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“ Designer’s Philosopher: Henri Lefebvre” 

 

 

From metaphysical, to mathematical to social space 

Space has largely been conceived as an entity external to the subject whose evidence is supplied by the bodily 
sense organs. This tradition was Aristotelean in nature and was surpassed only by Rene Descartes (1596-1650) 
for whom space contained all bodies and all senses. As object opposed the subject, space became the theatre 
where this drama unfolded. Kant consigned space to the realm of a priori consciousness and made it have the 
characteristics of ideal, internal and transcendental structure. He also made it ungraspable. Tired and frustrated 
of abstractions, the discourse on space moved to the sphere of science to make it more concrete and easy to deal 
with. The facts of symmetry and asymmetry, shapes and sizes, objects and their reflections, space in varying 
dimensions and such empirical issues were to be contended with. As philosophy loosened its grip, mathematics 
was the first to appropriate space for study and it grasped in a rather strange way. It evolved typologies of 
Euclidian and non-Euclidian space, curved space, x-dimensional spaces, space of configuration, set of spaces and 
abstract space. Such classifications were general and specific at the same time. Be it metaphysical conception of 
space or mathematical, both were difficult to relate to what was experienced as space on a daily basis. The 
inability to establish correspondence between the two (ideal vs real) however according to Lefebvre, was not 
important as in actuality, they presupposed or even underpinned each other.  

Henri Lefebvre (1901-1991) was born in France and is known for his pioneering and most mature work on 
conceptualizing space, titled ‘Production of Space’. Critique of everyday life, The Urban Revolution, Towards 
an Architecture of Enjoyment, State, Space, World are some of his other works that have established him as the 
philosopher of everyday life. He has a prodigious output of sixty books and nearly three hundred articles in his 
life time. He was one of the most prominent Marxist intellectuals in France in 20th century. He worked as a 
professor of sociology first at the University of Strasbourg and later at the University of Nanterre.  His concept 
of ‘right to the city’ and his book Production of Space are one of the most heavily cited work in urban theory. In 
right to the city, he speaks of reclaiming the cities from the commodification of urban life. In production of space, 
Lefebvre concerns himself with three types of spaces: nature or physical space, mental space that includes logical 
and formal abstractions and, social space. In other words, epistemological space, space of senses which includes 
products of imagination such as symbols, projects, and utopias and space for social practice.  

Collective Subject, Social Space and Time 

Lefebvre argued that much vaunted scientific attitude has set up an opposition between the thinking ‘I’ and the 
object thought, between the status of subject and status of space. It has led to establishment of preeminence for 
the individual and a disregard of the role of collective subject, the people in creation of a particular language, in 
being a carrier of meaning across time. Scientific attitude and linguist theory curiously set aside the need for a 
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subject and promoted the impersonal pronoun of ‘one’ which is still akin to introducing subject from the 
backdoor. Philosophers recognized this and effected the re-emergence of cogito or consciousness. Husserl’s 
intentionality or consciousness meaning consciousness of something, re – conceptualized identity as flux of lived 
experiences thus appropriating space into the fold of identity and knowledge. This lived experience of the 
collective subject gave birth to the production of social space.  

Social space is the site of social actions of individuals and collectives who are born and who die, who act and 
who suffer, who are either isolated or are closely related. The coherent and often amorphous groups develop 
institutions and systems like law, trade, family, city, morality. Space becomes an object of dominion for the state 
and since time has the power to effect changes in them, it is solidified and fixed within the rationality peculiar to 
space. Time is characterized by repetition and circularity to establish the rationality and creation of an immobile 
space that is more pliable towards serving the ends of the state. Lefebvre expresses similar sentiments in the 
following lines,  

“With the advent of modernity time has vanished from social space. It is recorded solely on 
measuring-instruments, on clocks, that are isolated and functionally specialized as this time 
itself. Lived time loses its form and its social interest -- with the exception, that is, of time 

spent working. Economic space subordinates time to itself; political space expels it as 
threatening and dangerous (to power). The primacy of the economic and above all of the 

political implies the supremacy of space over time.” 

Integration of Social Space 

Social spaces are made complex due to the social and economic relationships that unfold on it. The reproductive 
relationships between sexes and production-specific relationships leading to division of labor and construction of 
both social and economic hierarchies though are interwoven yet social space discriminates between them and 
localizes them. Thus space embraces a multitude of intersections many overtly expressed, some clandestine and 
repressed and represents them through its structures and associated symbols.  A conceptual triad of spatial 
practice, representations of space and representational spaces emerges from his writings.  

• Spatial practice includes particular locations representing production and reproduction and other social 
formations to ensure continuity and cohesion. It also ensures a certain level of competence and 
performance. For example association of daily routine of life unfolding and urban reality of routes and 
networks that link places of work and pleasure. In deciphering of social spaces, spatial practices of a city 
is revealed 

• Representations of space depicts the relationships between the relations of production and the ‘order’ 
which those relations impose like knowledge, signs, codes i.e. that which is frontal and overt. Spaces that 
are conceptualized like that of scientists, artists, engineers, planners, urbanists, planners etc. Essentially 
the space that is lived or perceived through conception.  

• Representational spaces embody complex and often clandestine relationships and are expressed through 
coded symbols. A system of non-verbal symbols or a space that can be passively experienced and which 
an exercise of imagination can change or appropriate.  

Space is also integrated at other, more earthy levels. The human habitat becomes the concern of architects, towns 
and cities of urban planners, larger territorial spaces like regions, nations, and world of economists and if they 
are all integrated they form the concern of politicians.  Lefebvre turned the phrase seize the time to “seize the 
space” and asserted “space is not made b great men”.  
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Critique of Everyday Life 

Lefebvre’s approach was to constantly link the conceptual with the experiential and to explore the 
autobiographical dimension of theoretical reflection. In his work, Critique of Everyday Life, he makes everyday 
life as the object of his study. He maintained that technology has indeed reduced the time spent on daily chores 
but instead of transforming thus available free time for higher creative activity has created a vacuum attested by 
the fact that very few people’s lives have actually changed due to technology. His assertion that an enduring and 
a deepening gulf between technology haves and have nots would make us witness simultaneous existence of 
advanced and primitive way of living only to be interrupted by revolutionary days and years when people will 
not accept the established reality of everyday life and shatter its boundaries. Such events will have a totalizing 
impact and will pursue and enter the domain of history. This work elucidates the fact that public and political life 
has penetrated private life and vice versa. While private life is filled with items from general, political and social 
domain, the public life too has become personalized and has become ‘private’ every day. The privatization of 
public life and publicization of private life makes us confront with the extraordinary in the ordinary or 
significance of the insignificant. It has been achieved brilliantly by the fields of cinema and literature.  

Everyday life, private or public is characterized by needs and desires. Lefebvre delivers a sharp analysis of the 
two. As a social man, his needs in general is concretized into a need for this or that object. The fundamental needs 
like hunger, thirst or sex often clubbed under the title libido or life instinct. The social experience however leads 
man to desires, transient, multi-faceted, sometimes diffused and obscure but often sharp and motivating. The 
reality of man has multiple facets: an objective need for this or that and a subtly subjective desire. What really 
happens between needs and desires as they become the other? A closer look reveals that almost everything 
happens in between them, culture, language, history, productive activities and modes of consumption. Initially 
need is nature and becomes desire only when it is appropriated by the individual’s creative consciousness that is 
creating him and is created by him. He found everyday life to be the site of this alternating movement.  
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