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How Is the “Relational” Form of Social Existence Possible as a
“Concrete Abstraction”? —From the Perspective of a Spatial Epistemology

Liu Huaiyu

Abstract : How the “relational” form of social existence can concretely and realistically manifest itself within
the context of historical materialism is a key question. Henri Lefebvre undertakes a spatial—phenomenologi-
cal reduction in his book The Production of Space. This epistemology from the abstract to the concrete is
forged through his transformation of Hegel’ s dialectic of the “concrete universal,” which is exactly the dia-
lectic of “space as a concrete abstraction.” This spatial epistemology does not simply replicate the standard
dialectical narrative method of the abstract and the concrete. Rather, it is generated through his creative ap-
propriation of three fragments of Marx’ s thought: deploys Marx’ s thesis that “abstraction becomes real in
practice” to unravel the enigma of how “abstract space” becomes a “real force of domination” ; transforms
the logic of reification that is both “sensuous” and “supersensuous” into a theory of contradictory space that
is both “homogeneous” and “fragmented” ; replaces the “general form of value,” which “expresses yet
conceals the contradictions of commodity exchange,” with an imagined and depicted form of the “spatial
contradictions” inherent in modern urban society, which is both concentrated and fragmented. That is, to
transform the most abstract form of dialectical thinking—in a “divergent” manner—into a concrete—differen-
tial dialectic that represents the most complex realities of the postmodern world.

Key words: The Production of Space; spatial dialectics; spatial epistemology; Henri Lefebvre
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