
5150

mathematisation of the lifeworld by Galilean science allows a distinction between what we 
have heretofore called ‘tradition’ and the experienced lifeworld. The practical context of 
the lifeworld was hidden under tradition prior to modernity because the material principle 
under which knowledge and action were unified produced a unified, theologically-based, 
purportedly universal, understanding of the world – what Max Scheler called a ‘relative 
natural conception of the world’.24 Thus, the phenomenological critique of modern reason 
needs to be reconciled not with tradition as such but with the practical context of the 
lifeworld.25 

Even mentioned as quickly as this, one may ask how are such shifts expected to address the 
anxiety concerning cultural homogenisation and staged difference. First of all, it undercuts 
entirely the still pervasive and corrosive assumption that modernity is the locus of reason 
and that all other lifeworlds are reason-poor by comparison – an assumption that is 
muted though not rejected by the Hegelian vocabulary. The critique of formal reason 
reinstates the material reason in lifeworlds. It does not do so in an exclusivist fashion, 
however, which is characteristic of tradition – which relies on an over-arching conception 
of the world. The lifeworld, on the other hand, is open to competing definitions of how 
it should be understood and thus promotes social debate on the good life insofar as it 
can be pursued in a given context. It is this debate – which is no longer traditional but 
neither is it modern in the sense of unalloyed devotion to formal reason – that undercuts 
the anxiety concerning homogenisation and staged difference. If we can be liberated of 
the anxiety, we can live our condition in its tragedy and possibility, as humans have always 
lived it, and devote ourselves to pursuing human universality from within the opening, not 
confinement, of our particular way of life.

24 Max Scheler (1960) Die Wissenformen und die Gesellschaft, Gesammelte Werke, Band 8. Bern und Munchen: 
Francke Verlag, pp. 60–3. See also Alfred Schutz (1964) ‘Equality and the Meaning-Structure of the Social 
World’ in Arvid Brodersen (ed.), Collected Papers, Vol. II. The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, p. 242 and Alfred 
Schutz and Thomas Luckmann (1974) The Structures of the Life-World, trans. Richard M. Zaner and H. 
Tristram Engelhardt, Jr. London: Heinemann, p. 8.

25 This is a key argument of my 1984 book, Technique and Enlightenment: Limits of Instrumental Reason. 
Washington: Centre for Advanced Research in Phenomenology & University Press of America, especially 
chapter 6.

The Homogenisation of Urban Space

MoDjtaba saDria

Political and urban social movements have used the city as 
an agent of social and political innovation in the search to 
construct an alternative social order and a different sense 
to construct the right to the city.

David Harvey, ‘Right to the City’ (2006)

This paper attempts to bring together three sets of arguments related to homogenisation and 
urban space. The first explores the relationship between modernisation, homogenisation 
and the public realm, while the second considers the modernisation of urban space in 
contemporary cities. The third argument looks at the dimensions of life politics that can 
bring about the possibility of heterogeneity. 

The traps of contemporary social sciences and humanities are many when we attempt to 
both refine conceptual frames and confront social realities. In order to avoid at least some 
of these traps, I should state that although I have used in some of my work the framework 
of postmodernism/postcolonialism, I intend here to remain within the discussion of 
modernities.1 If I am to use this approach to discuss homogenisation and resistance 
against it, I also need to define the very specific concept of modernity2 as I intend to 
use it here. With all due respect to colleagues who are most opinionated on theories of 
modernity and modernisation, I want to clearly distinguish between the two by stating 
that I will be using modernity in line with the approach of late (and very early) modernist 
thinkers as the social recognition of human autonomy with all its potential implications for 
reflexivity and self-reflexivity. This departing point allows us to explore the possibilities of 
modernities, which includes an opening for re-thinking and understanding the creation of a 

1 Modjtaba Sadria (2008) ‘Hegemony, Ethics and Reconciliation’ in [begin italics] Pathways to Reconciliation: 
Between Theory and Practice [end italics]. Edited by Phillippa Rothfield, Cleo Fleming & Paul A. Komesaroff, 
Aldershot: Ashgate.

2 My dissidence to the Weberian approach to Modernity remains intact; see Sadria (2004).



5352

new sense of the public realm, whether conceived of as the public sphere, or as a space for 
living together both institutionally and psychologically. It also includes an opening for the 
formation and transformation of subjectivity, through which the individual and collective 
appropriation of real and symbolic spaces becomes possible. 

In opposition to this specific definition of modernity, I use a similarly narrow definition 
of modernisation, which refers here to the processes through which macro-actors, such 
as the state or major corporations, attribute to themselves the authority to define the 
agenda, priorities or aims of society. They do this by expropriating its peoples, capacities 
of imagination and initiative, and reducing them to a human force whose sole purpose is 
to execute this agenda. Thus, any consideration of homogenisation and heterogenisation 
must include an analysis of power relations. Who is benefiting from these processes? What 
are the possibilities for effective dissidence towards this use of power? Homogenisation 
and heterogenisation are not considered here as ontological concepts, but as reflections 
of social realities and the power relations within them. Specifically, in relation to the 
built environment and lived environment, are we witnessing through homogenisation, 
power relations that support the levelling off diversity and resistance and reduce cities 
to structures that function solely for the increasingly compact organisation of capital and 
knowledge? And, do these processes of homogenisation also lead to a psychological and 
semiotic rush towards forms as finalities? Or, are we in the process of empowering people, 
through the same institutions of homogenisation, to get involved in enriching urban life? 
In other words, if we consider institutions such as education, is it possible for us to live 
with levels of homogeneity that support diversity, heterogeneity and the development of 
human potential? 

Modernisation, Homogenisation and the Public Realm 

Modernisation, experienced in the form of imposed ‘openness’ to global flows of signs 
and capital, has now become a global phenomenon. As Wittrock argues, ‘modernity 
is a global condition that now affects all our actions, interpretations and habits, across 
nations, interacting with civilisational roots we may have or lay claim to’.3 Modernisation, 
in other words, comes to be imposed as a single and unitary phenomenon travelling 
through global circuits of knowledge, finance, production, tourism, migrations, culture and 
communications across the world. Modernisation and globalisation are understood as a 
confluence of forces putting into motion transformative energies that replace universality 
with universalisation.

There are negative and positive aspects to this process. What has been termed 
‘globalisation from above’ may be experienced in terms of cultural imperialism, whereby 

3 Bjorn Wittrock (2000) ‘Modernity: One, None or Many?: European Origins and Modernity as a Global 
Condition’, Daedalus, vol. 129, no. 1.

the homogenising drive of global cultural industries flattens out cultural differences. It may 
also be experienced in terms of a logic of privatisation, through the penetration of hyper-
capitalism that threatens the public sphere that supports the expression of difference, 
encounter, free association and autonomy, and allows a space to negotiate how people 
live together. The uncontrollable speed and dynamism with which this confluence of 
globalisation and modernisation plays itself out in non-Western urban contexts seems 
to pose a serious challenge to the idea of public interest and democratic culture. Under 
these circumstances, and as a consequence of the logic of ‘globalisation from above’, it 
may be said that the inadequate provision of modernity – with its subjects, institutions 
and structures protecting public benefit and access – puts severe pressure on the city as 
a democratic public realm. 

At the same time however, more positive and potentially innovative developments are 
also occurring, associated with the dynamics of what may be termed ‘globalisation from 
below’. These developments include the increasing level and quality of information and 
critical up to date knowledge, a greater consciousness of the need for different ways 
of looking at human relations, as well as the relations between humans and nature. 
The economic dynamics of globalisation have also given rise to increasing transnational 
networks of people searching for new forms of solidarity, and engaging in different kinds 
of transnational flows of goods, media, information and so on. These new and various 
global mobilities have brought with them new kinds of diversity and complexity, involving 
new patterns of cultural articulations, encounter, exchange and mixing. Experiences of the 
globalised world – whether as an overwhelming exercise in accumulating material wealth, 
or as an opportunity for improving our way of being in the world – can now also be retold 
as the ‘vernacularisation of modernisation’. There is a silent revolution in what may be 
termed ‘the provinces of the world’, where the top-down approach to modernisation 
and the concomitant homogenisation of culture and identity that this project endorsed, 
is now paralleled by a process of vernacularisation. And, crucially, these new forms of 
diversity and complexity are at the same time located in space that is transnational and 
translocal in nature, and functions across national frontiers and different urban spaces. 
The problematic cannot be reduced to a ‘globalised versus parochial’ dichotomy, but must 
take into account different motivations, logics and content of translocal interactions. 

Some of these movements could be defined as facilitators of the multitude of modernities. 
As S. N. Eisenstadt puts it, ‘the undeniable trend … is the growing diversification of the 
understanding of modernity, of the basic cultural agendas of different modern societies 
– far beyond the homogeneous and hegemonic visions of modernity prevalent in the 
1950s’.4 Or, as Arjun Appadurai observes, ‘the monopoly of autonomous nation-states 
over the project of “modernisation” has broken down and “modernity” now seems more 

4 S. N. Eisenstadt (2000) ‘Multiple Modernities’, Daedalus, vol. 129, no. 1.
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practical and less pedagogic, more experiential and less disciplinary than in the fifties and 
sixties, when it was mostly experienced (especially for those outside the national elite) 
through the propaganda apparatuses of the newly independent nation-states and their 
great leaders.’5 We may say then that the monopoly of the state and elites in dictating 
the norms, aesthetics and codes of contemporary life are increasingly being challenged 
and relativised by ordinary people in their appropriation and reworking of modern logics. 
Within these new forms of modernities, therefore, there are certainly present resistant 
trends that have become conscious of what can be achieved through dialogical interactions 
between form and content. These movements look for originality, locality and insertion in 
specific social and physical fabrics, and thus work to heterogenise representations.

The ‘vernacularisation’ of modernity is most apparent and acute in urban contexts. Here 
we can see and experience most intensely the contemporary challenge of living together 
in our cities and societies. In many ways this is the challenge of vernacular modernity to 
the elitist, statist and disciplinary modernisation of the 20th century. The (top-down) push 
towards the homogenisation of representations and the (bottom-up) countermovement 
towards empowerment through representations, as well as their consequences for the 
public sphere, are most visibly contested in the condensed sphere of the city. 

The Modernisation of Urban Space in the Contemporary City 

The city constitutes a public space where all kinds of intimate or distanciated interactions 
and encounters of everyday life take place. As Gole has noted, it is the space of the 
‘circulation of a universal code of modernity as well as [its] particular significations and 
practices’.6 Everything has been concentrated and accumulated into cities in the context 
of modern capitalism: people, capital, commodities, desires, information, signs, images, 
power and strategies.7 Cities have been constructed as the centralities of politics, economy 
and culture. 

Here I choose to build my argument around some of the core constructions of Henri 
Lefebvre, though I am aware of the controversies surrounding his work. However, 
Lefebvre has the advantage of having grasped both the dynamics of homogenisation and 
its logic, and identified the areas of life politics where it has become possible to resist 
homogenisation and even to give birth to new heterogeneities. Lefebvre predicted that the 
process of urbanisation would be completed in the future, and indeed, our society seems 

5 Arjun Appadurai (2008) Modernity At Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization, Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press.

6 Nulifer Gole (2002) ‘Islam in Public: New Visibilities and New Imaginaries’, Public Culture, vol. 14, no. 1.
7 Henri Lefebvre (2003) [1970] The Urban Revolution. Translated by Robert Bononno. Minneapolis, London: 

University of Minnesota Press; and Henri  Lefebvre (1996) [1967]. ‘Right to the City’. In Writing on Cities. 
Translated and edited by Eleonore Kofman and Elizabeth Lebas, pp. 63–181. Cambridge, Mass.: Blackwell.

to be increasingly characterised by complex, urbanised lives.8 Contemporary urbanisation 
has historically been promoted since the beginning of industrialisation in the late 19th 
century and continues unabated in our society.9 The speed of this transformation has been 
greatly accelerated during the last 100 years. In recent decades this has been facilitated 
by the advent of information technology, which evokes the transition of the economic 
system from Fordism to post-Fordism and the transnationalisation of enterprises and 
people. This had led to the increasing concentration of global flows of capital, information 
and people into cities10 at a speed that human beings have never experienced before in 
history. It could be said that we live in a hyper-urbanising society in the context of the 
reconstruction and formation of new compact capital.

The explosion of the urban population on a global scale has been accompanied by the 
production of homogeneous urban spaces in these cities. This has occurred at different  
rates since the late 19th century. Such urban spaces include suburban houses, apartment 
complexes, shopping malls, skyscrapers and motorways. These increasingly connected, 
homogeneous urban spaces have absorbed the population and resources, and have 
functioned as sites of cybernetic control through the homogeneous representations of 
urban life promoted in advertisements, in the discourses of educational programmes, and 
through mass media and journalism.11 The state has, according to Lefebvre, organised 
the production of those urban spaces for capital accumulation, accelerating urbanisation 
and controlling its flows.12 The urban ideologies of aesthetics without ethics propagated 
by those in power tend to promote both consumerism and entrepreneurship based on 
‘individualism’, attempting to convert people into immoderate consumers and active 

8 Henri Lefebvre (1996) [1967] ‘Right to the City’ in Eleonore Kofman and Elizabeth Lebas (eds.) Writing on 
Cities. Cambridge, Mass.: Blackwell, p. 122; Henri Lefebvre (2003) [1970]. The Urban Revolution. Translated 
by Robert Bononno. Minneapolis, London: University of Minnesota Press, p. 1.

9 Lefebvre, ‘Right to the City’; Lefebvre, The Urban Revolution; see also, Neil Brenner (1999). ‘Globalization 
as Reterritorialisation: The Re-scaling of Urban Governance in the European Union’. Urban Studies, vol. 36, 
no. 3, pp. 431–451; Doreen Massey (1997). ‘Space/Power, Identity/Difference: Tensions in the City’ in 
Andy Merrifield & Erik Swyngedouw (eds.) The Urbanization of Injustice, pp. 100–116. New York: New 
York University Press. Pacione, Michael. (2005). ‘The Global Context of Urbanisation and Urban Change’. 
In Urban Geography: A Global Perspective, pp. 71–95. Oxon, New York: Routledge. Saskia Sassen (2000) ‘The 
Global City: Strategic Site / New Frontier’ in Engin F. Isin (ed.) Democracy, Citizenship and the Global City, 
pp. 48–61. London: Routledge; United Nations. (2004). World Urbanization Prospects: The 2003 Revision. 
New York: United Nations. http://www.un.org/esa/population/publications/wup2003Report.pdf (accessed 
21 June 2007).

10 Nancy Fraser (2003) ‘From Discipline to Flexiblization?: Rereading Foucault in the Shadow of Globalization’. 
Constellations, Vol. 10, No. 2, pp. 160–171; Harvey, David (2001). ‘Capitalism: the Factory of Fragmentation’ 
in Spaces of Capital – Towards a Critical Geography, pp. 121–127, New York: Routledge; Saskia Sassen (2000) 
‘The Global City: Strategic Site / New Frontier’.

11 Lefebvre, ‘Right to the City’; Henri Lefebvre (1991) [1974] The Production of Space. Translated by Donald 
Nicholson-Smith. Cambridge, Mass.: Blackwell.

12 Lefebvre, The Urban Revolution; Lefebvre, ‘Right to the City’; Lefebvre, The Production of Space.
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New York: United Nations. http://www.un.org/esa/population/publications/wup2003Report.pdf (accessed 
21 June 2007).

10 Nancy Fraser (2003) ‘From Discipline to Flexiblization?: Rereading Foucault in the Shadow of Globalization’. 
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workers in the name of ‘individual freedom’, for the purpose of maximising their own 
profits. 

Assigned the program of producing such urban spaces by state or local governments, 
urban planners, developers, and architects consciously or unconsciously produce 
homogeneous urban spaces as the active sites for capital accumulation, and I would add, 
symbolic and political control.13 Their efforts contribute to increasing the profits for 
capitalist enterprise by producing urban spaces that support capitalist growth, and by 
purporting to be facilitators of a ‘better life’, or posing as ‘doctors’ of peoples’ spaces 
and lives.14 Therefore, urban spaces not only accommodate the population, but also act 
as strategic sites for exercising the hegemonic power of state and capital. In other words, 
we can see urban space as the site of exploitation and alienation of people by a network 
of financial, political, bureaucratic, and technocratic powers, national governments, local 
governments, developers, urban planners and journalists, through strategies that aim to 
produce a higher density of capital and power. Paradoxically, this entails forms of social 
engineering that in urban spaces tend to encourage fragmented human bonds, homogenised 
lifestyles, and the hierarchical organisation of individuals. 

However, if urban spaces are the strategic sites of hegemonic and homogenising power, 
can they not also be seen as the sites of counter-strategies, creativity and heterogeneity? 
At the everyday level, can the practices of inhabiting urban space culminate in wider 
movements towards ‘globalisation from below’ and a vernacularisation of modernity?  
How can inhabitants become agents of social change, and reappropriate those urban 
spaces that have historically been expropriated and homogenised through modernising  
strategies? How can urban spaces become emanations of different expressions of human 
dignity and solidarity? 

Urban Life and the Ingredients for Multiple Modernities 

According to Lefebvre, there remains the possibility of urban space becoming the site 
for challenging, contesting, and even subverting hegemonic power. This possibility can 
be enhanced by what he termed the intensification of the urban,15 a concept that we will 
explore in greater detail below. However, first of all, we need to clarify what is meant 
by ‘the urban’. It can be defined in four ways: 1) as a place of desire, 2) as a place of 
differences, 3) as a place of encounters and gathering, and 4) as a place of contradictions 
and conflicts. As I will argue in the following discussion, though all four aspects are 
important in Lefebvre’s thinking, it is the final definition of urban space that takes centre 
stage in his conceptualisation of revolutionary urban space. In his view, urban spaces can 

13 Ibid.
14 Lefebvre, The Urban Revolution; Lefebvre, ‘Right to the City’.
15 Ibid.

be transformed into spaces of resistance through the promotion of creative differentiation 
and contradiction. These spaces entail the possibility of new kinds of social, cultural and 
political practices. 

The Urban as a Place of Desire 

Firstly, the urban is defined as a place of desire.16 Desires have been concentrated in 
the city, along with acquisition and production of knowledge, and the accumulation 
of capital, people, information and commodities. In the city, desires are distorted into 
‘needs’ through urban ideologies that contain both homogeneous representations of the 
‘good life’, through concrete entities such as money, exchange value, commodities and 
skyscrapers, and through the headlong rush to commoditise everything. However, desires 
cannot be completely absorbed into consumption needs, which tend to be calculable in 
terms of exchange value. Desire cannot be so, because it seeks a quality and use value 
which is not necessarily, nor is it entirely measurable. Through desires people imagine the 
city as a utopia, which Lefebvre conceives of as both non-place, but also a possible place. 
This half-fictional and half-real utopia becomes a primary element of the urban, motivating 
people to seek to restore the balance of the urban in favour of quality of life, and pushes 
them towards the reappropriation of urban space. Therefore, it is in the urban sphere that 
people strive to transform the existing city into a new or alternative city. 

The Urban as a Place of Differences 

The second definition of the urban is as a place composed of an ensemble of differences. 
Differences are accumulated and socially produced and reproduced within and through the 
urban. In other words, differences converge in the urban and are multiplied by it. Though 
hegemonic power tries to neutralise produced differences and integrate them into its own 
system (POS), they tend to resist homogenisation and integration.17 They actively transgress 
the norms of the system. By gathering together differences, abolishing the distances among 
them, and connecting them together in a unity, the urban promotes and engenders new 
differences within itself. In this sense, in urban space people possess ‘the freedom to 
produce differences’ as their fundamental right.18 This freedom creates the possibility 
of the urban being a place of creativity and poiesis, which led Lefebvre to conceptualise 
the urban as a kind of ‘second nature’.19 The urban as a unity of differences tends to 
transform existing social relationships and activities through constant differentiation. 
Therefore, when Lefebvre refers to the intensification of the urban, he means in part 

16 Lefebvre, ‘Right to the City’, p. 131; Lefebvre, The Urban Revolution, p. 176.
17 Lefebvre, The Urban Revolution, p. 173.
18 Ibid., p. 174.
19 Ibid., pp. 174–175; Lefebvre, The Production of Space, p. 368.
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workers in the name of ‘individual freedom’, for the purpose of maximising their own 
profits. 

Assigned the program of producing such urban spaces by state or local governments, 
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13 Ibid.
14 Lefebvre, The Urban Revolution; Lefebvre, ‘Right to the City’.
15 Ibid.
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16 Lefebvre, ‘Right to the City’, p. 131; Lefebvre, The Urban Revolution, p. 176.
17 Lefebvre, The Urban Revolution, p. 173.
18 Ibid., p. 174.
19 Ibid., pp. 174–175; Lefebvre, The Production of Space, p. 368.
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the consolidation of the unity of differences and the acceleration of differentiation. He 
considers this movement to be at the foundation of any quest to an alternative city. 

The Urban as a Place of Encounters 

Thirdly, the urban can be regarded as a place of encounters and a place people come 
together.20 In doing so, they share their ideas, thoughts, and experiences in shared and 
invented spaces such as the café, street, square and park. This sharing process is completely 
different from the process involved in commodity exchange, where there is no affect-laden 
communication, but rather strategic communication for the purpose of consuming goods 
or making a profit. On the other hand, in the sharing process of urban encounters there 
is an enjoyment of communication, detached from exchange value. In this sense, the urban 
comes to contain the quality produced by affect-laden communication; it is composed of a 
qualitative continuum of encounters and active communications. Hegemonic power seeks 
to fragment this continuum, and flatten its quality in order to make people quiet in the 
city. Homogenisation here is a clear strategy of power. However, this repression tends to 
proliferate the networks of encounters and communications, and unite them.21 Therefore, 
according to Lefebvre, the intensification of the urban means promoting gatherings and 
shared encounters which enhance the possibility of creating and articulating heterogeneity 
in the content of an alternative city.

The Urban as a Place of Contradiction and Conflict 

The fourth definition of the urban is as a space of contradiction and conflict. The urban 
contains various kinds of contradictions: between use value and exchange value; desires 
and needs, squandering energies and consumption, differentiation and homogenisation, 
encounter and isolation, networking and segregation, equalisation and hierarchisation, 
appropriation and domination and so on.22 Those contradictions are closely interrelated. 
Hegemonic power attempts to forbid or reduce encounters in the urban and to segregate 
people in terms of private property and exchange value,23 while also homogenising 
difference, and manipulating desire through urban ideologies. However, the more the 
hegemonic power attempts to invade urban sphere, the more intensively contradictions 
emerge. People have the desire to create something new, and to experience encounters 
and connection with others. They cannot be solely satisfied with the reality, illusion, 
and expectation of increasing their wealth, consuming commodities and enhancing their 
status. But it is through creating original oeuvres, expending their energies in festivals, and 
passionately communicating with one another in certain appropriated spaces that they 

20 Lefebvre, ‘Right to the City’, p. 117 and 131; Lefebvre, The Urban Revolution, p. 118.
21 Lefebvre, The Urban Revolution, p. 121.
22 Lefebvre, The Urban Revolution; Lefebvre, ‘Right to the City’; Lefebvre, The Production of Space.
23 Ibid.

achieve a sense of well-being. Thus, desires clash with the intervention of hegemonic 
power within the urban, which seeks a univocal space. 

People are in no way passive and quiet in the urban. They insist on their right to 
differentiation, the right to gather together, the right to appropriate and use urban spaces 
for their own enjoyment. That is, they forcefully demand the right to the city.24 In a multitude 
of ways they criticise the domination of urban spaces by state and capital and reject 
social fragmentation, the homogenisation of urban space and lifestyle, and hierarchical 
organisation of society. They strive to construct an alternative order, in which the urban 
environment and their place within it are transformed according to their desires and 
based on democratic procedures.25 That is, they attempt to construct a new city through 
urban democracy. 

In this sense, the urban is the place of conflict. The intensification of contradictions leads 
to the intensification of conflict. Plural networks formed through encounters converge 
rapidly.26 The actions of these solidarity networks lead to resistance, and promote the 
praxis of reappropriating parts of urban space. Thus, the intensification of the urban 
implies the promotion of contradictions and conflict between the network of citizens 
and the hegemonic network of capital and state. It also implies a proliferation of solidarity 
networks characterised by radical pluralism. According to Lefebvre, it is through this 
struggle that the alternative ‘ephemeral’ city would emerge.

While attempting to clarify the concept of the urban, this discussion has also outlined 
what is meant by the intensification of the urban: the intensification of desire towards an 
alternative city; the acceleration of differentiation through unifying multiple differences; 
the promotion of encounters and gathering together; the intensification of contradictions 
and conflicts. These four processes are interrelated in complex ways. At first, when 
desires are concentrated and intensified within the urban, a superfluity of energies 
accumulates around the desires. After the energies are sufficiently concentrated, they 
explosively erupt, which results in the production of differences in the urban. Next, 
encounters in the urban are brought about by the desire for connection, and further 
energies are accumulated through interactions with others. Encounters contribute to the 
communication of desires and accumulation of energies, and promote the production of 
differences and heterogeneities. All the processes mentioned above can be seen as the 
differential movement of the urban. This differential movement promotes the contradiction 
between use value and exchange value; that is, it serves to valorise use value and de-
valorise exchange value, while homogenising forces tend to move in the opposite way. 

24 Lefebvre, ‘Right to the City’; Henri Lefebvre (1996) [1967] ‘Space and Politics’ in Eleonore Kofman and 
Elizabeth Lebas (eds.) Writing on Cities. Cambridge, Mass.: Blackwell, pp. 185–202.

25 Lefebvre, The Urban Revolution.
26 Lefebvre, The Production of Space.
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Therefore, increased differentiation in the urban produces heightened contradiction and 
conflicts. In so doing, the urban is intensified in diverse ways. 

The Appropriation of Space by the Living Body 

In the process of differential movement, people are appropriating urban spaces through 
concrete spatial praxis. In other words, urban space is produced through encounter, 
communication and social action, mediated through the body. People walk, run, move their 
hands, speak, express their desires and feel the rhythms of the movement of other bodies 
in space. When people resist the production of homogeneous urban spaces this counter-
action is embodied in a concrete way in physical space; counter-space is produced.27 
Lefebvre calls this body the living body. By virtue of the spatial praxis of living bodies, both 
spaces of enjoyment and spaces of resistance come to be concretely generated within the 
urban. Here I shall focus on the dynamics of the living body as the generator of space as well 
as the appropriator of space.

How does the body differentiate and appropriate space? Lefebvre argued that this 
is achieved by generating living unity. Living unity is a dynamic process that produces 
differential space. The creative capacity of the living body and how it produces living unity 
and differential space can be understood through five classifications: 1) spatio-temporal 
body, 2) differential body, 3) polysensorial body, 4) polyrhythmic body, and finally, 5) 
metaphilosophical body. The body that unifies these five forms can generate living unity. 

(1)   Living Body as Spatio-temporal Body 

Lefebvre rejected the dominant epistemology of space in modern society based on 
geometry and the thinking of Descartes, and instead depicts the living body through the 
anomalous epistemology of space as espoused by Spinoza, Leibniz and Nietzsche. For 
him, the living body is itself a part of space. It occupies the space and has the capacity to 
produce the space for itself through its energies. On this point he argues, ‘Can the body, 
with its capacity for action, and its various energies, be said to create space? Assuredly… 
there is an immediate relationship between the body and its space, between the body’s 
deployment in space and its occupation of space... each living body is space and has its 
space: it produces that space’.28 Thus, the living body not only exists in space, but it is also 
actively engaged in space. It appropriates and uses the space for its own pleasure and joy. 
The appropriation of space can be defined as the spatial praxis of the body which ‘is lived 
directly before it is conceptualized’.29 This property of the body is the spatial body.

27 Ibid.
28 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, p. 170; original emphasis.
29 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, p. 30; emphasis added.

It should be noted that the appropriation of space by the living body is both a spatial and 
temporal process. As Lefebvre describes, ‘time is distinguishable but not separable from 
space. The concentric rings of a tree trunk reveal the tree’s age, just as a shell’s spirals, with 
their ‘marvellous’ spatial concreteness, reveal the age of that shell’s former occupant… 
Space and time thus appear and manifest themselves as different yet unseverable’. Similarly, 
an artist creates works of art, which are materialised through the use of the artists’ 
hands and certain tools, and in doing so produces space qualified by their imagination and 
inspiration. In other words, time is inscribed in the space.30 The living body, which has 
both characteristics of spatiality and temporality, is the spatio-temporal body.

By virtue of the fact that the living body actively engages in the appropriation of space 
and the production of space within time, the body creates a living unity between itself, 
space and time. Such living unity can be regarded as the organic unity between spatiality and 
temporality. Moreover, an important point here is that living bodies immediately encounter 
one another in that organic unity, connect with the movements of other bodies, and 
create a new unity. Here, ‘external is…internal inasmuch as the other is another body, 
a vulnerable flesh, an accessible symmetry’.31 And through this unity, living bodies 
continuously appropriate urban space and differentiate it. In this process, they continue 
to intensify living unity. 

(2)   Living Body as Differential Body 

Secondly, the living body is also the differential body. This signifies that it is actively producing 
differences that are something new. In this sense, the living body has the capacity to 
innovate. According to Lefebvre, the superfluity of energy plays a decisive role here. At 
first, the living body needs to capture, accumulate and concentrate energies in a specific 
place in order to carry out the production of difference. In short, it gathers massive 
energies for creative action, a process that is, according to Lefebvre, laborious and 
repetitive. Little by little the living body accumulates energy in the context of repetitive, 
everyday life. The body is then able to initiate the process of differentiation at the precise 
moment when the available energies become so abundant that they can be discharged, 
producing ‘unpredictable’ differences. At the same time, through these differences the 
living body transforms itself into a new body and generates a new space.32 Finally, after 
the available energies are completely expended, the transformed body once again enters 
into the laborious activity of a new type of repetition in order to accumulate the energies 

30 Henri Lefebvre (1971) [1968] Everyday Life in the Modern World. Translated by Sacha Rabinovitch. London: 
The Penguin Press, p. 202; Lefebvre, ‘Right to the City’; Lefebvre, The Urban Revolution, p. 182; Kofman & 
Lebas 1996, p. 16.

31 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, p. 174.
32 Ibid, p. 177.
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30 Henri Lefebvre (1971) [1968] Everyday Life in the Modern World. Translated by Sacha Rabinovitch. London: 
The Penguin Press, p. 202; Lefebvre, ‘Right to the City’; Lefebvre, The Urban Revolution, p. 182; Kofman & 
Lebas 1996, p. 16.

31 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, p. 174.
32 Ibid, p. 177.
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needed for the next differentiation.33 In this way it can differentiate and diversify itself and 
its own space. 

Lefebvre argues that the engine that powers the process of capturing and discharging 
energies is desire. Without desire, there would be no creative cycle of repetition and 
differentiation. Though desire is originally undifferentiated,34 it urges the body to initiate 
the process of accumulating energies and producing differences. This is the desire to 
squander energies, to create something new, to appropriate space, and to enjoy the 
process of differentiation in festivity. According to Lefebvre, this desire corresponds to 
Eros and the Grand Desire referred to by Nietzsche, and it is entirely different from the 
desire that is mentioned by theologians and such psychoanalysts as Freud. The desire 
is dialectically connected to an individual’s needs for survival, but always attempts to 
transcend those needs. It urges the body to put a priority on itself, life and use value, and 
to master needs, survival and exchange value. Motivated by desire, the body organises 
and connects everything in its environment by means of accumulation and accumulated 
energies. The energies create diverse linkages between the past self, the present self 
and the future self; between the self and its body; between the body and its surrounding 
space; and between the body and other’s bodies. These multiple linkages form a living 
unity. Desire not only produces differences and differential spaces, but also harmoniously 
connects all differences and differential spaces. It produces the living unity as a unity of 
differences. 

(3)   Living Body as Polysensorial Body

Thirdly, the living body can physically perceive space through multiple senses, such as 
smell, taste, touch, sight and hearing. Lefebvre explains this capacity to perceive space 
by invoking the following image: ‘When “Ego” arrives in an unknown country or city, 
he first experiences it through every part of his body – through his senses of smell and 
taste, as… through his legs and feet. His hearing picks up the noises and the quality of 
the voices; his eyes are assailed by new impressions. For it is by means of the body that 
space is perceived, lived – and produced’.35 It is easy to imagine this kind of experience 
that Lefebvre describes: in the park, one hears the voices and laughter of children, the 
song of a street musician, feels the flow of wind and warmth of the sunshine and smells the 
freshly cut grass. In this way, one’s body physically perceives and experiences the quality 
of space in multiple ways through the senses. Thus, one’s living body can be considered a 
polysensorial body which perceives space in the here and now.

33 Ibid, pp. 203 and 377.
34 Ibid, p. 394.
35 Ibid, p. 162.

In the process of perceiving space, the body creates a living unity between itself and space, 
which is composed of the sensory qualities of that space. It also contains the dynamic 
continuum of the lived experiences of the body that perceives these qualities. This living 
unity may be deemed a unity of qualities or a unity of lived experiences. In generating qualitative 
unity, bodies are interacting with each other and appropriating space. This unity occupies 
and flows dynamically in space, and through it the living body differentiates space. 

(4)   Living Body as Polyrhythmic Body

The body can be also seen as polyrhythmic body. The living body ‘senses’ the multiple 
rhythms of space in the process of perceiving the space.36 The quality of space includes 
the dynamic flow of diverse rhythms of the body and that space. The rhythms are always 
differentiating, diversifying and overlaying themselves upon the rhythms of other’s bodies, 
of nature, the seasons and the surrounding world. Lefebvre explains that ‘rhythms in 
all their multiplicity interpenetrate one another. In the body and around it, as on the 
surface of a body of water, or within the mass of a liquid, rhythms are forever crossing 
and recrossing, superimposing themselves upon each other, always bound to space’.37 
Each body has multiple rhythms – polyrhythm – and combines its internal rhythms (such 
as breathing, the heartbeat and facial expressions) with the external rhythms (such as 
the rhythms of day and night, music, ocean waves or city life) which are flowing around 
the body. The combination of internal and external rhythms is always in the process of 
perpetual diversification and differentiation. The boundaries between the internal and 
external are at any time ambiguous and indistinguishable; they are moving within and 
around the body. The rhythms of each body are unique and singular, and every rhythm 
is polyrhythmic. Thus, the living body can be said to be fundamentally polyrhythmic. It 
differentiates space through the differential movement of multiple rhythms that it creates. 
It appropriates space through perceiving and capturing the dynamics of the differential 
movement of multiple rhythms that exist outside of it. According to Lefebvre, this process 
can be accelerated by music and festivals, which promote people’s interaction through the 
intensified dynamics of polyrhythm.

As noted above, the bundle of diverse rhythms connotes a living unity itself. The unified 
and ceaselessly transforming polyrhythm within and around the body is an organic unity 
that consists of the body, other bodies, space and nature in their temporality: ‘unity in 
diversity’.38 Multiple rhythms are simultaneously interconnected with one another, preserv-
ing the diversity and differences in the unity. Lefebvre also argues further that ‘each one 
of us is this unity of diverse relations whose aspects are… oriented towards the outside, 

36 Henri Lefebvre (2004) [1992] Rhythmanalysis: Space, Time and Everyday Life. Translated by Stuart Elden & 
Gerald Moore. London, New York: Continuum,  p. 77.

37 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, p. 205.
38 Lefebvre, Rhythmanalysis, p. 77.
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towards the Other and to the World’.39 He goes on to say ‘it is in the psychological, social, 
organic unity of the “perceiver” who is oriented towards the perceived, which is to say, 
towards objects, towards surroundings and towards other people, that the rhythms that 
compose this unity are given’.40 Hence, this unity can be regarded as a unity of polyrhythm, 
which endlessly differentiates and diversifies space. 

(5)   Living Body as Metaphilosophical Body 

The final characteristic of the living body is that it has its own intelligence. The source of 
the intelligence is at first, according to Lefebvre, knowledge constructed through self-
reflection on the lived experiences of the body,41 made up of the cycle of repetition 
and differentiation, capturing and discharging energies, and perceiving the quality of space 
through multiple senses. The living body becomes able to better judge what are the 
sources of its own pleasure and joy, or danger and sadness, in its immediate milieu. 

In this sense, the knowledge of the brain is deeply connected to the ‘practico-sensorial 
realm’ of body, which is space itself. The knowledge produced by self-reflection is not a 
pure and rational knowledge of the Cartesian cogito, which is detached from the action 
of the body and space. The knowledge is always combined with the praxis of the body 
through dialectics between the body and mind, which Lefebvre calls metaphilosophy. 
Metaphilosophy involves self-reflection but at the same time, goes ‘beyond philosophy’ 
and directly links with lived experiences and the spatial praxis of the body.42 Lefebvre 
calls this kind of knowledge connaissance. Thus, the intellectual activity of the living body 
produces connaissance. Connaissance is fundamentally connected to desire, and motivates 
the body to imagine future realms of possibility, radically criticising the ‘existing’ self and 
the ‘existing’ space.43 Therefore, the living body can be understood as a metaphilosophical 
body, which imagines a lived space that is both utopian but at the same time exists as the 
very heart of reality.44 This was for Lefebvre the most fundamental aspect of differential 
space.

Appropriating Space through Voice and Speech

All these elements contribute to activate the living body. But how then does the living body 
achieve the appropriation of space? The living body appropriates space not only through 
capturing and discharging energy but also through the act of speaking what it desires, 

39 Ibid., original emphasis.

40 Ibid.

41 Lefebvre, The Production of Space.
42 Ibid, p. 368.
43 Ibid.
44 Lefebvre, The Urban Revolution.

imagines, and contemplates in the process of metaphilosophy. According to Lefebvre, the 
produced space can be called the space of speech which is animated with the impassioned 
thought, dialogue and multiple voices of diverse living bodies.45 This dialogue includes 
both self-critical knowledge and critical knowledge about others, social relations and the 
existing order. The space of speech involves discussions on how to produce a new space, 
based on desire and an imagined possible future, and oriented around the enjoyment and 

quality of life. In this way, it is a space of the affirmation of life.46 Living bodies therefore 
appropriate and differentiate space through voice and speech.47 

In differentiated space, multiple living bodies are connected with one another, enmeshed in 
a network mediated by speech. A living unity emerges, in which living bodies express and 
share their ideas, and also, create new ideas. In doing so, they appropriate and transform 
existing space into a new space which is, by its very nature, the space of ethical concerns 
in which everyone can participate and be empowered while generating new solidarities.

Conclusion: The Production of Counter-space 

Homogenisation works mainly through a certain reified view of life and possibilities of living 
together. However, such reductionism requires pressure, manipulation and oppression of 
the population in order to achieve an interiorised and homogenised view of life, society, 
space, forms, and their interactions. What role then, does appropriated and differentiated 
space play in the context of the contemporary city? As we have seen, the intensification 
of urban life results in living bodies being able to feel the quality and rhythms of space 
more intensively, to produce differences and new spaces more energetically, and to 

45 Lefebvre, The Production of Space, p. 403.
46 Ibid., p. 201.
47 Technological breakthroughs will also have impacts on the effective choices in both the built and lived 

environment in relation to these differentiations.
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speak with one another more passionately. Additionally, the intensity of contradictions 
and conflicts within the urban becomes more acute. The more intensively differences 
and contradictions are generated, the more actively hegemonic power attempts to 
extinguish those differences and contradictions, because they are, or might be perceived 
as an obstacle to building structures for univocal social, cultural, economy, and political 
processes. The key strategies for doing so include the normalisation of urban ideologies 
and the production of homogeneous urban spaces. However, the attempts to control 
living bodies ultimately produce fresh and more acute contradictions. It is important to 
note here that a non-essentialist view of homogenisation and heterogenisation in built and 
lived environments needs to take into account the contextually specific modes of vertical 
integration as well as any resistance to it. 

These strategies are resisted through critical knowledge, the promotion of encounters 
and dialogue, interactions and the experience of multiple rhythms in festivity. Through 
the production of counter-spaces they demand the right to appropriate space, and to use it 
for their enjoyment and fulfilment. In other words, they demand the right to the city. In 
doing so, people struggle against the authoritative power within the city, and reject the 
segregation and hierarchical organisation of their networks, as well as the homogenisation 
of their lifestyles. From this perspective, the city and the urban sphere can be seen as 
‘the setting of struggle’ against brutal spatial planning and homogenised urban spaces. 
What is important in this struggle is the awareness that each person, architects included, 
potentially has the energy and desire to transform the city and ensure genuine quality of 
urban life.

Based on my understanding of Lefebvre’s profound insights, how can we interpret the 
various conflicts taking place in the contemporary global city? Conflicts in the city seem 
to contain an enormous possibility to reverse the hegemony of mega-actors and states. 
This stems from the fact that many urban inhabitants are aware of the brutality of the 
hegemony that ignores their quality of life; people are producing differential spaces and 
counter-spaces through spatial praxis. These solidarity networks are virtually and actually 
expanding, intensifying, and multiplying the sense of urbanity. They promote the imagining 
of an alternative city, an alternative way of living in the city, in which everyday life and 
urban spaces are ceaselessly transforming through different urban realities, and vice versa. 
On the one hand, the power relations implicit in the mechanisms discussed by Lefebvre 
demonstrate the top-down, vertical, exclusionary processes that operate in urban life.  
On the other hand, these power relations highlight the human will and capacity through-
out moments of social history to redefine, and reappropriate the way they wish to be 
and live in the city. These represent the two major forces that shape and reshape the 
multitude of urbanities, and strengthen either homogenisation or heterogeneity in built 
and lived environments. 

Is it wise, considering the arguments made above, to think that the conflicting agendas in 
the city, borne from a multitude of urban subjectivities, will provide the necessary energy 
to sustain both processes of modernisation as well as policies inspired by a recognition 
of multiple modernities? Moreover, how will postmodern and post-colonial ethics 
be integrated into urbanism and the architectural mental landscape? Can we, as public 
intellectuals, advocate for an understanding of urban subjectivities that remain vivid, fluid 
and critical at the same time? This might be the challenge if one aspires to let the flow of 
life, desire, and creativity be incorporated into, but also move beyond, current intellectual 
and scholarly horizons.
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Some weeks following the Knowledge Construction Workshop that was convened by the 
Aga Khan Award for Architecture in Vancouver in February 2009, those of us who had 
participated in it were asked by Modjtaba Sadria to expand on the presentations we made 
there, and in doing so, to focus on two specific questions. These were:

What are the contemporary social, economic, political, cultural, historical mechanisms that 
lead towards homogenisation and heterogenisation of the built environment, and what are the 
implications for the lived environment?

and

What are the contemporary social, economic, political, cultural, historical mechanisms that 
lead towards homogenisation and heterogenisation of the lived environment, and what are the 
implications for the built environment?

In my contribution to the February workshop in Vancouver, I had attempted to elucidate 
the relationship of design intention to the architectural unconscious, in the processes of 
homogenisation of representations in architecture. That is to say, I argued, if it is true that 
homogenisation is caused by such factors as the ‘mobility of influential people teaching in 
faculties of architecture and urbanism’, by ‘scholarly networks and journals with strong 
editorial policies’ and by ‘the growing presence of symbolic buildings being conceived and 
built by largely the same networks’, I claimed that this process of causation is one that is 
at least as much ‘unconscious’ as ‘intentional’.1 I confessed at the outset my realisation that 
this inclination of mine was, in substantial measure a consequence of the fact that I began 
my career in architectural theory with an exploration of the possible uses in architecture 
of the precepts of semiology – especially as they had been set out by the Swiss linguist 
Fernand de Saussure in the early 20th century.2 In particular, Saussure argued that any 

1 These ‘factors’ had been cited by Dr. Sadria in a statement of the themes he wished participants in the 
workshop to pursue, several months prior to it taking place.

2 George Baird (1969), ‘La dimension amoureuse in architecture’, in Jencks and Baird, (eds.), Meaning in 
Architecture. Barrie & Rockcliff: the Cresset Press, London.
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