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Review of ThirdSpace 
 
(A few words of warning. I have never had breakfast with bell hooks in a hotel by a 
beach in Santa Monica, nor have I whizzed up and down the escalators of tall 
buildings in the company of Jean Baudrillard, Fredric Jameson or even Henri 
Lefebvre (I do know somebody who once shared a urinal with Derrida, though). You, 
the reader, must decide whether or not this renders me unqualified to pass judgement 
on the book under review.) In the latest book, Ed Soja travels much of the same 
ground he covered in Postmodern Geographies (1989) and some new ground too. 
Thirdspace starts by discussing various theoretical issues concerning space, time, 
historicism and postmodernism. Foucault and Lefebvre are mentioned a lot. It 
proceeds on to an extensive discussion of Los Angeles. This time we also have 
vignettes on Amsterdam, feminism and postcolonialism, as well as more pictures than 
last time. As with the earlier book, the account of LA is meant to serve as the concrete 
example of the sorts of theoretical ideas fleshed out in the earlier sections of the book. 
And Soja promises us a subsequent volume, Exopolis, which will deal in greater depth 
with the issues of urban restructuring that are touched on in the second part of this 
one. So, for those of you who are still willing to believe that LA is the place where ‘it 
all comes together’, this book is just a taster. 
 
At the outset, Soja develops a series of theoretical concepts with wonderful names 
like the ‘trialectics of being’, the ‘trialectics of spatiality’ and ‘Thirdspace’ itself. 
These are discussed at a very high level of ‘ontological’ generality, which tends to 
obscure the fact that all that Soja seems to be saying is that time, space and society are 
mutually constitutive. In contrast to the generality of these conceptualizations, the 
accounts of Los Angeles and Amsterdam suffer from a rambling concreteness and 
therefore fail in their allotted task as exemplars of these theoretical ideas. At times, 
these notions verge on the banal and the meaningless, as when we are told that 
“Everything comes together in Thirdspace: subjectivity and objectivity, the abstract 
and the concrete, the real and the imagined, the knowable and the unimaginable, the 
repetitive and the differential, structure and agency, mind and body, consciousness 
and the unconscious, the disciplined and the transdisciplinary, everyday life and 
unending history”. (pp. 56–7, original emphasis) Is Elvis still alive in Thirdspace? 
 
Soja’s stated aim of retheorizing the conceptual relations between time and space 
tends to run aground on his repeated denunciations of residual ‘historicism’ in the 
work of writers such as Hayden White or Derek Gregory. Gregory is the subject of 
repeated sniping, perhaps because his Geographical Imaginations has already 
discussed much of the literature that Soja wants to claim as his preserve and does so 
in a more substantial, critical and sophisticated manner, particularly because he quite 
rightly pointed out the irredeemably historicist vision of Lefebvre’s work. What is 
nowhere evident in this book is any attempt to seriously rethink issues of temporality 
and historicity. In the eagerness to proselytize on behalf of spatiality, Soja’s 
theoretical vision ends up with no historical imagination at all. Soja also spends a fair 
amount of time discussing the work of his favourite theorists. So we get a ridiculously 
hagiographic account of Henri Lefebvre’s work, another discussion of the 
significance of Foucault’s few passing remarks on space and geography, lots about 
bell hooks and two or three pages on Said, Spivak and Bhabha, which show little 
sense of the particular intellectual projects which direct their work. Soja’s favoured 
mode of exegesis is by lengthy quotation, unhindered by much critical commentary, 



and his favoured rhetorical mode when writing about other theorists is hyperbole. And 
there is an unrestrained tenor of authority about the presentation of Soja’s readings. 
He is quick to dismiss alternative, more suspicious readings of Lefebvre especially, 
instead presenting his own account as the singularly correct one, backed up by the 
frequent claim that he knows that this is what dear old Henri really meant. The status 
of Soja’s readings as readings is effaced in this way and any space for disagreement is 
denied. All that is left is to dismiss dissenters as having their heads buried in 
historicist or modernist sand. 
 
One of the features of Anglo-American academic geography in the 1990s is the 
elevation of a few of our number into the international cultural studies celebrity 
circuit. What is of interest is how Soja has chosen to represent geography and urban 
studies as disciplines in the process of embracing this new status. In this book, there is 
a constant refrain that geographers, mired in disciplinary conservatism, have remained 
unable to grasp the force of the work of Soja and his friends. Soja here projects the 
conditions of his own interdisciplinary celebrity into a fantasy world peopled by those 
who are open to new ideas and those who are not. Not only is this just a little bit 
insulting in its pomposity but at times it requires Soja actually to misrepresent 
actuality. So, he manages entirely to rewrite the significance of the debates which 
followed the publication of Postmodern Geographies and Harvey’s 
Condition of Postmodernity. In Soja’s world, the hostile response of feminist 
geographers delayed the discipline’s engagement with the work of people like Donna 
Haraway and Iris Young. To accuse feminist geographers – who identified in Soja’s 
earlier book a complete lack of engagement with exactly these feminist theorists – of 
being responsible for geography not addressing feminist theorizations of 
postmodernism is truly breathtaking. It is a deceit that allows Soja to present himself 
as the one who – just as with Lefebvre and Foucault – really discovered these writers. 
Soja positions himself as the outcast prophet- theorist, misunderstood in geography 
but welcomed with open arms by those nice open-minded people in cultural studies. 
In this representation of his own disciplinary positioning, he comes to occupy centre-
stage in orchestrating the spatial turn of various fields of social and cultural analysis. 
He has a way of constructing the ideas he is presenting as so radical, so path-breaking, 
that any disagreement appears as a sign of being not only resistant to new ideas but 
also a little bit dumb. But after a while, I found myself wondering whether the terms 
of critical reference that organize Soja’s intellectual worldview really have much 
salience. Thirdspace is far more interesting to read as the product of a certain self-
indulgent and undisciplined form of contemporary academic celebrity than it is as a 
contribution to the theorization of time and space. 
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