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Abstract 
Design and Planning professionals have long been influenced by the belief in physically and spatially deterministic pow-
er over people and the environment, a belief that their representations of space become space. As a result the goal of 
design often becomes “fixing” or directing behavior and culture instead of letting culture happen. This outlook often 
prevents designers from engaging critically with culture, through representational space and spatial practice, as a cru-
cial, possibly the most crucial, aspect in the design process. Just as human cultures interact to constantly reproduce and 
co-produce hybrid cultures, the professional designer and those users and experiencers of design (at whatever scale) 
must interact to co-produce spaces and places of activity. Through a critique of the practice of placemaking, we high-
light the need to differentiate between participation and co-production. Understanding participation as one element of 
the design process and the role of design at larger scales of co-productive processes can help designers have a better 
understanding of how spaces are produced, and the role of designers in the creation of spaces of potentiality. Agam-
ben’s writing on potentialities and Lefebvre’s spatial triad offer a theoretical framework to investigate the ethical role 
of professional designers in society while taking a critical stance against the singular solutions of modernist urban trans-
formation. Spaces of Potentiality are seen here as a designer’s simultaneous withdrawal from rational problem solving 
and deterministic solutions, and an engagement with open source strategies for the co-production of urban space. 

Keywords 
Agamben; autogestion; co-production; differential space; Lefebvre; potentiality; spatial triad 

Issue 
This article is part of the issue “Urban Forms and Future Cities”, edited by Luca D’Acci (Erasmus University Rotterdam, The 
Netherlands), Tigran Haas (KTH Royal Institute of Technology, Sweden) and Ronita Bardhan (Indian Institute of Technology 
Bombay, India). 

© 2016 by the authors; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu-
tion 4.0 International License (CC BY). 

 

1. Introduction 

Design and Planning professionals have long been in-
fluenced by the belief in physically and spatially deter-
ministic power over people and the environment, a be-
lief that their representations of space become space. 
As a result the goal of design often becomes “fixing” or 
directing behavior and culture instead of letting culture 
happen. This outlook often prevents designers from 
engaging critically with culture, through representa-
tional space and spatial practice, as a crucial, possibly 

the most crucial, aspect in the design process. 
Just as human cultures interact to constantly repro-

duce and co-produce hybrid cultures, the professional 
designer and those users and experiencers of design (at 
whatever scale) must interact to co-produce spaces and 
places of activity. Through a critique of the practice of 
placemaking, we highlight the need to differentiate be-
tween participation and co-production. Understanding 
participation as one element of the design process and 
the role of design at larger scales of co-productive pro-
cesses can help designers have a better understanding 
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of how spaces are produced, and the role of designers 
in the creation of spaces of potentiality.  

Placemaking, while having existed for several dec-
ades, has become the term du jour, for the expression 
of new urbanist strategies. However, it is simply the 
newest iteration in a line of new urbanist “processes” 
which harness the production of abstract space. 
Placemaking is a contradictory process that despite 
claiming to “make” place and have transformative 
properties actually serves to dominate and homoge-
nize spaces through generalized rules independent of 
context. These generalized rules and the common per-
spective amongst designs and planners that behavior 
and activity can be controlled through the physical en-
vironment can be linked to behaviorist ideas of space 
and a deeper environmental determinism. As scholars 
once believed that environments produced cultures 
and individuals, designers often fall into the same trap, 
believing that they can control people's’ movements 
and behaviors. These ideas can be traced to ideas of 
the Chicago School of Sociology, which had a profound 
impact on how designers and planners understood cit-
ies, and the influence of space on people (Wolch, 
Pincetl, & Pulido, 2001). 

When you have designer (or planner or developer) 
driven processes, even when they include collaboration 
and engagement, the spaces that are produced are all 
rooted in the professional perspective of designer, this 
means both in the case of the individual designer, but 
also the shared outlook of the field of design. As a re-
sult of space being constantly produced (and repro-
duced) from this perspective, you get space that tends 
towards homogeneity, that shares the characteristics 
thought, by the designer, to be important either to de-
sign or the community. Only when design can reach the 
production of space through co-production, with the 
community or user group as equal partner in the crea-
tion of knowledge about a place, the role of the 
knowledge in design, and design itself. If this engage-
ment can be seen as between a designer and a com-
munity, both possess necessary knowledge for produc-
tion that the other does not, it is a recognition of the 
importance of these knowledges and respect for them 
that allows co-production to occur. Through this co-
production, designers can avoid the pitfalls of practices 
such as placemaking by creating spaces that uniquely 
respond to the deep contextualization that can be 
achieved through the process of co-production. 

The problematic of the notion of ‘participatory de-
sign’ embedded within hegemonic processes and ‘tyr-
anny’ has been critiqued by many (Awan, Schneider, & 
Till, 2011; Cooke & Kothari, 2001; Jenkins & Forsyth, 
2010; Jones, Petrescu, & Till, 2005; Till, 2009). Still, de-
signers partner with the usual suspects and continue 
offering their (improved) services to new clients, rather 
than changing their services and partnerships to ad-
dress underlying systemic issues. It is not our intention 

to promote another label or term (such as co-
production) as the new best practice or a new set of 
rules, but rather just the opposite, to offer a critical 
stance, and develop a clearer shared understanding of 
the intended impact of co-production, and to empha-
size the need to reposition the role of design to facili-
tate community control over the production of space. 
There is also a need to differentiate between move-
ments that claim to improve conventional processes, 
by merely disguising them with new tools, and those 
that seek to reposition their role in different processes, 
with different actor groups. 

The coupling of Lefebvre and Agamben serves to 
set a point of departure for a goal and a methodology 
for co-production. These thinkers can be used to re-
think the act of design, and intertwine critical design 
practice with everyday spatial practice, rather than re-
fining technocratic problem solving and delivery of so-
lutions. By simultaneously withdrawing from the “po-
tential to actualize” and engaging with the creation of 
“spaces of potentiality,” the act of design becomes 1) a 
withdrawal from and resistance to forces of develop-
ment that create inequality and exclude sections of so-
ciety and 2) an engagement with dynamic, hybrid pro-
cesses that enable a multiplicity of actors, other forms 
of knowledge, other forms of production, and other 
potentialities to manifest. 

2. Producing Differential Space 

The idea of space conjures a variety of images in the 
mind, some very clear and specific, others ethereal. In 
this context of the production of space, let us take 
space to mean the site of interaction. This image of in-
teraction allows us to move beyond social space, be-
cause the interactions that occur within this space go 
beyond the social. 

Lefebvre’s theory on the production of space is 
based on his three-dimensional dialectic (Schmid, 
2008). This conceptual triad is made up of conceived, 
perceived, and lived. Christian Schmid explains the 
moments of the triad as “material social practice”; 
“language and thought”; “and the creative, poetic 
act” (Schmid, 2008, p. 33). This is Lefebvre’s under-
standing of social reality, and he applies it to a variety 
of fields, most famously space. Each part of the con-
ceptual triad is a moment in the process of creation of 
social reality (Lefebvre, 1974/1991). Lefebvre trans-
lates his conceptual triad into spatial terms to explain 
the production of space: spatial practice, representa-
tions of space, and spaces of representation. This spa-
tial triad links these three moments, which interact to 
produce space. 

Spatial practice is the interaction of a person or 
thing with other people and things. This interaction is 
influenced by the context of the interaction. Spatial 
practice is the negotiation of physical space, “space 
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that is generated and used”. This negotiation is a socie-
ty “deciphering” space. This deciphering of space is 
linked to physical form people’s perceptions of daily 
and urban reality. These spatial practices structure 
“daily routine” and “the routes and networks which 
link up the places set aside for work, ‘private’ life and 
leisure” (Lefebvre, 1974/1991, p. 38). This structure 
“ensures societal cohesion, continuity, and a specific 
spatial competence” (Merrifield, 1993, p. 524). For 
Lefebvre, this space is concrete, material, physical, or 
real space. 

Representations of space are conceptualizations of 
space. Spaces represented on paper through plans, 
maps, and mathematics. This also equates to mental 
space, space that is conceived by those with knowledge 
and power, to be imposed. For Lefebvre this is the 
space of architects, planners, engineers, urbanists, and 
technocrats. “This is the dominant space in any society 
(or mode of production)” (Lefebvre, 1974/1991, p. 39) 
and is “intimately tied to relations of production and to 
the ‘order’ those relations impose, and hence to 
knowledge, to signs, to codes, to ‘frontal’ relations” 
(Lefebvre, 1974/1991, p. 33). This is Lefebvre’s ab-
stract, mental, geometric, or imagined space. 

Representational space is the space of everyday 
life. This space is directly lived by ‘inhabitants’ and ‘us-
ers’ through “associated images and symbols” 
(Lefebvre, 1974/1991, p. 39). As representations of 
space are dominant, so representational spaces are 
dominated. Lived space is the site of informal local 
knowledge, because this knowledge is elusive, those 
who conceive space seek to master and control it 
(Elden, 2004; Merrifield, 2006). 

Andy Merrifield reminds us that “relations between 
conceived-perceived-lived spaces aren’t ever stable, 
nor should they be grasped artificially or linearly” 
(Merrifield, 2006, p. 111). This is important lest we for-
get the perpetual dynamism of the production of space 
and the dialectical relationship amongst the three 
moments of the spatial triad. The spatial triad is not a 
precise formula, but rather an analytical method for 
how space is produced in historico-socio-geographic 
context. 

“Lefebvre has been around long enough to know 
that lived experience invariably gets crushed and van-
quished by the conceived” (Merrifield, 2006, p. 111). 
So, why is this important? Stuart Elden explains it well:  

“Concrete space is the space of gestures and jour-
ney’s of the body and memory, of symbols and 
sense. This concrete content, of time inscribed in a 
space is misunderstood by reflexive thought, which 
instead resorts to the abstract space of vision, of 
geometry. ‘Abstract space is measurable’ (Lefebvre, 
1970/2003). Architects and urbanists work with this 
abstract space, this paper space of drawings, and 
are divorced from the level of the ‘lived’ in a dual 

sense. This is because, as well as abstracting from it 
in their understanding, they then project this un-
derstanding back onto the lived level. As Lefebvre 
notes, the plan does not rest innocently on paper—
on the ground it is the bulldozer that realizes these 
‘plans’. ‘Space has long ceased to be a passive geo-
graphic or empty geometric milieu. It has become 
instrumental’ (Lefebvre, 1970/2003).  

In order to make progress in understanding space 
we need to grasp the concrete and abstract togeth-
er. As Lefebvre argued in Dialectical Materialism, if 
only one is grasped and turned into an absolute, a 
partial truth becomes an error: ‘By rejecting a part 
of the content it gives sanction to and aggravates 
the dispersion of elements of the real’ (Lefebvre, 
1970/2003). Just as Lefebvre described the state as 
a ‘realized abstraction’ (Lefebvre, 1976, p. 67), 
space too is a realized (in both senses of the word) 
abstraction. Here there is a balance struck—a dia-
lectical relation—between idealism and material-
ism. Space is a mental and material construct. This 
provides us with a third term between the poles of 
conception and perception, the notion of the lived.” 
(Elden, 2004, pp. 189-190) 

As Lefebvre states, and as evidenced by The Production 
of Space there are a multitude of spaces. In addition to 
the spatial triad, and in the context of the argument for 
a co-production of spaces of potentiality, abstract and 
differential space are particularly relevant, helping to il-
lustrate the space that has resulted from the predomi-
nant production of space today, and how space may be 
produced differently. 

Abstract space is real space generalized or ab-
stracted, the materializations of the domination of 
conceived space (Merrifield, 2006). Ideas of abstract 
space are influenced by behaviorist ideas of space, that 
space can control people’s movements and behavior. 
This understanding is influenced by traditions of envi-
ronmental determinism and ideas of the Chicago 
School of Sociology (Wolch et al., 2001). This manifests 
in two ways in design and planning. First through the 
“expertise” of the designer as the possessor of 
knowledge, and second through the designer as crea-
tor, who will use that knowledge to influence people 
and behavior. In this way, abstract space is particularly 
interesting because it acts both negatively and posi-
tively. It acts negatively by destroying difference, by at-
tempting to homogenize all manner of spaces. Abstract 
space also acts positively, because it produces some-
thing new, replacements for the various spaces that it 
generalizes (Lefebvre, 1974/1991; Stanek, 2008, 2011). 
Abstract space is highly complex, and with complexity 
there can appear contradictions. Within these contra-
dictions lies the opportunity to combat and resist ab-
straction. 



 

Urban Planning, 2016, Volume 1, Issue 1, Pages 59-67 62 

“The reproduction of the social relations of produc-
tion within this space inevitably obeys two tenden-
cies: the dissolution of old relations on the one 
hand and the generation of new relations on the 
other. Thus, despite—or rather because of—its 
negativity, abstract space carries within itself the 
seeds of a new kind of space. I shall call that new 
space ‘differential space’, because, inasmuch as ab-
stract space tends towards homogeneity, towards 
the elimination of existing differences or peculiari-
ties, a new space cannot be born (produced) unless 
it accentuates differences.” (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 52) 

This is the opportunity presented to those involved in 
the creation of space. The inherent opportunity cre-
ated by abstract space in its attempt to homogenize 
and control, can be seized upon to create and inject 
spaces of difference. It is the job of the designer to 
understand the abstract space and strive to analyze 
perceived and lived space to create the spaces of po-
tentiality. Spaces of potentiality directly contradict 
the ideas of homogeneity through co-production with 
people and material acting and interacting with and 
within the everyday.1 

Differential space resists homogenization because 
instead of being dominated by conceived space, it is ra-
ther lived space that dominates the production of dif-
ferential space. Lived space helps to produce the dy-
namic uniqueness that people produce in the 
everyday. This underpins Lefebvre’s idea of the right to 
difference. This right to difference is the right to resist 
generalization, the right to not be forced into catego-
ries or spaces which attempt to fix and homogenize 
(Lefebvre, 1974/1991; Lefebvre, 1970/2003; Milgrom, 
2008). Understanding this “difference” is important to 
how designers and planners can participate in the co-
production of differential spaces, which necessarily in-
volves constant co-creation of design and planning ide-
as and goals with those in lived space, and the re-
sistance to homogenization.  

The right to difference is a powerful architectural 
thought, which can be understood through the spatial 
triad and how space is produced. By seeing differential 
spaces as a goal of the design process, designers can 
seek to turn sites of domination into sites of resistance. 
Using co-production to actively achieve spaces of dif-
ference, can help lead to the architectural autogestion 
of a community, and the continuous potentiality of a 
community’s space. Lefebvre argues that autogestion 
can serve to resist homogenization, and thus produce 
differential space at a variety of scales (Brenner & Elden, 

                                                           
1 The everyday is a term used in the philosophical writings by 
Lefebvrian scholars. It is understood to mean the space and 
time within which people and things interact with each other. 
It is a conceptual description, which alludes to Lefebvre's 
scholarship on everyday life. 

2009; Elden, 2004; Lefebvre, 1978/2009; Lefebvre, 
1979/2009). 

Autogestion is literally defined as “self-
management”, but is better understood conceptually 
as “workers’ control” or “grassroots democracy” 
(Brenner & Elden, 2009; Brenner, Marcuse, & Mayer, 
2012; Elden, 2004; Lefebvre, 1966/2009; Lefebvre, 
1979/2009). As a concept it has additional characteris-
tics as a “process through which participants continual-
ly engage in self-criticism, debate, deliberation, con-
flict, and struggle” (Brenner & Elden, 2009, p. 16). 
Architectural autogestion can be understood then as a 
community’s collective management of their own 
space, built environment, and the conditions of its pro-
duction. The constant evaluation and critique of a giv-
en space and its production, resulting from architec-
tural autogestion also leads to the flexibility and 
potentiality of the space, its production, and usage.  

For Lefebvre autogestion is the only way for people 
to appropriate or reappropriate control over their own 
life (Brenner & Elden, 2009). The same applies in de-
sign and planning through the autogestion of space, or 
self-management of space. This autogestion of space 
or architectural autogestion, is grounded in people re-
appropriating control over the conditions of the pro-
duction, and continuous reproduction, of their space. 
Designers can facilitate architectural autogestion 
through a commitment to co-production. This co-
production transfers the control over the production of 
space to the inhabitants of lived space and the produc-
ers of differential space. Co-production of space resists 
generalization, because instead of designs and plans 
producing a constantly homogenizing abstract space, 
co-produced space redistributes control of design to 
those that reside within the everyday life that the de-
signs or plans are intended for. Additionally, since the 
inhabitants of this lived space control the production of 
their space, they also retain control and ownership 
over the continuous management and reproduction of 
the space. Thus, co-production can be used to ulti-
mately achieve architectural autogestion. Lefebvre de-
scribes autogestion as an opening “toward the possi-
ble” (Lefebvre 1966/2009, p. 150). This possible, in 
terms of space is differential space, but it is also an un-
derstanding that space is dynamic, with constant po-
tentiality. For Lefebvre, autogestion is not a fixed con-
dition, but “must continually be enacted” (Lefebvre, 
1979/2009, p. 135). For architectural autogestion the 
constant potentiality of space results from the constant 
critique and evaluation of space through its continuous 
management. 

It is precisely through the engagement with per-
ceived and lived spaces, but in particular lived spaces 
that allows architects and planners to understand 
space as a whole and the production of space as a 
whole process. By engaging in the deeply contextual 
nature of perceived and lived space, designers can bet-
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ter understand the triadic dialectical relationships of 
the spatial triad, and use this to alter and disrupt con-
ceived space. This understanding can help shift the 
production of space, to a co-production of differential 
lived space with the people and communities they are 
responsible for engaging with, helping communities 
achieve architectural autogestion. By engaging with the 
real and imagined moments of space and how they in-
tertwine and relate; to understand the physical, men-
tal, and symbolic spaces, the movement within and 
through, the relations simultaneously amongst them all 
is to begin to grasp the process of the production of 
space. By grasping this, and understanding the design-
er’s own role in the process, not only through the con-
ception of space, but through the analysis, understand-
ing, and engagement with perceived and lived space, 
designers can escape the established production of 
homogeneity enacted through conceived space to ab-
stract space and the domination of these over lived 
space. Through engagement not just of the concepts of 
perceived and lived, but the people, things, move-
ments and places that make up perceived and lived 
space, designers can strive to participate in the produc-
tion of spaces of difference, spaces that are not in-
tended as a destination, but rather designed to be in 
process, dynamic, and constantly interacting and re-
producing differential space through the moments of 
the spatial triad, spaces of constant potentiality. 

3. Spaces of Potentiality 

Agamben’s writing on Potentialities serves not as a 
supplement to Lefebvre, but as a link between 
Lefebvre and the professional design disciplines, to-
wards a methodology for connecting concrete and ab-
stract space. This analytical framework explores a way 
to reconceptualize and reposition the role of design to 
deal with this dialectical relationship. This section will 
elaborate the notion of ‘spaces of potentiality,’ seen 
here as the result of a designer’s simultaneous with-
drawal from rational problem solving and deterministic 
solutions, and an engagement with open source strat-
egies for the co-production of urban space. 

Where Aristotle posits potentiality and actuality as 
interrelated opposites, Agamben ventures beyond the 
binary of potential/actual. Rather than viewing poten-
tial as something that becomes actual, he sought to 
manifest or illuminate a mode of existence of potenti-
ality. He states that potentiality is “not simply non-
Being, simple privation, but rather the existence of 
non-Being, the presence of an absence” (Agamben & 
Heller-Roazen, 1999, p. 179). 

Agamben, rather than describe impotentiality as 
the privation of potentiality, expands Aristotle’s logic to 
mean that existing in the mode of potentiality means 
both the potential to be and not be, “Beings that exist 
in the mode of potentiality are capable of their own 

impotentiality, and only in this way do they become 
potential. They can be because they are in relation to 
their own non-Being” (Agamben & Heller-Roazen, 
1999, p. 182). Being capable of our own impotentiality 
fundamentally acknowledges our ability to not act, or 
to be inoperative, to step out of the ever flowing cur-
rent that demands production. 

“Deprived of the experience of what he can not do, 
today’s man believes himself capable of every-
thing…precisely when he should instead realize that 
he has been consigned in unheard of measure to 
forces and processes over which he has lost all con-
trol. He has become blind not to his capacities but 
to his incapacities, not to what he can do but to 
what he cannot, or can not, do.” (Agamben, 2010, 
p. 44) 

Agamben begins to interrogate the relationship be-
tween potentiality and impotentiality by asking, “How 
is it possible to consider the actuality of the potentiali-
ty to not-be? The actuality of the potentiality to play 
the piano is the performance of a piece for the piano; 
but what is the actuality of the potentiality to not-
play?” (Agamben & Heller-Roazen, 1999, p. 183). 

Further exploring the potentiality to not do, in the 
chapter entitled ‘Bartleby’ of The Coming Community, 
Agamben states that “The perfect act of writing comes 
not from a power to write, but from an impotence that 
turns back on itself and in this way comes to itself as a 
pure act (which Aristotle calls agent intellect)”, then 
goes on to describe “Bartleby, a scribe who does not 
simply cease writing but ‘prefers not to,’ (…) [and] 
writes nothing but [his] potentiality to not-write” 
(Agamben, 2007, p. 36). Keeping in mind Bartleby (the 
scribe who does not write) and Aristotle’s image of 
tabula rasa (the tablet in which nothing is written), we 
turn back to Agamben’s elaboration on Aristotle’s ex-
ample of potentiality and thought in De Anima: 
“Thanks to this potentiality to not-think, thought can 
turn back to itself (to its pure potentiality) and be, at its 
apex, the thought of thought. What it thinks here, 
however, is not an object, a being-in-act, but that layer 
of wax, that rasum tabulae that is nothing but its own 
passivity, its own pure potentiality (to not-think): “In 
the potentiality that thinks itself, action and passion 
coincide and the writing tablet writes by itself or, ra-
ther, writes its own passivity” (Agamben, 2007, p. 36). 

As Aristotle describes agent intellect as the pure act 
of turning a thing back on itself, can an agent architect 
be thought of as one who does not design and build a 
final outcome but rather one who becomes that layer 
of wax, a position of intervention between the act and 
the being, that all other actions must pass through? 
Can the architect cease to be an agent of production, 
to instead become an agent of design in itself—a de-
signer of design—not as an agent of autonomous archi-
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tecture but a designer of processes and frameworks for 
engagement? 

Here it is important to state that occupying the 
space of impotentiality does not mean to not build. 
Agamben states that “the root of freedom is to be 
found in the abyss of potentiality. To be free is not 
simply to have the power to do this or that thing, nor is 
it simply to have the power to refuse to do this or that 
thing. To be free is, in the sense we have seen, to be 
capable of one’s own impotentiality” (Agamben & Hel-
ler-Roazen, 1999, p. 182-183). 

This speculation on a reconfigured field of design 
intends to say—as Melville’s Bartleby did—”I would 
prefer not to” become complicit in hegemonic, singular 
processes of development and modernization, but ra-
ther that an act of design can be an act of defiance; be-
coming capable of our impotentiality gives us the free-
dom to reconfigure engagement with social, political, 
economic and environmental dynamics. The balance of 
idealism/materialism and potentiality/impotentiality is 
a path for designers to demonstrate both withdrawal 
and engagement, a methodology for co-production 
that does not view “co-” as merging things together, 
but as a defense/preservation of “otherness”. 

We have visited the importance of the notion of po-
tentiality for the same reason that Agamben stated, “I 
think that the concept of potentiality has never ceased 
to function in the life and history of humanity, most 
notably in that part of humanity that has grown and 
developed its potency to the point of imposing its 
power over the whole planet” (Agamben & Heller-
Roazen, 1999, p. 177). Acknowledging the limits of de-
sign and planning is particularly relevant today, when 
design is re-emerging as a global phenomenon. 

Although the intention of placemaking is to promote 
a collaborative process to reimagine and revitalize public 
spaces (Project for Public Spaces, 2015), one fundamen-
tal limitation is that it accepts ‘making of place’ and 
‘construction of space’ as separate processes—“Making 
a place is not the same as constructing a building, de-
signing a plaza, or developing a commercial zone” (Pro-
ject for Public Spaces, 2015). In other words, it often 
views the professional process of design as a flawed one 
that must be improved by a separate grassroots efforts.  

4. The Role of Design 

Design has traditionally been conceived as top-down, 
and occasionally bottom-up. There is a need to expand 
the space between these two typical modes to explore 
an alternative conceptual approach. The how in a con-
ventional top-down process involves pre-planning all 
aspects of a project with select few actors (e.g. archi-
tect, contractor, client), whereby the end users are 
seen as the “recipients” who may or may not be con-
sulted during the design process (a gap that placemak-
ing seeks to fill). A bottom-up process is conceptually 

different in that it begins with individuals and commu-
nity groups at a grassroots level, which incrementally 
solidify themselves into a larger movement that seek 
to affect those planning processes at the top of the hi-
erarchy. This interplay between top-down and bottom-
up processes creates a cyclical frame and a dialectical 
relationship between design professionals and the so-
cial. In this sense, there is always ‘participation’ be-
tween architects and society, but when it happens is a 
variable that changes the impact and responsiveness of 
a project to its respective people and place.  

Both top-down and bottom-up approaches, which 
position the participation by the social before or after 
the act of design, create a displacement between the 
formal and informal acts of design and production (the 
conceived and lived). In a top-down approach much of 
the decision-making is delegated to political represent-
atives and professional experts, whom Lefebvre 
(1970/2003) claims do not always properly act on the 
behalf of those they are elected to serve. In a hierar-
chical system, bottom-up approaches risk becoming 
fragmented urban experiences, failing to influence the 
processes and decisions made by their representative 
politicians and professional experts. Additionally, 
Lefebvre (1970/2003) believed that active citizenship 
could have a significant impact on the projects, strate-
gies and policies that shape the city, but he described 
one primary reason for this lack of effectiveness to be 
the lack of politicization of the problems. Despite ef-
forts to fix a hierarchical system, which facilitates top-
down and bottom-up design processes, it remains one 
that benefits a small percentage of the population at 
the expense of the majority, which in turn creates ine-
quality and poverty (Peet & Hartwick, 2009). Rather 
than doing what Gilbert Rist (2006) describes as fixing 
planning failures with more planning, there is a need to 
explore an alternative form of engagement between 
social and design processes. 

To reconceptualise the space between top-down 
and bottom-up as ‘co-production’, it is necessary to 
explore a non-hierarchical methodology, an indirect 
approach to problem solving that embraces complexi-
ty, multiplicity of actors, processes, ideas and solutions. 
Deleuze and Guattari conceptualize and alternative to 
the hierarchical ‘arborescent model’ as that of the ‘rhi-
zome’, “unlike trees or their roots, the rhizome con-
nects any point to any other point, and its traits are not 
necessarily linked to traits of the same nature…a rhi-
zome has no beginning or end; it is always in the mid-
dle, between things, interbeing, intermezzo. The tree 
imposes the verb ‘to be,’ but the fabric of the rhizome 
is the conjunction, ‘and…and…and’” (Deleuze & Guat-
tari, 2004, pp. 23-27). In this way, a rhizomatic process 
becomes a methodology to expand the process of de-
sign and production as an evolution over time. Hierar-
chical design processes create boundaries, whereas 
rhizomatic design processes create and expand collab-
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orative networks. As David Harvey (2012) emphasizes, 
fundamental and radical re-shaping of the city requires 
a collective power. 

To reconfigure the role of design in the production 
of space would seek to enable a collective power, a 
counterweight to currently unequal process of devel-
opment, rather than accepting what McDonough calls 
a strategy of tragedy which only makes the bad seem 
less bad (McDonough & Braungart, 2010). Designers 
must resist becoming complicit in translating the needs 
of the community into professional representations of 
space that reinforce existing power structures. Creating 
spaces of potentiality and difference instead captures 
design’s ability to redistribute power. Resisting hege-
monic processes requires recognizing “other spaces of 
knowledge production…to enfranchise other spatial ra-
tionalities” (Lu, 2012, p. 241) and shifting the role of 
professionals “to design infrastructure into which citi-
zens literally add their own programmes, labour, mate-
rials, and aesthetic. Here, high and low taste-cultures, 
static and dynamic processes, professionals and lay-
men all mix to produce a complex yet highly organized 
landscape” (Salomon, 2012, p. 441).  

A lack of theorization around this type of dynamic 
design and planning practice results in examples such 
as placemaking, which merely seek to increase com-
munity participation without reconceptualizing the 
process by which space is produced. New and different 
forms of “participation” have been hot topics in design 
and planning professions recently, which we recognize 
as a positive change from more modernist perspectives 
of the all-knowing professional decreeing designs from 
above. However, these types of participation do not go 
nearly far enough. They are often co-opted by design-
ers, planners, and developers to tick boxes and sell 
their products (Jones et al., 2005). As a result these 
processes of participation, and their products, often 
fail users and other actors. Co-production is more than 
talking to or consulting with stakeholders. Co-
production can be imagined as if the user or communi-
ty member were an equal partner in the design pro-
cess. This may seem counter intuitive to trained de-
signers and planners, however, if imagined in terms of 
knowledge and expertise, the designers possess the 
professional knowledge of site analysis, the creative 
process, and structural design, but the community or 
user possess unequalled knowledge of the spaces and 
places they occupy. Granted, this knowledge is some-
times obscured by both its simplicity and complexity, 
which illustrates the need for professional design ex-
pertise to co-productively participate in the analysis of 
spatial usage, interaction, peculiarities, and meaning. 
By capitalizing on these equally important types of ex-
pertise both designers and users can benefit. Designers 
and planners should consider even more factors in 
their co-productive practice, beyond the user, partici-
pants in the process of space can be various elements 

of environment, technology, and material, which influ-
ence not only the reality and physicality of space, but 
also how it will be interacted with by each participant 
in the spatial process and thus each iteration of the 
space’s dynamic future. 

Heynen (2013) discusses different ways in which 
the dialogue between spatial form and social processes 
are negotiated and presents ways in which they can be 
conceptually understood. He points out that the spatial 
disciplines understand (and misunderstand) this elusive 
relationship from discrepant perspectives, methodolo-
gies and objectives. In addition to finding commonali-
ties and closer collaboration between the spatial disci-
plines, the creation of spaces of potentiality seeks to 
assimilate both methodologies of social processes and 
professional design processes. 

5. Co-Producing Spaces of Potentiality and Difference 

The purpose of space is not to be fixed or finished, 
space is a constantly evolving thing and its production 
a constantly moving process, as influenced by its many 
inputs. Designers should consider this in the analysis of 
people and spaces as well as in designing with them, 
they should endeavor to co-produce space that re-
sponds to these inputs and participates in this dyna-
mism instead of serving as both an ideological and 
physical obstacle. Instead, the role of the designer or 
planner is to facilitate the continuation of the feedback 
loop of spaces of potentiality and spaces of difference, 
which can be constantly evaluated and managed 
through architectural autogestion. This can make real 
the spaces of potentiality and difference. 

Co-producing spaces of potentiality and difference 
is an effort to further the closure of the gap between 
the design and planning professions and their under-
standing of the production of space as a larger scale 
process. It is necessary to further develop the theoriza-
tion and methodologies of co-productive practice. Not 
only do we contend that this would allow the “current” 
intended use of the space to flourish, but we also con-
tend that as the space transforms into the many ver-
sions of itself in the future it will be malleable enough 
to serve the shifting purposes. 
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