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in Power and Agency Struggles

Helene de Burgh-Woodman, University of Notre Dame, Australia

INTRODUCTION
The importance of space and its “perception-shaping, behaviour-

inducing properties” (Sherry 1998) has been long acknowledged by 
consumer researchers. Public spaces such as shopping malls (Sand-
icki and Holt, 1998), bridal salons (Otnes, 1998), and converted 
shopping centres (Maclaren and Brown, 2005) have all been investi-
gated as spaces where meanings are unravelled, contested and enter-
tained. Equally, spaces play out emotive experiences such as escape 
(Hewer, 2003), utopia and nostalgia (Maclaran and Brown, 2005). 
Adding to this important opus, the present paper investigates public 
space as a site of contested power and agency manifested through 
consumption. The use of public in this context means a “realm in 
which people define themselves as publics, through ongoing com-
munication, definition and negotiation” (Sargeson 2002, 21). 

Using the case of impromptu car yards where private cars for 
sale are illegally congregated in one space against local council laws 
and regulations, this paper theorises public space and consumption 
as interwoven in a larger discourse of power and agency (Visconti, 
Sherry Borghini and Anderson 2010). Space, in this instance, lays 
the ground for alternative consumption, sharing (Belk 2010) and ex-
change which defy the structures of the formal “marketplace” and 
contest the power held by legal and political entities (Campbell 2005; 
White 2007). While public space in modernity is ordered and man-
aged by political and cultural entities such as councils, governments 
etc, space also “complicates the assumption of a collective experi-
ence of culture and its products” (de Burgh-Woodman and Brace-
Govan 2010).  

This paper uses the work of Henri Lefevbre (1974) to theorise 
the collusion of space and consumption to express power and agency 
struggles between people and formal structures. In this respect, the 
present study extends previous use of Lefebvre’s (1974) work in con-
sumer research (Houliez 2010a 2010b) and urban studies (McCann 
1999, 1995). While previous work has illuminated the importance of 
spatial practices and negotiating processes by consumers, this paper 
advances on this use of Lefebvre by situating space and consumption 
as two collusive channels to agency and dissent. While space creates 
a context for an alternative site for consumption, more significantly 
it is the sense of political and social agency that space facilitates that 
concerns us here. In this respect, this paper draws on previous uses of 
Lefebvre’s work in studies of the urban milieu and racial inequality 
(McCann 1999) where  

“abstract space”, - space represented by elite social groups as 
homogeneous, instrumental, and ahistorical in order to facilitate 
the exercise of state power and the free flow of capital – lends 
itself to a discussion of the manner in which downtown business 
spaces in major U.S. cities are exclusionary territories domi-
nated by White, middle-class male (McCann 1999: 164).

By contrast with concrete space (or everyday life), abstract 
space is a hegemonic space, a space loaded with representations of 
control, power and domination. In the same fashion that Lefebvre’s 
work has been used to dissect this construction of space and subvert 
abstract space in favour of agency over space, this paper looks at 
power and agency struggle in space. This paper aims, through the 
study of these self-fashioned “car yards”, to show how space both 
contests and is contested (Lefebvre 1974), how consumption outside 

of the designated marketplace utilises space and finally what impli-
cations this has for embedded understandings of power and agency.

The paper commences with a conceptual framework that draws 
from Lefebvre’s (1974) theorisation of space as an inhabited yet 
contested site which lays the ground for understanding how space 
is integral to consumption, contest and agency practices. This is fol-
lowed by an outline of the method employed and a discussion of its 
implications. Finally, some concluding comments are made regard-
ing how consumption and space collude to create the conditions for 
the expression of power and agency struggles.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
The theoretical framework for this paper draws from the work 

of Henri Lefebvre (1974). Lefebvre’s argument that space is socially 
constructed and thereby imbued with politically and socially mean-
ingful values and symbolisms is resonant for the present study. As 
a French sociologist writing primarily in the mid-twentieth century, 
Lefebvre’s identification with a Marxist perspective led to his con-
ceptualisation of space as a social enactment of political and social 
ideologies (Stanek 2011) and thereby to his key distinctions between 
dominating (those with power) and dominated space (those over 
whom power is exerted). Echoing Marx’s own distinction between 
the powerful and the powerless or bourgeois and worker, these cat-
egories of dominating and dominated found in social space are, Lefe-
bvre argues, endemic to contemporary capitalist society. 

Lefebvre outlines three different kinds of space operating in 
the contemporary environment. Implicit in his conceptualisation of 
space and his representational space triad of perceived space (spatial 
practice), conceived space (representations of space) and lived space 
(representational space) (Zhang 2006) is its positioning of space as a 
site of control and contestation (see Fig.1) 

Fig. 1 The Spatial Triad Taken from Jensen 2011

These different kinds of space should not be seen as discrete but 
rather as merged, iterative and free-flowing where “it is necessary for 
the interactions between the triadic elements to be appropriate and 
in balance if an [spatial] event was to be persuasive and effective” 
(Watkins 2005 220). Space is not passive or latent. It is inhabited 
(itself a consequence of modernity), constructed and produced or “ 
seen as the site of ongoing interactions of social relations rather than 
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the mere result of such interactions” (Zhang 2006 219).  In the pro-
cess, it is controlled, manipulated and politicised:

(Social) space is a (social) product... the space thus produced 
also serves as a tool of thought and of action... in addition to 
being a means of production it is also a means of control, and 
hence of domination, of power (1974,  26)

In many ways, Lefebvre’s concern with agency and “central 
planning’s ensuing depoliticization, fragmentation and segregation of 
‘possible communities’, in other words, the very denial of every citi-
zen’s right to the city as ongoing communal project of co-habitation” 
(Knoll 2012) finds increasing relevance in contemporary consumer 
research. While Lefebvre’s own consideration of how the dominated 
might resist or find legitimacy in the face of the dominating stemmed 
from his experience of the WWII, the May 1968 demonstrations and 
the reality of communist Russia, his fundamental insights into every-
day life as the real battleground for the dominated and their expression 
through space are echoed in consumer research studies.

While space is not always discussed in such studies, research 
into areas such as consumer resistance, anti-consumption and sub-
cultural appropriation illuminate similar concerns with the agency 
of the consumer and the effort to subvert or avoid perceived power 
structures. For instance, anti-consumption is frequently understood 
as an active ethical, social critique of, and dissent from, exploit-
ative or excessive aspects of the marketplace and its accompanying 
consumer culture (Cherrier, 2009, 2005; Penaloza and Price, 2003; 
Zavestoski, 2002) that result from the capitalist logic that frames 
our modern world (Jameson, 1991). The situation of a mainstream 
capitalist culture as the point of critique and dissent implies the same 
issues that Lefebvre plays out through the dialectic of space. They 
share in a wariness of cultural meta-narratives, a desire to reclaim 
the social sphere and highlight the importance of community over 
structures. Lefebvre sees this contest unfolding through and in space. 

Thus far, the canon of consumer research has seen this con-
test unfold through consumption and, by extension, community 
(Arnould, Price and Otnes 1999; Belk and Costa 1998; Hewer and 
Brownlie 2007; Holbrook 1993; McRobbie 1995; Penaloza 1994; 
Thornton 1995). These two axes, consumption and community, have 
direct relevance here too. While space may be the site of contestation, 
it is at the level of community that dissent is enacted in space. Just 
as community also resides at the centre of Lefebvre’s work (Stanek 
2011), the consumer research canon has illuminated the fine detail of 
how communities, and the social networks that underpin them, en-
able active dissent. This paper endeavours to bring these threads of 
space and consumption through community together, showing them 
to be linked in a shared outlook and agenda.

While there are many variations of this critical negotiation 
between people and the marketplace (Etzioni, 1998; Kingsnorth, 
2003), which have also linked to other issues such as environmental 
sustainability (Dobscha and Ozanne, 2001; Leonard-Barton, 1981), 
excessive consumption (Craig-Lees and Hill, 2002; Shaw and Ne-
wholm, 2002), class inequality (Tomolilo and Shaw, 2003),ethical 
consumption (Borgmann, 2000; Cherrier, 2004) and space itself (de 
Burgh-Woodman and Brace-Govan 2010), the common thread is a 
fundamental emphasis on critique of the status quo and divergence 
through defiance. Taking these significations of critique, agency and 
dissent as definition and praxis, space and consumption collude to 
become a mode of expression and the context through which critique 
(both of structure and capitalist logic) is spoken. These significations 
underpin the point of dissent for geneses of alternate (cultural) con-
sumption discourses.

In following this structuring of space and consumption as a col-
lusion of critique and 

dissent from the logic of late capitalism (Jameson, 1991), we 
move again towards Lefebvre’s work that positions space as some-
thing that structures the mode of expression of structural domina-
tion and everyday consumer resistance. Space, consumption and 
consumer defiance intercept, since one speaks to another, and thus 
consolidate their connection. To this extent, this paper suggests that 
this mutual re-enforcement of space and consumption can be a per-
vasive, subtle tool for agency interpolated with the lived experience.

METHOD
The site of the impromptu car yard is at Forrester’s Beach on the 

Central Coast, one hour north of Sydney, Australia. Forresters forms 
the site of analysis although it should be noted that these impromptu 
car yards are also emerging in Sydney itself and at other locations 
around the Central Coast. The Coast’s demographics range from low 
socio-economic suburbs such as Toukley and Umina Beach through 
to very wealthy areas such as Pearl Beach and Daleys Point where 
homes sell for several million dollars. To this extent, the practice 
of curbside car selling takes in a spectrum of social groups and a 
range of cars. The cars for sale are found on the side of the road with 
“for sale” signs hung on their windscreens (see photo 1 and 2). Oc-
cupying large stretches of road, these impromptu car yards can go 
for several hundred metres. The cars themselves reflect the diverse 
socio-economic scale of the area with everything from old vehicles 
through to new SUVs appearing on the side of the road.

The method adopted for this research was an ethnographic field 
diary documenting shifts in the composition of cars combined with 
a photographic record (Penaloza and Cayla 2006). The synergy be-
tween the field diary and the photographic record was designed to 
enable a thick description (Geertz 1973) of the car selling phenom-
enon. The research commenced with a three month long field diary 
in Summer 2011, notating the number, type and price range of the 
cars for sale at Forresters. Along each of these dimensions, signifi-
cant growth was observed over this period, thus indicating a growing 
civic swell around the impromptu car yard see Fig 2. 

A visual record was maintained through photographic material. 
Secondary material was also consulted including media coverage of 
the issue since there has been reportage driven by local council and 
law enforcement. The response by law enforcement and council in 
popular press is significant in that, from the perspective of author-
ity, this is not a neutral practice that goes unseen. Further material 
including council regulations and laws were also consulted.

Once the visual and secondary data was collected, the inter-
pretive framework derived from Lefebvre’s theoretical distinction 
between dominating and dominated space (1974) was applied to sift 
the political, agentic and power struggles that emerge out of the use 
of space.

The possibility of gathering first hand qualitative data was 
compromised by the unwillingness of both buyers and sellers to be 
interviewed. Given that this practice is essentially illegal, neither 
group was willing to comment on their involvement in curbside car 
trading. This is significant in itself in that participants are aware of 
the political, legal and social dimensions of their acts, realising that 
they are participating in a subversive act of defiance as much as the 
act of buying/selling a car. Hence, this adds further strength to the 
argument that the practice of curbside buying/selling can be seen as 
a symbolically and politically inflammatory act played out as the 
nexus of consumption and space. However, some degree of insight 
was offered through an online forum. This forum is interpreted and 
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discussed below where the use of space and consumption to express 
agency and dissent are illuminated.

DISCUSSION
The use of a roadside to sell private cars seems an innocuous 

act but its political and cultural resonance is immense. In the first 
instance, the physical location of cars illegally placed on the roadside 
represents a being in space, an act of liminal physicality that locates 
objects in illicit space for exchange and consumption. The means 
of contacting the owner is by ringing the advertised phone number 
since being found on-site by police or council rangers would result 
in a fine. Sellers would also be required to remove their cars from the 
curb. The act of dissent against existing power structures is enacted 
physically - in space. But space also mediates, it acts as the interven-
ing buffer between owner and authority and, in doing so, facilitates 
the dissenting act. To this extent, space is complicit in the contesta-
tion of power and agency. 

Equally, space and consumption are linked where consumption 
occurs in space but also through space. The many acts of exchange 
that occur at the site are only made possible through a collective 
understanding and use of the space. By extension then, space makes 
possible an alternative marketplace that again challenges power and 
agency structures. The dynamics here are quite complex in that when 
space and consumption collude, this prompts commentary and re-
action from councils and law enforcement. The New South Wales 
Government passed its Roadside Vehicle Sales Bill in 2011 outlaw-
ing the practice of roadside selling and imposing fines, removal and 
cautionary notes. Most local councils were quick to adopt the bill 
and galvanise it through local bylaws. This legislative act refracted 
an “official” responsiveness at the level of government (filtering 
down to local authorities), demonstrating an administrative or policy 

action against a “social problem”. Yet, at the level of real spatial 
practice or lived space, there is no human body, no face to prosecute 
and the “rule of law” is rendered inert in and by space. 

While it was challenging to collect interview data for this study 
(precisely because the one protection consumers have in this battle 
between dominating and dominated space is invisibility), this one 
trace of an online discussion (that will remain unidentified) illumi-
nates the self-constructed tactics that these consumers enact. The 
thread also reveals the almost subcultural or guerilla community of 
illicit car sellers and the common concern with dissent. The thread 
starts by a forum discussant asking:

Is it legal to sell a car on the roadside in NSW?  I am consider-
ing parking my car on a grassy verge beside a busy road (I’m 
guessing it is council land). Just checking to see if anyone else 
has experienced any issues doing this.

This initial inquiry releases a series of responses that show how 
the boundaries are tested, the parameters are deliberately left unclear 
and though forum members frequently advise one another to check 
with council, none of them do. The ambiguity of practice, ambiguity 
of governmental response in lived space and the latent tensions that 
underpin this practice propel dissent where to clarify the parameters 
potentially threatens action:

There used to be quite a few regular spots people did it all 
around it seemed years ago but alot of those are now fenced and 
signed by Council telling you not to. It was my understanding 
it wasn’t actually legal to sell your car on the side of the road 
anymore but alot of people still do, you just have to pick a spot 

Fig 2. Trajectory of car numbers over a three-month period
Date Car details
4.12.2011

16.12.2011

22.12.2011

27.12.2011

16 cars (mainly priced under 10000AUD) majority are small to medium sedans

14 cars (mainly priced under 10000AUD majority are small to medium sedans)

14 cars (mainly priced under 10000AUD majority are small to medium sedans)

21 cars (slight increase in cars over 100000AUD and a more noticeable number of SUV/ute)

* In general, the calibre of cars was basic. While there were some newer cars SUV/ute and sports models, the majority 
during the month of December were slightly older small to medium sedans and hatchbacks. The most expensive was a 
relatively recent Commodore (GM) priced at 18000AUD.

3.1.1.2012

9.1.2012

14.1.2012

25.1.2012

30.1.2012

23 cars (mainly priced under 10000AUD but with a steady number of SUV/ute along with small to medium sedan)

28 cars (mainly priced under 10000AUD but with a steady number of SUV/ute along with small to medium sedan)

29 cars (mainly priced under 10000AUD but with a steady number of SUV/ute along with small to medium sedan)

31 cars (more priced over 10000AUD with steady number of SUV/ute, more sports and small/medium sedans)

32 cars (more priced over 10000AUD with steady number of SUV/ute, more sports and small/medium sedans)

*In general, the calibre of cars improved in January with a greater number of more recent models, SUVs and sports 
cars being placed on the side of the road. The most expensive car for sale was 41000AUD for a Nissan convertible.

3.2.2012

10.2.2012

14.2.2012

22.2.2012

27.2.2012

36 cars (a steady number priced over 10000AUD with a greater number of SUV/ute and steady sedan numbers)

31 cars (a steady number priced over 10000AUD with a greater number of SUV/ute and steady sedan numbers)

31 cars (same 31 cars as 14.2.2012)

28 cars a steady number priced over 10000AUD with a greater number of SUV/ute and steady sedan numbers)

33 cars a steady number priced over 10000AUD with a greater number of SUV/ute and steady sedan numbers)

*In general, the caliber of cars stayed the same for February. The most expensive car for sale was a Toyota Prado priced 
at 53000AUD but this was unusually expensive. Every other car was under 35000AUD.
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that isn’t going to end up in peoples or the councils way. I could 
be wrong but…

When one forum member directly asks another whether they 
have called council, the response deliberately perpetuates this ambi-
guity, noting “I’ve been busy travelling interstate over the past few 
days, when I get a chance I’ll call the local council and ask them 
what their policy is. Cheers!” The thread goes for several more days 
but no report back on the call to council is recorded.

While this question of clarifying goes deliberately untreated in 
the thread, the conversation about dissent and which spaces best fa-
cilitate dissent dominates the discussion.  

my local councils dont like it, but pretty much can only do 
something about it if you illegally park – for that it means not 
parallel to the roadway. If there is a spot that people use regu-
larly, then you can bet they are not fining people for doing it 
at that spot. I sold mine on the side of the rd – it was parked 
parallel to the roadway without a big sign (there are signage by 
laws for council too). because of the spot – it was clearly a for 
sale car, and anyone interested could walk up to it and get the 
details. (stood for 2 weekends – 2 test drives, then sold).

A similar theme is reflected in the comment of “Not sure of its 
legal implication but I see cars parked on the side of road regularly 
with for sale sign + prices attached to the inside of the windscreen. 
I have even seen trucks and trailers.” In both of these comments, 
the authors demonstrate an awareness of their resistance to local au-
thorities that “don’t like” these impromptu caryards but use space to 
mitigate the risk of prosecution. Forum members are aware of the 
potential consequences with several mentions of fines, towing and 
cautionary notices but employ a spatial strategy to elude prosecution. 
The “side of the road” in both comments represents a safe space as 
long as the space is organised strategically against legal structures. 
The comment from another discussant also captures this strategic 
use of space:

It will all depend on local council, some care others don’t. If its 
a place where many cars are sold every weekend then its prob-
ably safe to assume that they aren’t booking people for it. If 
there are no other cars being sold in the suburb then it probably 
means they give tickets. 

This comment is more explicit in showing the game or contest 
played out through space where both dominated and dominating uti-
lise space in their struggle. Interestingly, at no point in the thread are 
actual people ever discussed as present at the impromptu caryards. 
The cars, their location and their strategic arrangement are all men-
tioned but the only reference made to real people using this space 
is the comment “anyone interested could walk up to it and get the 
details”. Even in this remark, the physical presence of the consumer 
is only required to gather details. The seller is absent, waiting for the 
buyer to create a second space in which the sale takes place. How-
ever, this transactional space is separate from the curbside space of 
contest and dissent.

So, the car yard is a guerilla space, an alternative market that 
trades on collective agency or, to borrow Lefevbre, a reclamation 
of dominated space. Space then operates at several levels – as a 
site, as a facilitator for consumption and a field for contest. Equally, 
consumption acts in space, through space and colludes with it to 
enact contest. In this respect, while this struggle between dominat-
ing and dominated does not tangibly occur in lived space (only 
the cars are present), this power struggle is enacted through both 

perceived and conceived space in that this struggle is represented 
in and through space.

CONCLUSION
The aim of this paper is to theorise the collusion of space and 

consumption as implicated elements of contest, agency and power. 
Space contextualises consumption, provides it with tangible form 
and, in this case, allows alternative consumption acts and exchanges 
to take place.  Our consideration of impromptu caryards as a means 
of analysing agency and power struggles through consumption takes 
a step towards expanding our understanding of how space and con-
sumption collude as a strategy of critique and divergence and a mo-
dality for consumer resistance is animated. The most salient point to 
be taken from this study is that while consumption itself can be situ-
ated as a discursive strategy and practical tactic of resistance, the role 
of space becomes implicated as the context for such resistance too.

This paper shows one instance in which space is enlisted to ar-
ticulate a specific political critique or show of consumer defiance.  In 
the introductory remarks, space and consumption were identified as 
collusive elements in an active defiance of laws and regulations. By 
way of extension, this paper concludes that space and consumption 
provide a modality of critique or resistance and a consequent point of 
divergence. Seen in this way, space and consumption can be strategi-
cally enlisted as a broader critique of modern capitalist culture and 
its attendant restrictions, controls and politics. 

Here, consumption provides the language of critique, a refer-
ential discursive frame upon which communities call to articulate 
their specific form of critique, resistance and divergence. If we ex-
pand our understanding to apprehend space as a framing logic and 
as critique’s ordering effect (or as Lefebvre suggests, society pro-
duces its own specific space) we might also come to see space and 
consumption as mutually implicated in the articulation of various 
cultural interactions in a modern capitalist world. This potential of 
consumption to mediate, and be mediated by, social space specific 
to the cultural conditions of modernity makes it an exciting site for 
marketing investigation. 
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