and automated factories. The juxtaposition between the vast and abstract 
landscape and the individual practices—a returning theme in Constant’s work, 
including his holiday sketches—is dramatized by the appearance of minuscule 
fi gures and cars in the models of New Babylon.

The sharp distinctions among the scales of New Babylon, reinforced by the 
choice of their means of representation, is relativized in the actual perception 
of the models, today in the collection of the Gemeentemuseum in The Hague, 
models whose close-up photographs were shown in Constant’s slideshows pre-
senting the project in the early 1960s. When seen as architectural models—that 
is to say, when the body of the visitor to the museum bends down in order to 
adjust to the size of the model and to look at it as if from a horizon of passersby—
what the visitor perceives are, precisely, the shifts among scales: from the large 
opening between the metal tubes on which the model rests; through the spaces 
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between the mirroring horizontal surfaces made of Plexiglas; to the view from 
above, when the refl ections on the Plexiglas give way to transparencies, revealing 
a superimposition of multiple plans etched in the color-tinted sheets.

Both in the drawings and in the models, the macroscale of New Babylon is 
never shown in its full extension; its representations are snapshots of a process 
of its incessant rearrangement. This process does not take place in a void: Con-
stant perceives New Babylon as a mode of reconstruction of the postwar Euro-
pean city, characterized by the functionalist refraction of new districts and the 
destruction of old neighborhoods by freeways, as well as the commodifi cation of 
historical cities by tourism.231 This was also stressed by Debord: in order to “con-
struct new ambiances that are simultaneously the product and the instrument 
of new modes of behavior,” we must “employ in an empirical fashion, initially, 
the quotidian activities and the cultural forms that already exist at this moment, 
even as we deny them any inherent value.”232 More specifi cally, Debord and Gil 

Constant Nieuwenhuys, Theoretical Collage of New Babylon, 1974, plate 1, showing three scales of 
the project: the sectors, their chains, and the landscape. Courtesy of Gemeentemuseum Den Haag.



(top) Constant Nieuwenhuys, Sectors around a Forest, no date. In this collage the sectors are rep-
resented by clippings from historical and contemporary city maps. Courtesy of Gemeentemuseum 
Den Haag.

(opposite page top) Constant Nieuwenhyus, Sectors in a Mountain Landscape, 1967, model picture. 
Courtesy of Gemeentemuseum Den Haag.

(opposite page bottom) Constant Nieuwenhyus, Sketch from a Journey: Summer 1965. Courtesy of 
Gemeentemuseum Den Haag.
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Wolman wrote in 1956, “The architectural complex—which we conceive as the 
construction of a dynamic environment related to styles of behavior—will prob-
ably detourn existing architectural forms, and in any case will make plastic and 
emotional use of all sorts of detourned objects.”233

This strategy was at the center of a series of collages and drawings that insert 
New Babylon into the fabric of existing cities, such as Amsterdam, The Hague, 
Cologne, Munich, Barcelona, Antwerp, Rotterdam, and Paris. These drawings 
are accompanied by a narration about the sectors assembling collective func-
tions and sociocultural attractors, which become slowly enlarged, augmented, 
and linked to one another while their activity becomes specialized and increas-
ingly autonomous from the residential areas.234 The sequence of sectors become 
zones of urban intensity, and this is why the grid is denser in highly populated 
areas, what can be observed in large-scale maps such as that of the Rhine region 
or of the Netherlands. These drawings evince that the scale produced by New 
Babylon is not limited to that of the interlined sectors but also includes that of 
the areas in between them: urban territories or parks and forests, as in the col-
lage showing a forest surrounded by sectors represented by clippings of Dutch, 
Italian, English, Russian, and Czech historical cities. These collages demonstrate 
that New Babylon is not simply a rejection of the postwar city but rather its cri-
tique and the project of its reconstruction, of which the essential operation is that 
of rescaling.

Nowhere can this be seen better than in a series of collages that superimpose 
New Babylon on the map of Amsterdam and The Hague. The introduction of the 
network of sectors reacts to the given urban structures: roads, waterways, and 
monuments are appropriated and integrated into the project. The delineation 
of urban territories suggests the possibility of mixing parts of historical neigh-
borhoods with chunks of port infrastructure or combining segments of wealthy 
districts with poorer ones. After these operations, New Babylon performs a com-
plexifi cation of the city across borders imposed by urban renewal, the tourist 
industry, and monument preservation. In the 1968 Amsterdam collage, the project 
is developed by the coloring of existing parts of the city, suggesting their delin-
eation or their lifting into the air. In another composition, such monuments as 
the Royal Palace, Berlage’s Stock Exchange, the Rijksmuseum, and the Zoological 
Museum are marked in the same way as hubs of intensity in their sectors, which, 
after this operation, appear as an intensifi cation of the city by a massive concen-
tration of monuments. Similarly, in the collage of The Hague, the sectors appear 
as an accumulation of the existing city, marked by grids much denser than that of 
the road system: this is most explicit in the “theoretical collage” of New Babylon, 
in which the sectors are collaged together as pieces of various cities aligned with 
one another in a landscape of existing villages and high-speed traffi c lines.
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This fragmentary reading of New Babylon, guided by Lefebvre’s theorizing of 
an architecture of social interchange, opens up a possibility of a political under-
standing of Constant’s project. New Babylon not only reorganizes the existing 
city structures, dividing homogeneous wholes and producing heterogeneous 
aggregates, but also disrupts the concentric relationship between center and 
periphery. Rather than being a utopian or a dystopian vision, it offers a conceptu-
alization of centralities that are neither static nor hierarchical but are envisaged 
as linear zones of increased urban intensity, zones that reorganize the relation-
ship among scales in urban society.

This reorganization of scales announces Lefebvre’s theorizing of the “poli-
tics of scale,” developed in the writings subsequent to The Production of Space, 
most importantly in De l’État, in which he argues that scales are not given but 
are socially produced and politically contested presuppositions, media, and out-
comes of social relations.235 In De l’État, Lefebvre registers the emergence of new 

Constant Nieuwenhyus, New Babylon: Holland, 1963. Courtesy of Gemeentemuseum Den Haag.
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social movements that aim at a “new appropriation of space.”236 He writes that 
these movements “put emphasis on the relationships between the people (indi-
viduals, groups, classes) and space with its levels: neighborhood and the level 
of the immediate; the urban and the mediations; the region and the nation; and, 
fi nally, the global.”237

Neil Brenner reads these statements in the context of the scale debate in soci-
ology, geography, and political sciences, marked, since the 1990s, by the contri-
butions of Bob Jessop, Neil Smith, Erik Swyngedouw, and Brenner himself.238 
Lefebvre’s work on scale prefi gured some of these discussions, in particular, 
the account of the crisis of the Fordist–Keynesian welfare state since the 1970s 
understood as a crisis of the national scale as the primary object of economic 
management, distribution of welfare, and defi nition of citizenship, profoundly 
shaken by the processes of globalization, the emergence of a new level of capi-
tal accumulation, and the transationalization of labor.239 Reading Lefebvre in this 
context, Brenner considers his theory as opening up the possibility of a “dialecti-
cal approach to the scaling processes” and a “politics of scale” addressing strug-
gles over “reorganization, reconfi guration and even transcendence” of scalar 
hierarchies: a politics focused not only upon supraurban spaces such as region, 
national states, and the world economy but also upon struggles to transform sca-
lar hierarchies and interscalar relations themselves.240 

The call for an architecture that would contribute to such politics of scale 
can be traced to much of Lefebvre’s work, from his texts about Mourenx and 
the Bistrot-club to his writings of the 1980s, such as the essay “Constitutez vous 
en avant-garde” (Constitute Yourself into an Avant-Garde, 1984), written for the 
Archivari, the journal of the Sodédat.241 In this essay, Lefebvre proposes three cri-
teria of an “architectural invention,” introducing three then-recently completed 
social housing neighborhoods: La Maladrerie in Aubervilliers (designed by Renée 
Gailhoustet and her colleagues in the framework of the Sodédat, 1975–86) and 
two projects of the Ateiler Jean Renaudie: in Givors (from 1976–81) and in Saint-
Martin d’Hères (1974–82). First, Lefebvre postulates an architecture that does 
not isolate its object but opens itself up to the urban, to the city, to the social life 
and the urban society. This opening can be achieved by an architecture that, as 
the second criterion goes, “treats space as an articulation of several levels: the 
organization of territory, the biggest level, that of the site; the urbanistic plan, that 

(opposite page top) Constant Nieuwenhyus, New Babylon: Amsterdam, 1963. The project suggests 
developing the city across the borders imposed by urban renewal, the tourist industry, and monu-
ment preservation. Courtesy of Gemeentemuseum Den Haag.

(opposite page bottom) Constant Nieuwenhyus, New Babylon: The Hague, 1964. Elements of the 
city are appropriated and integrated into the project, creating new connections and new urban 
intensities. Courtesy of Gemeentemuseum Den Haag.



La Maladrerie in Aubervilliers, designed by Renée Gailhoustet, Magda Thomsen, Yves and Luc 
Euvremer, Vincent Fidon, Katherine Fiumani, and Gilles Jacquemot. Together with the project 
of Jean Renaudie in Givors, this building was discussed by Lefebvre in Archivari, the journal of 
Sodédat. Published in Sodédat 93: Un laboratoire urbain, supplement to L’architecture d’aujourd’hui 
295 (1994): 52.
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of the city; the architectural project, that of dwelling.”242 Essentially, and similarly 
to his article on the neighborhood seventeen years earlier, Lefebvre understands 
architecture as a mediator among the various scales. Read in the context of these 
two, the third criterion—the reminder that “poetically man dwells”—returns to 
the analysis of appropriation as a practice of dwelling in the pavillon and suggests 
that the “poetic way of dwelling” can be reinterpreted as mediation between 
individual and collective practices.243 

New Belgrade: New Citizenship and Self-Management

Lefebvre’s theorizing of the politics of scale addresses a possibility of differentiat-
ing the urban everyday according to multiple modes of belonging, of which none 
excludes the others. This vision was conveyed by the concept of new citizenship 
formulated by the Groupe de Navarrenx in the late 1980s.

The Groupe de Navarrenx, an interdisciplinary circle of philosophers, archi-
tects, and sociologists formed in August 1985 around Lefebvre, theorized the 

Jean Renaudie, renovation of the center of Givors, 1974–81. Published in L’architecture 
d’aujourd’hui 196 (1978): 9.
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concept of new citizenship as an intersection of several themes: the possibility 
of conceiving difference and equality together, the registration of changes in the 
character of modern labor, the emergence of urban society on the global scale, and 
the theory of self-management.244 Within the general perspective of the wither-
ing of the state, the group envisaged a project of new citizenship as a contract that 
would regulate the relationships among individuals, society, and the state. Yet 
new citizenship cannot be theorized without a conception of its “places,” since, 
in the condition of the complete urbanization of the society, the citizen (citoyen) 
is to be thought of as a citadin, an urban dweller or a dweller in an urban society. 
Or, as it was put by a member of the group, the architect Serge Renaudie, new 
modes of communication and transport allow multiple possibilities of “being 
together” that are not restricted to local scales, such as the neighborhood, and 
include the global dimension.245

In his text “Du pacte social au contrat de citoyenneté” (From the Social Con-
tract to a Contract of Citizenship), Lefebvre contrasted the rights conveyed by 
the new citizenship to human rights: while human rights refer to the human spe-
cies as a whole, the citizens’ rights stem from various modes of belonging in a 
given society. In the emerging urban society these modes of belonging cannot be 
restricted to inclusion in a family or a nation; rather, they are differentiated by 
collectives, professions, and various scalar regimes: village or city, region, state, 
continent, and the world.246 Inspired by Rousseau’s social contract, Lefebvre 
defi nes these rights in a contractual form: the “right to expression” goes with 
the obligation of debating the questions of the society and all its members; the 
“right to identity in difference (and equality)” includes the responsibility for the 
collective as a whole; and the “right to urban services” requires collective forms 
of living together, not prescribed juridically, but enacted in everyday life.247 Other 
“rights” stipulated by Lefebvre, such as the right to culture and to information, 
are also related to an obligation. Many of these postulates reiterate what, in the 
late 1960s, he used to call the “right to the city”: the “right to freedom, to indi-
vidualization in socialization, to habitat and to inhabit”; “the right to the oeu-
vre, to participation and appropriation”; and the right to “urban life, transformed, 
renewed.”248 By seeing the right to the city as a right of the new citizen—and, as 
he put it elsewhere, “implying a revolutionary concept of citizenship”—Lefebvre 
underscores the imaginary character of the city as a mode of belonging and urges 
us to rethink the right to the city beyond the framework of human rights and 
away from its understanding as an entitlement.249

This requires “inventing urban culture in the domains and levels of the archi-
tectural, urbanistic, and territorial”—the very aim of the urban design project by 
Serge Renaudie, Pierre Guilbaud, and Lefebvre himself, submitted to the Interna-
tional Competition for the New Belgrade Urban Structure Improvement (1986).250 
The ideas behind the design are spelled out in its accompanying description, of 
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which Lefebvre was responsible for the general introduction, leaving the main 
architectural and urban ideas to Serge Renaudie.251 If the authors argued that the 
question of citizenship is one with which architects and urbanists fi nd them-
selves inevitably confronted, it is because citizenship is understood not as some-
thing granted by authority but as a “dynamic possibility offered to individuals 
who inscribe themselves into the movement of collectivity, of ‘vivre-ensemble’ 
[living-together]: the City.”252 Such citizenship would come to defi ne the “new 
urban culture,” and it would acknowledge the multiplicity of spatial and tem-
poral relationships among that culture’s individuals and various social groups.253 
The competition entry embraces the complexity of the city, its richness, constant 
change, and multiplicity of relationships and modes of belonging:

Each activity, function group or unit (for example, the individual in rela-
tion to the collectivity) must be able to preserve its personal identity; 
notably in its connection with other activities, otherwise the simple act 
of connection would prevail and dominate.254

The project argues for “encounter” rather than “connection” in response to 
the reality of the city defi ned by productivism, standardization, rationalism, and 
zoning.255 New Belgrade was initially planned in 1946 as the center of the political 
community of Yugoslav nations, with housing entirely absent from the city, which 
was to be dominated by administrative buildings of the central government. 
After Tito’s break with Soviet patronage in 1948, the new plan of New Belgrade 
refl ected the introduction of self-management socialism and decentralization as 
an alternative to the Soviet model. Realized in the 1960s and 1970s according to 
the prewar CIAM concept of the functional city, the new plan of the New Bel-
grade Central Zone (1960) shows housing blocks of six thousand to ten thousand 
inhabitants each, complemented by schools and basic services, which form the 
urban structure of the central part of the new city.256 In the study that prepared 
the 1986 competition rationale, Miloš Petrović produced a wholesale critique of 
New Belgrade as developed according to “imported” and “outmoded” models of 
Le Corbusier’s Radiant City and Lucio Costas’s Brasília, with the strict separa-
tion of the four functions of the Athens Charter; rigid axial organization; the iso-
lation of the main administrative buildings; and the organization of residential 
zones according to the superblock principle. The design of the city by means of 
its envisaged ultimate form, rather than through processes of growth, and the 
large open areas and buildings, together with low population density, led to the 
“loss of human dimension” and the lack of urban vitality, variety, and attractive-
ness.257 It was this layout that the competition rationale criticized, regarding its 
unfi nished open plan as an economic, social, and physical void and an empty fi eld 
of disjunction—an argument built on references to baroque and classicist urban 





(above) “Comparative view of part of the center of New Belgrade and a number of important 
squares in the world”: a critique of the design of New Belgrade published by Miloš            Petrović in “A 
Study for the Restructuring of the Center of New Belgrade and the Sava Amphitheatre,” which 
contributed to the theoretical basis for the rationale of the International Competition for the New 
Belgrade Urban Structure Improvement, 1986. Published in Ekistics: The Problems and Science of 
Human Settlements 52, no. 311 (1985): 223.

(opposite page top) Model of New Belgrade, 1960. Published in Siegel, “Novi Beograd,” 140.

(opposite page bottom) Model of the New Belgrade Central Zone, 1960. From Siegel, “Novi
 Beograd,” 141.
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planning, without mention of the Yugoslavian sociopolitical context or the ambi-
tion to rethink the specifi city of a socialist city.258

In contrast to the functionalist plan, but also in contrast to the increasingly 
dominant discourse of postmodern historicism, Guilbaud, Lefebvre, and Renaudie 
suggested joining New Belgrade with the old city center across the river Sava, 
linking its districts to one another, grouping and reassembling the neighbor-
hoods, and creating nodes of urban intensity. The drawings submitted by the 
designers’ team show an attempt to complicate the geometry of the orthogonal 
layout of the city by densifying the network of streets in one of the main axes 
of the urban ensemble and introducing new geometries (diagonal, circular, or 
curved). Patches of similar development were foreseen at the banks of the river, 
between New Belgrade and the old town.

These operations followed three design principles that expose an interference 
between Lefebvre’s discourse and the research for urban complexity, increas-
ingly prevalent in French urban planning since the mid-1970s. The fi rst principle, 
diversity, aimed at a multiplication of possibilities of urban life and relation-
ships between the individual and the community, stemming from the diversity 
and mixture of elements in the city: production units; management rules and 
urban practices; communication networks; activities, uses, rhythms, densities, 

Pierre Guilbaud, Henri Lefebvre, and Serge Renaudie, entry in the International Competition for 
the New Belgrade Urban Structure Improvement, 1986. General master plan, traffi c plan, and four 
exemplary situations of the urban design. Archive of Serge Renaudie. Courtesy of Serge Renaudie.



Pierre Guilbaud, Henri Lefebvre, and Serge Renaudie, entry in the International Competition for 
the New Belgrade Urban Structure Improvement, 1986. The complex structure of the design aims 
to stimulate a multiplicity of urban phenomena. Archive of Serge Renaudie. Courtesy of Serge 
Renaudie.
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and scales; modes of interaction and connection of elements; and dimensions of 
buildings. The second principle, that of overlap, involved combinations of dif-
ferent elements envisaged to stimulate interconnections, interactions, interfer-
ences, interpenetrations, encounters, coincidences, and conjunctions. The third 
principle, requiring “respect for specifi cities,” returned to Lefebvre’s critique of 
functionalist urbanism as a system of differences and stressed that the diversity 
of the city must be based on the specifi city of its elements (“it is about encounter, 
not about connection”): each activity, function, group, and unit must be able to 
preserve its own identity. Aiming at a translation of these principles into an urban 
plan, the architects suggested introducing new types of buildings with complex 
programs mixing work and housing, covering selected traffi c lines by extended 
bridges, implementing new modes of construction procedures involving public 
and private cooperatives, multiplying means of public transport, and reinforcing 
the existing centralities in each neighborhood rather than creating a new city 
center for New Belgrade.

These principles of diversity, overlap, and respect for specifi cities expressed 
the declared political goal of the project: it is through multiple urban experi-
ences that a differentiated population reinforces its capacity of organization and 
self-management. However, this approach missed the tone of the competition 
rationale, which resulted in the project’s exclusion in the fi rst stage of the jury 
procedure; while Guilbaud, Lefebvre, and Renaudie agreed with the competi-
tion’s critique of functionalist urbanism, the absence of political and social ques-
tions from its rationale contrasted with their embrace of “self-management,” 
which makes Yugoslavia “one of the rare countries to be able to concretely pose 
the problematic of a New Urban.”259 As Ljiljana               Blagojević noticed, the call for the 
“self-management of City, Space and Time,” for the right to the city, and for urban 
citizenship that “presupposes a transformation of society according to a coher-
ent project” was at odds with the apolitical stance of the competition outlines, 
which were based on the premise that “only the modern urban structure of New 
Belgrade needed improvement, and not the society.”260

The political position of Guilbaud, Lefebvre, and Renaudie’s contribution to 
the New Belgrade competition was inscribed into Lefebvre’s long fascination 
with self-management understood as the possibility of the self-production of man 
within the community but beyond the state. This defi nition was modifi ed in vari-
ous moments of his intellectual career according to specifi c theoretical questions 
and political circumstances: in his fascination with Christian philosophy in the 
early 1930s; his anarchistic reading of Marx’s theme of the withering of the state; 
and his persistent interest in historical precedents of communitary forms (the 
direct democracy of the Campan Valley and the Paris Commune). After he left the 
PCF, these interests continued in his engagement with the journal Arguments, 



Serge Renaudie, sketch of the new central area in New Belgrade, 1986. Archive of Serge Renaudie. 
Courtesy of Serge Renaudie.

Serge Renaudie, sketch of new central area in New Belgrade, 1986. The new geometry is superim-
posed on the orthogonal grid of the city. Archive of Serge Renaudie. Courtesy of Serge Renaudie.
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publishing on the Soviets, the workers’ councils in socialist Hungary and Poland, 
and the self-organized students’ syndicates; in his discussions of the Yugoslav 
experience; and in his theorizing of the rights of the citizen, in which he included 
the right to self-management.

French political debates between the 1960s and 1980s that questioned the pos-
sibility of radical democracy were a persistent context of Lefebvre’s thinking of 
self-management: this term’s embracement by the United Socialist Party (PSU) 
in the 1960s was followed by the embrace of the Socialist Party (PS) in the early 
1970s, and the PCF tentatively adopted a politics of self-management in conjunc-
tion with its experiments with Eurocommunist ideology in the second half of 
the 1970s.261 Lefebvre contributed to these discussions with his texts published 
in the journal Autogestion in the 1960s and during his rapprochement with the 
PCF in the 1980s. In a speech to its members (1982) he described the workers 
as exploited in three ways: as producers, as consumers, and as tenants; thus, the 
struggle for time and the struggle for space must imply a project that “unites the 
levels or dimensions too often separated: the architectural level . . . and the level 
of urbanism, that is to say, the organization of urban space; and, fi nally, the gen-
eral organization of space, of transport; and the relations between centers and 
peripheries.”262 “Such a project necessarily has a political spirit,” he added, call-
ing for a direct democracy in the city linked to territorial self-management that 
would restructure the scalar relationships between the state and local decisions 
(committees of users, districts, and cities).263

In other words, the questions of space and the politics of scale were what 
allowed Lefebvre to specify his theory of self-management from the 1970s on. In 
an interview in 1976 he referred to the politicization of the production of space in 
France, Mexico, Yugoslavia, and Italy, claiming, “The problematics of self-man-
agement move more and more from the organization of enterprises to the orga-
nization of space.”264 Accordingly, in “Du pacte social au contrat de citoyenneté,” 
he defi ned self-management as knowledge and control by a group—gathered in a 
company, a town, region, or country—over the conditions of its existence.265 Con-
sequently, if self-management is to be thought of as a political program rather than 
restricted to an exceptional and local intervention, we must take into account a 
variety of scales and think about the relationships among them. This conviction 
was expressed as early as 1966, in the paper “Henri Lefebvre ouvre le débat sur 
la théorie de l’autogestion” (Henri Lefebvre Opens the Debate on the Theory of 
Self-Management), in which he argued that, historically, the associations orga-
nized according to the principle of self-management were usually established in 
the “weak points” of the existing society. (In mid-1960s France, he speculated 
about these weak points as the university, the rural regions south of the Loire, the 
grands ensembles, and the public sector of the economy.)266 But self-management 
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as a political project requires an extension to other levels of social practice and 
an appropriation of the “strong points” of the society: the economic sphere and 
the state apparatus.267 In light of this, self-management must be conceived as a 
struggle against both the state and the market, since an opposition to only one 
of them would give dominance to the other. On the one hand, the homogenizing 
centrality of the state cannot be exchanged for a series of dispersed units of indi-
vidual producers, because this would imply the dominance of the market as the 
only possible medium of the relationship among these producers; on the other 
hand, the market cannot simply be rejected, because the sole power capable of 
such operation is the state itself.268

Self-management can be thus constituted only in a long-term process of over-
coming both the state and the market. This is the role that Lefebvre envisaged 
for “democratic planning” operating on every scale of social reality, which he 
approximated with Yugoslavian planning in his writings from the 1960s. In the 
1961 text “La planifi cation démocratique” (Democratic Planning), he identifi ed 
the main principles of such planning as decentralization, self-management, and 
a balance between the local plans and the general plan prescribing main deci-
sions (the division of profi t, investment policy, and trade relationships abroad). 
This text referred to the fi rst phase of the Yugoslav system of workers’ self-man-
agement and social self-government, institutionalized by the 1953 constitution, 
strengthened in the 1963 Economic Reform Constitution, and followed by a new 
understanding of planning as “a direct expression of production and socio-eco-
nomic, as well as democratic relations of the self management socialist society.”269 
Implemented since the mid-1950s, the self-managed planning process aimed at 
constant exchanges among institutions of the state, thus providing an analytical 
and technical background and suggesting broad social, economic, and environ-
mental goals on the one hand and the negotiation of this planning by citizens 
assembled in organizations of associated labor and local communities on the 
other.270 In these negotiations the self-managed enterprises and housing coop-
eratives became major actors, infl uential in the construction of New Belgrade but 
also decisive for the implementation of the 1961 Socialist General Plan of Zagreb, 
which aimed at integrating new cooperatives with the old city and the urban 
landscape and at reimagining the city as a network of interconnected urban nodes 
distributing housing, workplaces, shops, and social and cultural institutions.271 

Yet it was already in this period that the contradictions within the Yugoslav 
system became apparent, including the ambiguous status of social ownership, 
which led to a confl ict between holders of ownership rights and holders of 
management rights, and the dichotomy between formal participative decision-
making processes and the informal hierarchical domination of the Communist 
Party.272 Lefebvre was aware of these contradictions, having closely followed the 
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changes in Yugoslavia over the course of the 1960s owing to his intense con-
tacts with the Praxis philosophers. Since the mid-1960s the shift toward “mar-
ket socialism” had included the acceptance of the allocative mechanisms of the 
market, an opening to Western commodities and fi nancial markets, the decen-
tralization of the banking system, and the deregulation of the prices of consumer 
goods.273 Highly critical of these developments, Lefebvre doubted the possibility 
of the institutionalization of self-management, stressing that it “must continu-
ally be enacted.”274 Otherwise self-management is transformed into an instru-
ment of the state and its attempt to appease contradictions, while “autogestion 
reveals contradictions in the State because it is the very trigger of those contra-
dictions,” argued Lefebvre in the late 1970s.275 

This long process of Lefebvre’s fascination followed by his disenchantment with 
Yugoslav self-management suggests that what might have been at stake in the proj-
ect submitted by him, Guilbaud, and Renaudie, at the time when the regime in Bel-
grade was steering away from the ideas of self-management, was something other 
than the naivety of an intellectual who still believed in Yugoslav socialism three 
years before the end of the Cold War. Declaring the failure of urbanism in both 
capitalist and socialist countries,276 the text accompanying the project’s competi-
tion entry was untimely but not anachronistic: it restored a utopian understanding 
of self-management. This utopian aspect comes to the fore in the text’s suggestion, 
in the margin of the description of the design, that New Belgrade should be left 
behind as a ruin and started anew on the slopes of the nearby hills:

The slabs and towers, increasingly abandoned, would become the ruins 
of another time, a museum in memory of a past era where individuals 
were not yet entitled to be citizens in full measure.277

This vision is strangely familiar today in view of the blocks in decay in New Bel-
grade, which, contrary to Lefebvre’s hopes, was not relocated but displays phe-
nomena specifi c to most postsocialist cities: segregation, gentrifi cation, and the 
privatization of urban space. 278 In that sense, Lefebvre’s call to leave New Bel-
grade behind can be read as a postsocialist “progressive nostalgia” that has the 
courage to address self-management not according to its historical reality but 
according to the ambitions and hopes it suscitated.279 Such vision requires a return 
to Lefebvre’s most general descriptions of self-management as “the effort of the 
people . . . to take initiative in the organization of everydayness, to appropriate 
their social life”280—wording that almost exactly repeats the defi nitions of many 
of his concepts, including that of socialism and new citizenship, and thus, as their 
common denominator, reveals the most persistent and universal understanding 
of Lefebvre’s project.
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Architecture and Universality

The account of Lefebvre’s project reveals the highly ambiguous position archi-
tecture takes in his work. While in his readings of Fourier, Bofi ll, and Constant, 
architectures appear as epistemological objects facilitating research on the pos-
sibility of a differential space, the study on Nanterre seems to suggest that such 
space can be conceived only in spite of architecture: the production of a differen-
tial space was accounted for in this study as conditioned by a breakdown of the 
spatial organization of the campus. For many of those around Lefebvre, including 
his then-assistants Jean Baudrillard and Hubert Tonka, and an increasing number 
of French architects inspired by Manfredo Tafuri, such works as The Explosion 
confi rm that society cannot be changed by means of architecture. “To imagine 
. . . that it is possible to act politically through urbanism, architecture, and the 
détournement of either is a dream,” said Tonka in a 1971 interview.281 This is why, 
commenting on the May ’68 graffi ti “objet, cache-toi” (object, hide yourself ), at 
the staircase of the Sorbonne, the architect Jean Aubert, of the Utopie group, felt 
himself targeted as a producer of objects: “We were the object, obviously.”282 Con-
trary to Fourier’s belief in changing society “by a mere reform of architectural 
practice,” in the perspective of Tonka and others, architecture’s reformism is nec-
essarily oppressive: society can be changed only by a revolution, and revolution 
can happen only in spite of architecture.

Reform or revolution—this has been the dominant alternative dividing Left pol-
itics since the beginning of the last century, as suggested in Lenin’s “What Is to 
Be Done?” (originally published 1902) and in the title of Rosa Luxemburg’s pam-
phlet (1900), in which Fourier was mocked for the idea of “changing, by means 
of a system of phalansteries, the water of all the seas into tasty lemonade.”283 Yet 
the argument that radical social change cannot be achieved by means of reform 
did not prevent Luxemburg from seeing reform as a means of bettering the living 
conditions of the workers and strengthening their abilities to self-organize, thus 
preparing them for the decisive struggle. Similarly, Claude Schnaidt noticed: “It 
is impossible to prove that reformist urban practices or limited improvements 
of living conditions are all necessarily co-opted by the capitalist system and that 
they, consequently, avert a revolutionary transformation of the society.” Continu-
ing, Schnaidt clarifi ed the reason for this: “To the extent that they make repressed 
needs come to the fore and allow a partial possibility of their satisfaction, they 
facilitate an awareness of those needs and contribute to the formation of a will 
to radical change among the masses.”284 In contrast, for Tafuri and his followers, 
architecture’s reformism is essentially the opposite of radical social change: since 
any attempt at a critique developed from within architecture serves as a stimulus 
to advance capitalist planning, it is necessary to “avoid in every way the danger 
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of entering into ‘progressive’ dialogue with the techniques for rationalizing the 
contradictions of capital.”285 Consequently, Luxemburg’s alternative is to be iden-
tifi ed with the one of Le Corbusier’s from Toward an Architecture—“architecture 
or revolution”—in concluding that architecture must be avoided.286

Lefebvre refused to accept this alternative. In spite of his appreciation of the 
“skillful and intelligent pragmatism of the people concerned with reforms” and 
his fascination with the “revolutionary will,” he wrote that both neglect the cen-
tral aim of the gradual abolition of the state and thus lead to variants of state 
socialism, which can be countered only by means of self-management.287 This 
argument was laid out in “La planifi cation démocratique,” in which he debunked 
the contradiction between reform and revolution: “This alleged antinomy has 
confused many problems and blocked many solutions,” hindering the reformists 
from completing their reforms and pushing the revolutionaries to ineffi ciency.288 
This is why, he continued, “revolution appears to us today as a sum, or rather 
as a totalization of reforms,” provided it is accompanied by stripping power and 
ownership of the means of production from the bourgeoisie as a class.289 This 
complex and contradictory historical process is based, according to Lefebvre, on 
the increasingly social character of productive labor and the multiplicity of the 
networks of exchange and communication.290

In other words, Lefebvre’s rejection of the contradiction between reform and 
revolution was founded on his conviction that the possibility of changing society 
as a whole must be sought within this very society. This was the guiding line of 
his readings of the unitary architecture of Fourier and his suggestion of reforms 
that aimed at shattering the capitalist society by turning its most powerful desires 
against this society itself. (The publication of such a subversive project required 
bypassing censors of the Restoration, and with this objective in mind Fourier fi lled 
his books with ideas inspired by early nineteenth-century advertisements, includ-
ing stories about copulating planets and seas of lemonade, a strategy that was more 
successful in diverting attention from the political signifi cance of his writings 
than he might have hoped for.) Also, in the Nanterre study, the processes of gath-
ering and dispersion—considered the specifi c performance of architecture within 
an urban whole—were examined as an explosive production of differential space 
that subverts the spatial scheme aimed at the reproduction of social relationships. 
A similar intuition was the common denominator of Lefebvre’s reading of New 
Babylon, called by Constant “realizable from the technical perspective, . . . desir-
able from a human perspective, and . . . indispensable from a social perspective,”291 
and of the City in Space conveying Bofi ll’s attempt at a “feasible” utopia, a path 
between “utopia and reality, dream and compromise.”292  While the disjunction 
between the paths of Constant and Bofi ll—the former withdrawing from archi-
tecture and the latter jumping on the bandwagon of French state urbanism—can 
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be seen as symptomatic of the dichotomy between reform and revolution becom-
ing dominant in architectural culture from the 1970s on, Lefebvre’s persistence to 
pursue a different path stemmed from his research on the tendencies that emerge 
within postwar abstract space but that point to a different type of space: the social-
ization of labor; the reclamation of the new rights, such as new citizenship; and 
the generalization of the processes of the production of space.

In this sense, the concept of the production of space, which was discussed in 
the previous chapters of this book as a way to account for the practices of dwell-
ing in the pavillon; a way to theorize the relationships among moments of space 
within its unitary theory; and a way to historicize the development of capital-
ism, is to be understood as a project. In a 1972 interview published in the journal 
Actuel, after repeating his argument that the architectural avant-gardes of the 
early twentieth century discovered the possibility of producing space rather than 
isolated objects in space, Lefebvre claimed, “It is necessary to rationalize this 
intuition and introduce the concept of the production of space as a fundamen-
tal concept.”293 Notwithstanding his critique of spaces produced by the avant-
gardes as oculocentric and phallic, he stressed the progressive potential of their 
rediscovery of space—as opposed to land, land rent, and ownership structures 
inherited from history—symbolically expressed in a range of architectural forms, 
from Le Corbusier’s houses on pilotis to Yona Friedman’s cities in space. With 
the development of productive forces “men could come to terms with new forms 
of the production of space and control them rather than getting locked in the 
repetition of mass social housing and motorways.”294 This is why the dominant 
production of space does not conceal the possibility of a different development 
but reveals it:

The possibilities are sketched by means of the dominant process: the 
overcoming of private and public, of the monument and the building, 
of the confl ict between space and the society, this vision of a space 
conceived, perceived, and globally realized, linked to the lived and the 
universal.295

The project of Lefebvre is not to be limited to the interstices between the domi-
nant social practices of producing space but rather becomes manifested in their 
universality. This aspiration to a universal dimension allows recognition of what 
is shared by particular struggles and singular events, which, in reverse, give spe-
cifi c meaning to universal claims. This fi gure was the guiding line of Lefebvre’s 
reading of the everyday in the pavillon as conditioned by the collective dream of 
surpassing this very everyday but also the guiding line of his readings of archi-
tectural projects: New Babylon aiming at a global scale, City in Space projecting 
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an endless urban tissue, the Fourierist city with its unlimited combinations of all 
possible differences, and even Nanterre, where differences are condensed and 
generalized. In these readings, the production of space at every scale of social 
reality becomes both the main challenge and the main promise of modernity: not 
yet an architectural project, but a condition of its possibility.
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Only a few months before fi nishing this book, I 
found, in a private archive, Henri Lefebvre’s unpub-
lished manuscript with the title “Vers une architec-

ture de la jouissance” (Toward an Architecture of Jouissance). The history of this 
225-page manuscript requires additional study; what is clear by now is that it was 
commissioned and written within the framework of a larger research project in 
1973, thus one year before the publication of The Production of Space, but never 
published, since the head of the project considered it unsuitable for the project’s 
purpose.

The manuscript is divided into twelve chapters. It begins with identify-
ing architecture as its main research object and proceeds to discuss a range of 
themes, with special focus on the relationships between buildings and monu-
ments in the fi rst chapter; the questions of power, revolution, and subversion in 
chapter 2; and the discussion of the body and the relationship among jouissance, 
pleasure, desire, and pain in chapter 3. At this point the focus of the manuscript 
extends from a specifi c investigation of architecture to a more general research 
on spaces of jousissance, and in chapter 4 Lefebvre refutes several possible objec-
tions to this change of perspective. Chapters 5 through 11 discuss the contribu-
tion of various disciplines to the research on the space of jouissance, among them 
architecture. Finally, in chapter 12, Lefebvre discusses architecture as a specifi c 
level of social practice, that of image, immediacy, and the irreducible, but also the 
level on which the possibilities of everyday life emerge, and thus the proper level 
on which new projects are conceived.

It is not possible here to provide a fair account of this rich text, full of archi-
tectural examples, discussions with authors that extend the set of references 
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known from other works of Lefebvre, accounts of his personal memories, and 
links to the theory of the production of space and to the architectural discourse 
and practice of the early 1970s. The manuscript can be read as an initiation of 
research on architecture by means of Lefebvre’s theory, and it suggests that such 
research should be developed according to fi ve postulates: fi rst, the assumption 
of the relative autonomy of architecture in respect to other social practices; and 
yet examined, second, as a social practice in relationship to others; third, a special 
attention to the practices of the body; fourth, an application of transdisciplinary 
concepts that, fi fth and fi nally, allow for a contextualization of research in archi-
tecture within a broad transdisciplinary study of social space.

Only if we think of architecture within the general transformations of society, 
labor, and the everyday, but in relative autonomy from them, can the “forgotten, 
erased place of architectural work . . . be defi ned,” writes Lefebvre.1 Instead of 
condemning the architectural object as an effect and instrument of overwhelm-
ing social forces and “rather than repeating that nothing can be done because 
of capitalism, which commands and co-opts,”2 he encourages us to think of 
architecture as irreducible to the mode of production, state, and social relations: 
Lefebvre suggests a dialectical understanding of the confl ict between a specifi -
cally architectural imagination and the forces aimed at instrumentalizing it.

This dialectics reaffi rms the double perspective in Lefebvre’s research on 
architecture discussed in this book: architecture as a practice of the architect 
interacting with other actors within the general division of labor, and architec-
ture as a means of addressing the practices of dwelling that mediate between the 
times and scales of urban society. Architecture as understood from these per-
spectives opens the way toward a concrete utopia that, in contrast to scenarios of 
unhindered growth, “is negative”:

It takes as a strategic hypothesis the negation of the everyday, of labor, 
of the economy of exchange, etc. It also negates the sphere of the state 
[l’étatique] and the primacy of the political. It takes jouissance as its 
starting point and aims at a concept of new space, one that can be based 
only on an architectural project.3

This project must depart from the body—the individual body and the social body—
and counter its fragmentation in the division of labor and its identifi cation with a 
spectacular image referring to other images. From within this negation Lefebvre 
envisages an architecture as a spatial “pedagogy” of the body and its rhythms: an 
architecture of jouissance understood as a formation of senses.

Jouissance is thus a transdisciplinary concept that cannot be confi ned to a par-
ticular discipline, but it requires a contribution from every one of them; in that 
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sense it joins the family of concepts that have been discussed in this book, includ-
ing those of production, dwelling, centrality, and space itself. Lefebvre argues for 
multidisciplinary research on the places of jouissance, which would include the 
contributions of philosophy, anthropology, history, psychology and psychoanaly-
sis, semantics and semiology, and economy. Among these disciplines, architecture 
is endowed with the task of accounting for the historical experience of places of 
jouissance, from the Roman thermae, through the Gupta shrines and Renaissance 
urban spaces, to the designs by Ledoux and Fourier—a vision of architectural 
research that the forthcoming publication of “Vers une architecture de la jouis-
sance” will bring into debate.
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266. Lefebvre, “Marksizm i myśl francuska.” (The original French text cannot be 
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251. Serge Renaudie, e-mail correspondence with the author, spring 2008.
252. See Guilbaud et al., “International Competition for the New Belgrade Urban 

Structure Improvement,” 12, 16.
253. Ibid., 16.
254. Ibid., 27–28.
255. Ibid., 5.
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257. Petrović, “A Study for the Restructuring of the Center of New Belgrade and the 

Sava Amphitheatre.”
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Blagojević, Ljiljana. “New Belgrade: The Capital of No-City’s-Land.” In Differentiated 
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Šubrt,        Jiří. “The Problem of Time from the Perspective of the Social Sciences.” Czech 
Sociological Review 9 (2001): 211–24.

Supek, Rudi. “Dix ans de l’école d’été de Korčula (1993–1973).” Praxis: Revue philoso-
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