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1. Introduction 

The world will be urban, and this comes with manifold potentials and challenges for the sustainable 

development of cities that include the availability of public open spaces: the space that in cities plays a 

vital role in social and economic life by providing places where people can interact (United Nations, 

2015). The United Nations Habitat III conference in 2016 adopted the New Urban Agenda to address 

these potentials and challenges and formally acknowledge the significance of public space to enhance 

social interaction, cultural expressions and political participation in peaceful and pluralistic societies 

(United Nations, 2017). The New Urban Agenda recognises the need to provide inclusive, participatory, 

accessible and quality public spaces, referring to the concept of “right to the city” as a central entitlement 

for all inhabitants of any human settlement, without discrimination of any kind, to comprehensively co-

produce their environments. Although the term right to the city is only mentioned in the vision statement 

of the Agenda (p. 5), it imbeds its core principles of the universal right of both present and future, 

permanent and temporary citizens, to inhabit, use, occupy, transform, govern and enjoy human settlements 

recognised as common goods of any just, inclusive, safe, affordable, resilient, sustainable and, foremost, 

democratic society. 

This paper investigates the interrelationship between the New Urban Agenda and the concept of right to 

the city, focusing on problems and opportunities emerging with two contemporary public-space-

reterritorialisation trends that are associated and pervasive: 1) the civic deprivation caused by the 

privatisation of key places of public life through what Lefebvre defined as abstractive processes led by 

hegemonic powers of market-led economies, and 2) the associative reappropriation of the privatised public 

realms through Lefebvre’s differential processes led by grassroots movements empowered by the 

associational digital public sphere. It intends to answer the following question: in consideration of the 

“paradigm shift” pursued by the New Urban Agenda, can new forms of associative life supported by 
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digital augmentations enact collective processes of reterritorialisation of central urban spaces by 

contrasting the forces that increment socio-spatial fragmentation, inequality and segregation, and offset the 

benefits and opportunities that cities offer?  

To answer this question, the investigation explores literature that refers to the dynamic relationships 

between civic deprivation and associative reappropriation in two types of key central urban public places 

that have digitally infused spatialities with highly performative relational embodiments. These are a) the 

pseudo-public space (PPS) of post-consumerist all-encompassing shopping centres and b) the privately-

owned public space (POPS) of the subsidiarity-oriented policy of the so-called “mixed economy of 

welfare.” The former is the quintessential manifestation of a new kind of public space with meta-public 

character that is located within the centres that challenge the crisis of the modern shopping model with 

new paradigms based on state-of-the-art spatially transductive socialisation apparatuses (Manfredini, 

2017). The latter, POPS, is what results from bonus-floor area programmes implemented by local 

administration to activate the private sector in the delivery of quality public space.  

Through the study of the discourse on spatialities of the above-mentioned abstraction and differentiation 

processes, this paper aims to delineate a theoretical framework for the empirical research on contemporary 

urban Auckland, New Zealand, which concentrates on indicative cases found in the city developed under 

New Zealand political neoliberalism: the PPS situated in Sylvia Park metropolitan centre, the largest 

“malled” metropolitan centre of the country, and a set of representative POPS located in the core of 

Auckland’s CBD. Specifically, this paper elaborates upon the themes and the discussions proposed by the 

research team during dedicated official events at the two major recent UN global events devoted to the 

adoption and implementation of the New Urban Agenda: 2016 Habitat III Conference and 2018 World 

Urban Forum. 

In our interpretation of the theoretical approaches elaborated to describe the multidimensional issues that 

affect the right to the city and inform the “crisis of public space” as a critical decline of sustainable 

ontogenetic spatialities, these two novel hegemonic urban topoi (PPS and POPS) epitomise an emerging 

ambivalence of the reterritorialisation processes. While these places are conceived as depoliticised realms 

(with high levels of abstraction and peripheralisation) and efficient systems of control of users and uses 

(dispossessing and alienating the commons/civil space), their everyday practices include important 

autonomous forces for spatial production granted by a strong penetration of the digital realm within the 

public sphere. Collaborative prosumption/participatory consumption and multiple socio-environmental 

transduction confer the characteristics of meta-public space to their socio-spatial realms. The 

underexplored socio-political dimensions of this new form of situated (meta-) publicness is investigated to 

expand the understanding of the notion of right to the city in the advanced digital age. The comparative 

analysis of issues emerging in the physical and digital spheres of PPSs and POPSs aims to provide critical 

evidence that, even within ultra-controlled (abstract) spaces, there are important phenomena of collective 

(differential) reappropriation of public space which can be conducive to futureproof the New Urban 

Agenda implementation and right to the city enactment. 

The paper is structured around the two aforementioned processes. The first section revolves around the 

privatisation of urban public life and hegemonic process of abstraction. It introduces the PPSs and POPSs, 

investigating their role in the urban reality of Auckland within a socio-political and spatial context. The 

second section unpacks the implications of the prosumption and transduction processes and the digital 

augmentation of such spaces in the production of differential spaces. The recent transformation of spatial 

practices that these places epitomise is then proposed to inform a new understanding of a key underlying 

notion of the right to the city: the right to difference. Lastly, our paper discusses the intersection between 

these emerging practices, the right to the city and the paradigm shift of the New Urban Agenda. 

 

2. Privatisation of public life and the abstraction process  

If, as Lefebvre’s (1991) explicit and well-known thesis states “(social) space is a (social) product” (p. 53), 

the advanced neoliberal society produces a space characterised by a specific process of spatial abstraction 

and homogenisation. This space, however, is very difficult to decode, since, as Lefebvre (1991) observes, 

its manifestations are “falsely true” (p. 310), and “mask what it contains” (p. 311) and can be “so laden 
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with signs – signs of well-being, happiness, style, art, riches, power, prosperity, and so on – that not only 

is their primary meaning (that of profitability) effaced but meaning disappears altogether.” (p. 160). Yet he 

insists, its understanding as the outcome of a specific cumulative series of process as well as of an active 

apparatus of control, and hence of domination (p. 26) is necessary to imagine its future possibilities and 

alternatives. 

This paper, aimed to illuminate an analytical approach which aims to shed light on the concealed process 

of the neoliberal spatial abstraction, provides an extensive review of literature on the subject. It starts from 

the work of Lefebvre (1991, 2003) and elaborates on it through studies by Brenner & Theodore (2002), 

Harvey (1978, 1998, 2010), Leitner, Peck, & Sheppard (2007), Mayer & Fezer (2010) and Sassen (2005). 

Calling, as Lefebvre (2003), for a rejection of the economic growth imperative of neoliberalism (p. 163), it 

intend to clarify the logic behind its abstractive spatial production that is omni comprehensive and 

“includes the ‘world of commodities,’ its ‘logic’ and its worldwide strategies, as well as power of money 

and that of the political state” (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 53): the code of places where “the milieu of the 

commodity has itself become a commodity” (p. 50) through the synchronisation of a sophisticated 

network of services (banking systems and financial sectors), productive forces (industries), technological 

infrastructures (from airports to digital mega-servers) and, also, the state and its power apparatuses. 

Privatised public spaces (PPS and POPS), such as shopping malls, are very specific topoi/places in which 

all these elements, forces and social relations of abstraction meet and embody the commodified and 

homogenised experiences of our everyday life.  

To start deciphering the codes of such places, it is essential to unpack the process of abstraction. Abstract 

space is a societal product that does not exist in nature. As the outcome of “historical-geographical 

processes, and a technology of power” (Wilson, 2014b, p. 519), abstract space solidifies the existence of 

the state and its institutions. The development of abstract space is traced by Lefebvre (1991) through an 

historical review that recognises its genesis from “violence and war” (p. 285) and the establishment of its 

status as an eminent political institution ratified by the state (Lefebvre, 2003, p. 86), which instrumentally 

uses it to serve hegemonic forces that “make a tabula rasa of whatever stands in their way” (1991, p. 285).  

One of the key characteristics of abstract space and the process of abstraction is homogenisation. This 

process, implemented according to the logic of state, power and money, establishes a form of total control 

that requires the implementation of a universally homogenised space to oppose and obstruct its antagonist 

force: differentiation. “Abstract Space is not homogenous; it simply has homogeneity as its goal” 

(Lefebvre, 1991, p. 287). To eliminate self-determination, autonomy, abnormality, and disorder, the state 

or the private organisations that surrogate it impose strict and rigid policies that are implemented through 

“rationally” networked systems of physical, symbolic and regulatory elements.  

Although Lefebvre does not explicitly define the term violence, it often appears in all his main writings on 

space. Violence is used to describe the abstract space implemented by hegemonic powers (Lefebvre 1991, 

p. 57) through the enforcement of repressive laws. His reflections on phallic formants and the masculine 

resonate with what Žižek (2008) and Wilson (2014b, p. 115) have described as interpenetrating relations 

between structural, symbolic and physical dimensions of violence. By establishing alliances, state 

bureaucracy, financial power and colonised media dominate the rationality of planning. This form of 

rationality intervenes, disrupting the existing networks and associations by optimising their components 

and, eventually, reorganising them in efficient systems. Paradoxically, the main means to obtain 

homogenisation is fragmentation: as Kipfer (2008) posits, “the production of abstract space homogenizes 

through separation” (p. 201).  

In the contemporary city, the semi-public spaces within multifunctional, introverted and segregated 

shopping malls epitomise the abstract space and the imposition of the homogenising process of 

abstraction. These are building clusters located within sprawling suburbia of the new world where the 

automobile industry was key to a process that advanced an aggressive form of capitalism (Harvey, 2014). 

(It is worth noting that in New Zealand their disconnection from local communities is related to mobility 

patterns, which are the most car-dependent in the world [Pawson, 2014]). In these places, abstract space is 

cast in multifaceted and multi-layered fashions that invert urban spatialities (Dovey, 1999) recreating 

urban public life in private space, transposing “the open encounter of the permeable street network... under 

conditions of controlled encounter” (p. 128). Carnivalization and realisation of the fantasy are the new 

means of manipulating and controlling the social, packaging cultural values in closed and affirmative 
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narratives that use the state-of-the-art technologies of spectacle to conceal the violent abstract reality of 

the rationalised spatial and social structures (Shields, 1989, p. 160). 

The shopping mall is not a by-product of the global process of abstraction. It is instead a powerful 

apparatus in the hands of financial capital, the state and their mechanisms, that, whilst it inundates the 

Asia-Pacific space with solutions that may appear unique in their nature and historical, geographical, 

cultural and political structures, homogenises the patterns of consumption, globally. Shopping malls are a 

relatively rudimentary representation of urban fabric in highly commodified urban realities that indeed 

sophisticatedly dissimulate the global process discussed above. These are the kind of building complex 

that, like the Bonaventure Hotel described by Jameson (1991), “aspires to being a total space, a complete 

world, a kind of miniature city,” a new total space with only functional links to the rest of the city “for it 

does not wish to be a part of the city but rather its equivalent and replacement or substitute.” (p. 40). These 

complexes, in suburban Auckland, are the most formidable representations of its market-driven 

suburbanisation model designed for disfranchised translocal communities, on the move on highways, that 

find respite in these new cathedrals, engrafted as symbiotic enclavic appendices to the fortressed primary 

artery network. They are striking outsized presences (particularly in the case of Sylvia Park) within the 

ultra-fine-grained suburban fabric that constitute disjoined metropolitan centres: primary stand-alone 

urban nodes, statutorily ratified by the highest level urban planning regulation (Auckland Council, 2018, 

p. 209ss).  

They include a variety of functions, eminently of commercial use, such as retail, entertainment, office and 

parking. Although the mix of these functions may appear logical as it establishes positive relations of 

proximity between complementary realms that are usually scattered throughout the wider suburban 

context, their composition reflects a specific phenomenon of delegation to the private sector of the 

conception of urban space, a delegation that implements the logic of control, abstraction, homogenisation 

and annihilation of heterogeneity. As we previously observed, the new malls have contributed to the 

unprecedented process of fragmentation of urban structures, social relations and everyday practices of 

local communities, supporting the progressive erosion of public space and the unrelenting privatisation of 

the urban landscape. The entirely private spaces of these civic malls have reframed the public condition of 

socio-spatial relationality of a large portion of the population living in their trade areas (Manfredini, 2017, 

p. 113). 

Understanding these malls as strategic products of the abstractive process of urbanisation (Lefebvre, 1991) 

has significant implications. It enables us to disentangle the complex drivers, logic and dimensions of the 

phenomenon of homogenisation by privatisation that progressively affects the contemporary urban public 

space. Its effects on physical form and spatial structure are patent: “shapes become fixed; boxes are 

stacked and assembled. Structure is simplified, tethered to the notion of an inside and an outside” 

(Lefebvre, 2014, p. 19). This formal simplification supports the normalisation of the visitor’s relationships 

to the other. It constitutes apparatuses that assign to each visitor a precise role and a function that enable 

them to enact only predetermined events in an “enchaînement paradox” where the individual dissociation 

and its synchronisation in choral events occur at the same time. It forms a new collective practice, a new 

mode in which individuals move and congregate in an original kind of “hypercrowd” (Jameson, 1991, p. 

40), which seems to perform a prosaic replica of God’s predetermined activity of the system of monads, 

which Leibniz described with the notion of “compossibility” (Lærke, 2015). Thereby, whilst the 

implemented total control responds to the threat caused by senses of chaos and unsafety of the growing 

city (Lefebvre, 2014, p. 19), its massive systems of electronic and analogue surveillance eliminate any 

form of diversion and eradicate processes of dynamic of differentiation that are not aligned with the 

central goal of the place: the consumerism-dominated exchange (Atkinson, 2003). 

Some scholarly works and manifold grassroots projects have shed light on the violence and domination of 

abstract space, directly and indirectly (Boyer, 2014; Charnock & Ribera-Fumaz, 2014; Garnier, 2014; 

Wilson, 2014a, 2014b). They have unveiled how this violence appears as an agreement, a peaceful treaty 

between the dominant powers and a public of accomplices (Miles, 2012). “The illusion of enjoyment, 

whereby ‘private’ appropriation, in other words, the private ownership of space, is accompanied by the 

degradation of the real and social practice” (Lefebvre, 2014, p. 5), where lived experience is crushed, 

vanquished by what is “conceived.” “History is experienced as nostalgia, and nature as regret—as a 

horizon fast disappearing behind us” (Lefebvre 1991, p. 51) with consolatory pseudo-civic spatial patterns 
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and aesthetics, such as Italianated plazas and manicured and sterilised greeneries with “micro-engineered” 

socialising performances (Manfredini & Jenner, 2015).  

At the widest scale, the abstractive process tends to the creation of what Lefebvre (1991) identifies as a 

global space, a space that suppresses the processes of maximal or produced differentiation (p. 372) whilst 

underpinning total homogenisation to its imperative purpose of catalysing capital accumulation. Indeed, 

“globalization appears as a process through which the distinctive forms of socio-spatial organization 

associated with capitalism—capital, territorial states, and urban-regional agglomerations—have become 

increasingly intertwined on a world scale” (Brenner, 1997, p. 142) suppressing all forces that cannot be 

co-opted or induced into everyday particularities. The enchaînement paradox enables abstractive processes 

to operate simultaneously on the fragmented and interconnected elements of market-led production (e.g., 

land and buildings as well as labour and leisure) disposing and marginalising the different, the non-

consumer, othering it into multidimensionally peripheralized social realms.  

3. Semi-public space: Spatial augmentation, differential space, and digital production  

As Lefebvre (1991) maintained reinterpreting Marx’s Grundrisse, “abstract space carries within itself the 

seeds of a new kind of space” (p. 52). Reaching towards an absolute homogeneity with a constant violent 

antagonism, abstract space produces cracks in the form of “occasional eruptions” that provide the 

possibility for “place-based struggles in and against” it (Wilson, 2014a, p. 116). This enables the 

development of differential counterforces of “resistance” that stem from the association between 

customers of the most abstracted places: “their combination is not their being, but the being of capital. To 

the individual worker it appears fortuitous. He relates to his own association with other workers and to his 

cooperation with them as alien, as to modes of operation of capital” (Jameson, 1991, p. 421). This flaw 

makes the concrete embodiments of the total homogenisation project doomed to crack over time since: a) 

it exceeds the capacity of the system to absorb differential forces by casting them into induced difference, 

and, most importantly, b) it reassembles the unintended externalities, the processes of exclusion, 

segregation and deprivation of the place of meaning, generating niches of radical transfer of control that 

break through the concrete boundaries of abstraction and lead to the production of antagonist differential 

spaces.  

Lefebvre (1991) describes this space, stating: “as much as the abstract space tends towards homogeneity, 

towards the elimination of existing differences or peculiarities, a new space cannot be born (produced) 

unless it accentuates differences” (p. 52). Brenner (2000) integrates it within a wider concept of 

“implosion-explosion of urbanization” (p. 369), underlining that, within Lefebvre’s analysis, it is linked to 

the development of a modern capitalism which eventually opens the possibility of a radical political 

transformation based upon the concept of “the right to the city” (p. 369). Harvey (2000) observes that, 

although Lefebvre did not leave substantive hints, the material spatialities and implementation process are 

associated with a dimension of utopia, are extraneous to any formal delineation and should be articulated 

through the construction of an “utopianism that is explicitly spatiotemporal” (p. 183).  

This view of utopian processes defines them as radical antagonists of their financialised versions of the 

“utopias of spatial form” created with opulent architectural imagery and models that have a 

communicative style similar to “the rhetoric of advertising language, the brochures produced by travel 

agencies and airlines” (Lefebvre, 2014, p. 101). Their architectural narratives “fertilizes advertising 

rhetoric, and vice versa. Every element is used, from nature itself to the most ingenious forms of 

sophistication (discotheques, nightclubs, bars casinos, art exhibitions). The result is a parody of the 

festival, a caricature of enjoyment: the utopia of free days devoted to celebration and enjoyment within a 

pressurized space-time subject to the demands of profit and a return on investment” (Lefebvre, 2014, p. 

101). The malls are the quintessential financialised utopian assemblages where the exchange value 

commodifies all: from objects to practices, from beliefs to desires.  

In recent years, these malls have produced an enhanced form of abstract public space, reconfiguring 

functions, co-opting social and civic institutions, and implementing advanced systems of behavioural 

manipulation. This new level of abstraction, however, has simultaneously amplified the cracks in its body, 

creating hybrid, ambiguous and ambivalent territories, where the hegemonic actors, who heavily police 

any public/private threshold, fail to maintain their power to limit public access and engagement 

(Manfredini, 2017, p. 113). Technological advances sustain the pervasion and interpenetration of multiple 
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digital networked spatialities that hybridise their “perfected” realms, creating meta-public spaces of 

“transformational engagement” (Manfredini, 2017, p. 113). These involve new forms of consumption, 

spatial visitation and social interaction. Consumption becomes a mixed activity of prosumption (also 

defined as participative consumption) that engage in some of the complexities and processes of 

production, enabling the consumer to reclaim some of the control over what they consume. Collaboration 

and co-creation are fundamental components of this new process that chiefly arises in the social networks 

of the digitally augmented public spheres. By redefining the institutive form of the space of spectacle, 

prosumption destabilises the layers of ready-made commercial utopias that offer pleasure through 

mechanisms of relational and cultural consumption. The spectacle is implemented with collectively 

“produced” elements that enable that enable the transformation of entertainment into proper enjoyment 

(Lefebvre, 2014, p. 86). The second transformational process, spatial transduction, complements this 

transformation, involving the critical potential force of utopia in the production of the differential space. 

This concerns the deployment of multispatial and multichronic spatialities that widely expand the cracks 

in the abstract places of consumption to produce dynamic metastable realities (Simondon, 2013, p. 32) 

with virtually unlimited differential possibilities. Lefebvre (1996) illuminates this phenomenon, noting 

that transduction is “an intellectual operation” that “elaborates and constructs a theoretical object, a 

possible object from information related to reality and a problematic posed by this reality,” introducing 

“rigour in invention and knowledge in utopia” (p. 151). The appropriated utopia combines prosumptive 

and transductive production of sensorial and cognitive recombinations of the means of the spectacle of 

both analogue (e.g., eventful, themed material narratives) and digital (e.g., relentlessly evocative 

commercial virtual reality) realms. These transformational mechanisms within the hyper-mediated 

atmospheres of the meta-public realms have the power to catalyse the production of heterotopic spatialities 

that, as Bruno Latour described in his Invisible City (Latour & Hermant, 1998), incarnate the dispersed 

plasma of hard urban reality and electronic utopias. 

The transductive prosumption process, which unfolds and stretches between the extreme spectacle of 

consumption and the hybrid and codified sphere of digital signs and signifiers, does not diminish the 

pseudo-utopian and controlled illusion of the malls, it rather feeds on its homogenising and commodified 

reality to provide escape paths into the openness and freedom of the inexhaustible and intervolving digital 

sphere. By overcoming the limits of the constrained spatialities of the mall, this process “cannibalises” the 

pre-eminence of the mall’s homogenous matrix of capitalistic space, successfully diverting the object of 

control of commercial exchange towards a reversal of the “brutal condensation of social relationships” 

(Lefebvre, 1991, p. 227). Although the appropriative potential of this collaborative social space seems to 

pertain only to the aesthetic sphere, it responds to the demands of a body to be “transported” outside itself 

in a utopia that inaugurates the project of a differential new space: the space of a “real” counter-culture 

(Lefebvre, 1991, p. 349) 

4. Emerging spatial practices, the [new] right to the city [and difference] and the New 

Urban Agenda 

Lefebvre described Les Halles, neither dominated nor appropriated, as “vacant, and susceptible of being 

diverted, reappropriated and put to a use quite different from its initial one” (Lefebvre 1991, p. 167). He 

thus coined the term diverted space; the concept of diversion had been used since the early 1950s by the 

Situationists, whom Lefrebvre deemed “of great significance,” since “they teach us much about the 

production of new spaces” (Larsen, 2014, p. 321). Diverted space, in all its confusing potency, is a crucial 

manifestation of Lefebvre’s concept of transduction (Lefebvre 2002, 2003), of ever new critical 

perspectives on the present and, more importantly, of new emancipative urbanities within a contemporary 

social space of otherwise dominant representations and practices. (Larsen, 2014, pp. 321–322). In the 

discourse of the right to the city, the “right to difference” (Butler, 2012, p. 152) and the “right to 

appropriation” of urban space (Purcell, 2002, p. 103) are of paramount moment because they 

interpenetrate and depend on each other to underpin legitimate antagonistic urban practices. 

Appropriation refers to any process of occupation, use and production of space, based on the negation of 

an urban paradigm that does not recognise its use value to the differentiated, marginalised and 

disenfranchised. 

Mayer (2012), and Marcuse (2009, 2014), building on Lefebvre’s (1996) conception of the right to the 

city, suggest that this right is not inclusive and applies to those who are subject to the fierce power of the 
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system. It is a right to challenge the power. The recognition of the right to negation of urban paradigms, 

such as regeneration of public spaces and gentrification of marginalised neighbourhoods, can address 

some of the critical inherent issues in representative democracy. It can indeed question the way urban 

disciplines and their agents understand and treat the role of inhabitants in the production of space and 

transformation of cities.  

The right to the city has a direct and strong relationship to the matter of differences and the right to 

difference. To discuss this relationship is important to underline that the notion of difference, in the 

Lefebvrian interpretation (Lefebvre, 1996), is itself a maximal meaning: 

A difference conceptualised is surely already reduced, solely by virtue of the fact that 

the two elements in question are now governed by the same comparison, are part of the 

same thought, part of the same intellectual act. (p. 250) 

Although abstract space does not recognise the differences in order to eliminate them, the differences 

matter to abstract space and its agents (corporations, politicians, and planners). For Lefebvre, we face 

thence two types of difference and subsequently two types of homogenisation and abstraction of 

difference, minimal (induced) difference and maximal (produced) difference. Minimal or induced 

differences are the ones reduced and accepted within a society. Maximal or produced differences are the 

result of violence; they trigger resistance and claim the right to the city, and, most importantly, the right to 

difference. This is not a demand for the integration of difference into the system, on the contrary, it is a 

call for the production of a space that resists the homogenising forces of abstract space and accentuates 

existing peculiarities and differences.  
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