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Now I a fourfold vision see/ And 
a fourfold vision is given to mel Tis four-
fold in my supreme delight/ And threefold 
in soft Beulah's night/ And two-fold al-
ways/ May God us keep from single vision 
and Newton's sleep1 

A narrow and desiccated ratio-
nality of this kind overlooks the core and 
foundation of space, the total body, the 
brain, gestures, and so forth. It forgets 
that space does not consist in the projec-
tion of an intellectual representation, 
does not arise from the visible-readable 
realm, but that it is first of all heard (lis-
tened to) and enacted (through physical 
gestures and movements)2 

When I was a child I was a fierce animist. As 
a result, 1 have a vivid memory of the way the 
tenets and practices of the society I opened 
inro required me to constrain my sense of rhe 
whole world as wildly alive and responsive. 
My attachment to th is kind of sensibility was 
so pronounced and extended that my friends 
cook ro teasing me about ir by kicking dis-
carded poraro chip bags down the streer for 
the sheer pleasure of seeing me care. And so I 
engaged the process of learning to care a little 
bit less - of learning chat that kind of being in 
the world is not only unnecessarily tortuous-
but also epiStemically suspect in irs appeal ro 
a kind of ecstatic subjectivity. In this manner 
the narrative that aligns dispassionare analysis 
with rationali ty in western approaches to 

knowing engaged my physical being. 
And chis truncated sensibility was 

further produced and supponed by the spa-
tial texture of the material world I inhabited . 
T he suburbs where I grew up were a bleak ex-
cuse for a landscape, for instance. It felt like 
a world of flattened affect - and the indus-
trial parkland, hydro fields, corner plazas de-
signed for cars, and rows of houses with alu-
minum siding and burnr lawns, offered me a 
geography that was as implacable and un-
yielding as the rules that our society em-
ployed ro manage "reali ty'' . 
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In the following essay I want tO 
draw on H enri Lefebvre's contemporary criti-
cal theory of the production of space in order 
to explore his suggestion that recovering as-
peers of our embodiment might serve co chal-
lenge rhe aggressive spatial practices of con-
temporary capitalism. In his text, The 
Production of Space, Lefebvre contends that 
social space is socially p roduced. Space has 
texture and content, according to Lefebvre -
it is no t an empty "void" awaiting conrent.3 
He differentiates between rhree "moments" in 
the production of social space: spatial prac-
tice, representations of space, and representa-
tional space. In our contemporary spatial 
practice, Lefebvre suggests, representations of 
space- that is, planned space, the buil t envi-
ronment- steadily encroach upon and seek to 
dominate space - the lived 
space where we actively ma.ke meaning 
through the production of art, symbols, tem-
ples, rituals, etc. 

It is in reprcsenrational space chat a 
robust fecundity is located , according to 
Lefebvre. Here our shared experience creates a 
kind of erotic economy in the production of 
space. We engage in a consrant process of 
making new meaning rogether. We co-mingle 
and spill over in a manner that challenges and 
destabilizes any fiXed and finalized experien-
tial parameters. 

T he following d iscussion will pro-
ceed by leaps and bounds. My primary inten-
tion is ro map out some of the concerns and 
issues that emerge around the poli tics of em-
bodied knowing in Henri Lefebvre's approach 
to the production of space - and to use them 
ro roughly fashion a way of imagining how 
our embodied agency might function. 

REPRESENTATIONS OF SPACE 
AND REPRESENTATIONAL SPACE 

At times the body, which we 
have yet to explore, gets covered up, con-
cealed from view, but then it re-emerges -
then it is as it were resuscitated. Does this 
suggest a connection between the history 
of1he body and the history of space? (196) 

HE INVITES PEOPLE 

I want tO begin this discussion of 
Lefebvre's account of how embodied knowing 
aligns itself with emancipatory activities in the 
production of space by drawing some analogies 
between his pcoject and theoretical approaches 
in the philosophy of language. My intention 
here is not to conflate the two areas of srudy -
rather, I want to tease out certain striking and 
shared problemacics in order that they can 
"play" togerher. In parricular, I wam ro suggest 
that "correspondence theories of meaning" -
where language is understood as a user-neutral 
tool that provides transparent access to real en-
tities - berray an urge to master meaning in a 
manner that is analogous to Lefebvre's descrip-
tion of how the space produced by capitalism 
ultimately functions (and seeks) ro constrain 
lived (transgressive) space. On the other hand, 
Wirrgenstein's "network theory of meaning" -
where meaning in language emerges in the so-
cial pract ices and activities it is embedded in -
shares with Lefebvre's approach a sense that our 
lived experience has a productive, constitutive 
function.4 

Correspondence theories of mean-
ing assume that terms in language can be 
made ro correspond d irectly to representa-
tions/entities in the «real world". language is 
ideally transparem in these accounts where «to 
know the rruth requires that general norions 
be broken down imo their component parts, 
which are rhe reflections of reality itse/j':5 In the 
1920s and 30s, for insrance, rhe logical posi-
tiviSts sought to strip language of irs subjective 
aspects in order ro gain access ro «pure objec-
tive real ity". The idea was that it might be pos-
sible to describe phenomena directly without 
reference to any corrupting concepts or ideas. 

An observational report would 
consist merely of descriptions of experi-
enced colours and shapes (for example, a 
brown rectangle with four protrusions in 
each corner) but the object as such w ould 
not be classified (as a table). The purpose 
of the method was to eliminate from sci-
entific observation any contamination by 
metaphysical assumptions. 6 

W ittgenscein was originally part of 
this project to master language by fiXing the 
conditions of its meaningfulness. In h is 
Tractatus Logico Philosophicus he attempted to 



THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE 

TO A FEAST 

develop a '"picture theory of language" that 
would serve ro establish certa in a priori ax-
ioms for meaning in language. 

Eventually Wingenm:i n com-
pletely abandoned effort - identifying 
and rejecting in the process some key prob-
lematic assumptions with it. In particular, 
\Xfiugensrein >uggesred char realism and ideal-
ism arc express ions of tht: pernicious no-
tion rhar "rcaliry" exists in some fixed and fi-
nal ized way outside of irs expression - and 
that we can >Cck w represent it "accurately.";-
In his later work W ingensrein instead 
grounds the emergence of meaning in the 
bodrlmm char makes exchange possible. 
The meaning of a term i> determined by its 
usage - by the gesrures and activi ties thar ac-
company irs application. I·urthermore, that 

coherence is embc:dded in of 
life" that provide the conditiom that both 
constrain meaning and make Its l'm"gmt ex-
pn:ssion ' I hus, rhc terms in any 
given language '"'ill drift associatively and 
their meaningfulncs> will reflect (and effect) 
the network of rel:uions (material and linguis-
tic) chat inform them.!! 

Contemporary theory is full of ex-
aminations :md interrogations of the n1anner 
in which meaning (the subject, experience, 
gender, nature, sex, rhe body ere.) is con-
structed.9 In many senses, Lefebvre's exami-
nation of how we produce space is another in 
a series of a collective project of identifying 
and undc:rstandmg new of cultural arci-
facrualit).lO What Lefebvre >hare; with 
Wingenstein's philosophy of language is a 
particular way of thinking about the produc-
tion of meaning as something grounded in 
material relations that exhibit emergent possi-
bilities. Cnder these condition> any attempt 
to fix and finaltze meanmg prior ro its expres-
sion bc:rrays a misundersrandmg of the con-
stirurive part of tht: equation - of the way that 
we not only find. but abo make new mean-
ingful spaces rogerher. 

In Lefebvre's critique of capitalism's 
project of domination, for instance, he de-
scribes rhe way an attempt is made to capture 
space and hold it fas t for the purposes of sup-
porting relations of production that have 
been naru rali1ed as "real" (and by char 

process, concealed from Bur be-
cause new spaces emerge in practice, this pro-
jeer is continually threatened by contradic-
tions - by the creative ferri liry of what it 
needs to possess. 

The bourgeoisie and the capital-
ist system thus experience g reat difficulty 
in mastering what is at once their product 
and the tool of their mastery, namely 
space. They find themselves unable to re-
duce practice (the practice-sensory realm, 
the body, social-spatial practice) to their 
abstract space, and hence new, spatial, 
contradictions arise and make themselves 
felt. Might not the spatial chaos engen-
dered by capitalism, despite the power 
and rationality of the state, turn out to be 
the system's Achilles' heel? (63) 

I have already int roduced what 
Lefebvre describes as th ree key (always inter-
connected) "moments" in the production of 
space - bur they need some add itional "Aesh-
ing our" here. A society's spatial practicl', ac-
cording to Lefebvre, is rhe concrete, material 
expression of the way chat any particular 
ery negotiates the relations bcnveen reprc)en-
rations of space and representational space. 
This is the space that we percei\·e - the 
windy, rocky (in our case polluted, depleted) 
'"is-ness" of our world - the textUre of the: 
space we occupy.ll According to Lefebvre, 
spa rial practices reflect a sociery s mode of 
production, and tend ro reproduce the panic-
ular social relations thar support them.l l 

Representations of space refer ro a 
space chat is conceived, and constructed on the 
basis of that conception. This is rhe of 
"scientists, planners, urbanists, tet.hnocratic 
subdividers and social engineers'' (38), and 
includes the production of that soeiery's 
"physical plam" - its buildings, roads, 
bridges, ere. 

Representations of space must 
therefore have a substantial role and spe-
cific influence in the production of space. 
Their intervention occurs by way of con-
struction - in other words, by way of ar-
chitecture, conceived of not as the build-
ing of a particular structure, palace or 
monument. but rather as a project em-
bedded in a spatial context and a texture 
which calls for •representationsw that will 
not vanish into the symbolic or imaginary 
realms. (42) 

Like the project of the logical posi-
tivists there is a certain stolid ity a sort of im-
pervious determination co be in a particular 
way - in the way represemations of space op-
erate. l3 Lefebvre suggests that this "moment" 
tries to fiX itself in rime- that representations 
of space are acutely impositional over time 
under a capitalise mode of production which 

"begins by producing things and by 'invest-
ing' in places" (219). Eventually capitalism 
functions to rime in a manner that i.'l-
terrupts the development of those social rela-
tions that make new meaning possible. 

The relationship berween space 
and time is critical here. "Time is distinguish-
able but not separable from (175) 
Lefebvre tells us. Bur under capitalism repre-
sentations of space predominate in such a way 
that an "abstract space" is created that 
negatively" co the way time destabilizes and 
reconstitutes fixed meanings. Abstract space 
functions instead to absolve any subrle and 
disturbing d istinctions in our lived experience 
- and to recategorize them under "a sort of 
super-signification that escapes meaning's 
net". It reifies rigid and crude distinctions, 
and mines lived experience only to pickle 
those "parts" which subvert critical awareness. 

Abstract space functions "objec-
tally", as a set of things/signs and their 
formal relationships: glass and stone, con-
crete and steel. angles and curves, full and 
empty ... A symbolism which is derived 
from that mis-taking of sensory, sensual 
and sexual which is intrinsic to the 
things/signs of abstract space finds objec-
tive expression in derivative ways: monu-
ments have a phallic aspect, towers exude 
arrogance ... A characteristic contradiction 
of abstract space consists in the fact that, 
although it denies the sensual and the 
sexual, its only immediate point of refer-
ence is genitality: the family unit, the type 
of dwelling (apartment, bungalow, cot-
tage etc.) fatherhood and motherhood, 
and the assumption that fertility and ful-
filment are identical. (49) 

So purposive is the urge under ab-
stract space to overwhelm and manage all as-
pects or spatial practice chat even the "every-
day" emerges as a category or an area of srudy 
- and subject as such tO the incursions of ex-
pert judgments and summaries. In rhe name 
of public health, public education, or ''human 
resource management» rhe social sciences 
have steadily defined new study parameters 
fo r ob\erving human behavior, for instance. 
Theories of "oprimal lifesrylesn are painstak-
ingly defined and articulated and ultimately 
function to align themselves with relations of 
power in the production of space. 

Representational space, alterna-
tivdy, is alive- it ''embraces the loci of pas-
sion, of action, and of lived situations, and 
thus immediately implies time" (42). It is rhe 
site of lived space - the locus of our symbol-
izing acrivities - the space where we find and 



' make meaning together. T his is the space of 
.:_: lived experience -'-

1 
the space "where' our em-

bodied awareness (iht'erp.erietrated with spa-
rial 'a nd· of space) is 
expressed jn works of ar t, temples, childhood 

dreams - :ill· diose "products" of 
our sensuou.s/{maginatlve engagement with 
the world that d ude absrracrion and tidy cat-
egorizations. 

Representational spaces, on the 
other hand, need obey no rules of consis-
tency or Redolent with 
imaginary and symliolic elements, they 
have their fn -history - in the his-
tory of a people .as well as' i.n the history 
of belonging to that peo-

Ethnologists. and 
psychoanalysts arestudents·ot such 
·sentational spaces, whether t hey are 
aware of it or not. 'but they nearly always 
forget to set them alongside those repre-
sentations of space which co-exist, con-
cord or with them .. : {41). ' > 

- How does our embodiment relate> 
to these m9mcnrs in 'cllejJCoduction of space? 
Lefebvre-suggesrs tha t ·o.';!r bodies·- ·our livin g, 
breathing ' bodies \vidt rheir polyphonic sen-
sual' expressiveness ;- func'rion within repre-
sen rational space to insist upon that kind of 

meaningfulness that cannot be re-
duced co yvich' causal gen-
eralizations. In representat ional space a shift 
occurs "from the space of the body, to the 
body in space" (201). 

Bur what is rhe narure of rhis shifr, 
and how does it reflect our body's "radical po-
tential"14 thral l of abstract space? 
In Lefebvre's wqtk OIJr 'embodiment exhibits 
and inhabitS,a fqrile and cont)'apictory space 

, that cannpt be reduP"d to parts '....o }t !!tudes the 
: : derached incursions of abstracr space ·because 
•. its fl ujd emergent living operates differently. 

In our embodiment as a of 
- knowing, in a that;is revo-

lutionary. jr Js i 5 . . 
THIS BODY OF·MINE THAT ISN"T 

' . . 
Indeed" the fleshly (spatio-tem-

poral) body is a lready in revolt. This re-
volt, however. must not be understood as 
a harking-back to origins, to some archaic 
or past: it is firmly an-
chorea in the here and now, and the body 
in question is 'ours' - our body, which is 
disdaine'd, .absorbed, and broken into 
pieces by images. Worse than disdained -
ignored. This is not' a 'political rebellion, a 
substitute for,soc!al revolution, nor is it a 
revolt·for: treedom: it 'is an elemental and 
woridwidlr which does not seek a 

18 ... 

theoretical foundation, but rather seeks 
by theoretical means to rediscover - and 
recognize - its own foundations. Above 
all, it asks theory to stop barring its way 
in this, to stop helping conceal the under-
pinnings that it is at pains to uncover, Its 
exploratory activity is not directed to-
wards some kind of 'return to nature·, nor 
is it conducted under the banner of an 
imagined 'spontaneity'. Its object is 'lived 
experience' ... there can be no que5tion 
but that social space is the locus of prohi-
bition, for it is shot through with both 
prohibitions and their counterparts, pre-
scriptions. This fact, however, can most 
definitely not be made into the basis of an 
overall definition, for space is not only the 
space of 'no', it is a lso the space of the 
body, and hence the space of 'yes', of the 
affirmation of life. (201) 

In the second section of this paper, 
I will very briefly consider some concerns th ar 
have been articulated among various cultural 
theorists and feminist scholars about whether 
"embodied knowing" is predicated on notions 
of and individualism that have 
been employed to "naturalize" constructed 
carcgories and subvert critical analysis. These 
theorists question the politics of appeals to 
the "essential" or "innocent" identities sug-
gested by "spontaneous" experience. In ligh r 
of these critiques it is imporram to consider 
whether Lefebvre's notion of the role of em-
bodied experience in the production of space 
add resses any of these issues. 

In Michel Foucault's seminal texts 
the body is "inscribed" by regulatory practices 
that the "enlightenment fiction" of the au-
tonomous self-aware individual only serves to 
help conceal.16 Unproblemarized accounts of 
personal experience can support existing 
power relations by fa iling to acknowledge rhe 
way rhar subjects and their bodies are con-
structed by the regulatory regimes and discur-
sive practices of rhat society. Similarly, early 
feminist practices rhat strove to link the per-
sonal wi th the political by relying on accountS 
of personal experience are being challenged 
by textual approaches th at seek to uncover 
how gender is produced without posmlating 
alternative ideal subject idemi£ies. l7 T h us in 
Judith Buder's theory of"gender performativ-
ity", for instance, fissures and cracks in the 
body politic (such as parodic or "obsessive" 
behaviours) constitute a sec of a<."cions th at are 
shaped and made possible by the very regula-
tory social practices their resistance high-
lighrs.18 

Such studies of h ow identity is pro-
duced and reproduced by socio-economic 
cond itions are of critical importan ce - but 
perhaps we need to be wary of the way that 
these activi£ies can also fimcrion to support 

our sociery's tendency ro conflate self-know-
ledge with dispassionate analysis, so that, 

The space of this body is re-
duced to that of two measurable but 
problematic t ropes, sexuality and observ· 
abi lity. conflated through the critique of 
representation. These bodies remain in an 
abstracted space, a philosophical space, 
rendered as a space of surfaces, which is 
to say, no space at a1J19 

Is this an example of representa-
tions of space encroaching upon "lived, repre-
sentational space" in the production of knowl-
edges? "The body" becomes a site to be stud-
ied from the outside in; even crirical analysis 
inexorably aligns itself with chis activity. 

Suppose we think instead of the 
body wirh/in space, as Lefebvre does. A rela-
tionship is disclosed char reveals a ferti le ten-
sion where "each living body is space and has 
irs space: ir produces irsclf in space and it also 
produces that space" (170). This generative 
"give and take" between what shapes the 
body, and what the body shapes is both ana-
lytically accessible and d iscursively irre-
ducible. It is analytically accessible because we 
can describe and seek to understand the par-
ticular codes and practices of a given sociery. 
But our bodies are also discursively irre-
ducible because studying those codes and 
practices p resupposes and depends upon an 
embodied conrext chat makes chat acriviry 
meaningful and that we can never be fully 
aware of. 

In Lefebvre's account then, the 
body is characterized by a rich assortment of 
symmetries and surfaces that inform one an-
orher, and rhar canner be collapsed without 
losing "tensive aliveness". As such, our bodies 
provide a kind of "site in process" where the 
unity of time and space serves to p reserve 
"difference within repetition" (203). And this 
living being is productive, accord ing to 
Lefebvre - it accumulates and discharges en-
ergy to produce new spaces and conrexrs for 
ways of knowing. 

A body imagined like this - simul-
taneously occupying space and occupied by 
space- subvertS appeals to essential identities. 
T hus Lefebvre's formulatio n of bodies in 
space is of critical interest, and it suggests that 
any abstract analysis of the subject needs to be 
supported by testifying from that multi-
fuceted awareness that is our embodimenr. 
When the subject is produced by and pro-
ductive of a space that is held open by a ten-
sion attributable to all that it simultaneously 
is and is nor - then we need ro spend time at-
tending to how we feel as well as interrogating 
possible sources of feeling. 20 



CONCLUSIONS 

Ruby. leonard's just one of those 
people for me. When I'm with Leonard I'm 
stupid, needy, insane ... 

Charlie .... That's OK. When I'm 
with leonard ... 

Hm! 
(she pauses to think about it) 
Ruby .... You know how some 

people make you feel like a particular kind 
of person? Even my body feels different 
with some people. like sometimes, with 
some people, I feel bony and awkward ... 

Charlie .... No, I know what you 
mean. But when I'm with Leonard ... 

Ruby .... And with other people, 1 
feel wiry, more energetic. .. 

Charlie. ...! guess I fee l like 
leonard. 

Ruby. (getting it- she's sensed it) 
Oh yeah ... ? 

Charlie. It freaks me out actually ... 
You know what I mean. It's like 

I'm blending into him. It's like a sort of... 1 
don't know... possession. When 1 feel 
something, I feel like it's leonard feeling it. 
When I walk down the street -I feel like it's 
leonard's body that I'm wearing. When we 
have sex, I can't tell whose desire I'm feel-
ing- his, mine. I mean, he pokes it into me 
and I get lost -you know?21 

Ultimately, all bodies are (sim-
ilarly) situated (bur differently). the locali7.ed, 
conringent quality of our embodiment makes 
our engagement with each o ther "erotically" 
charged in [he sense that our encounters func-
tion w create new spaces. We find and make 
meaning rogerhcr through complicated and 
historically contingent gesntral sys tems, for in-
seance (215). By becoming aware of our em-
bodied responses we can make these: codes 
more palpable. 

l have cried ro suggest here that em-
bodied knowing has an c:mancipatory potential, 
and thar ir is possible to appeal co and speak 
from experience a site of knowing without 

the existence of any autonomous 
inJividu;u subjecr. An embod ied is by de-
finition contingent, historically em-
bedded in material processes, unfinished, wide 
open, etc., etc . .U To posit embodied knowing it 

• is not necessary ro appeal co any innocent, pre-
conceptual, politically neutral origin or space of 
experience - and Lefebvre's critical geography 
offers us a way of imagining this. It offers a the-
oretical approach to the body with/in space 
which has analytic appeal for imagining em-
bodied agency differently. 

• • • Rose Cullis a playwright living 
and working in Toronto. Her play, Purl! 
Motivi!S was produced at the Theatre Centre 
in the Spring of '94. She is currently explor-
ing the politics of embodied knowing in a 

Master's Program in Environmental Smdies at 
York University . .. , ..... . .. . .. . ..... . 
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