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PREFACE

In 1957 a few European avant-garde groups came together to form the Situa-
tionist International. Over the next decade the SI developed an increasingly
incisive and coherent critique of modern society and of its bureaucratic
pseudo-opposition, and its new methods of agitation were influential in
leading up to the May 1968 revolt in France. Since then—although the ST itself
was dissolved in 1972—situationist theses and tactics have been taken up by
radical currents in dozens of countries all over the world.

In this anthology I have tried to present a useful selection of situationist
writings while at the same time illustrating the SI’s origins and development.
Thus some early texts are included even though they express positions that
were later repudiated by the situationists. But even the later texts reveal mis-
takes, contradictions, projects that never materialized, problems that remain
to be solved. In other publications I have presented my own views on a few of
these issues; but here I have as far as possible let the SI speak for itself.

The major portion of the anthology is drawn from the French journal Inter-
nationale Situationniste (it includes about a third of the LS. articles). The rest
consists of various shorter publications and documents. I have not included
any excerpts from the situationist books, Debord’s The Society of the Spectacle,
Vaneigem’s Treatise on Living for the Young Generations, Viénet's Enragés and Situ-
ationists in the Occupations Movement and Debord and Sanguinetti’s The Real Split
in the International. Anyone who is serious will want to read these books in their
entirety. The English translations of them that have appeared are all unsatis-
factory, but sooner or later someone will publish accurate versions.

The only previous English-language SI anthology, Christopher Gray’s
Leaving the Twentieth Century, is particularly bad. In Bureau of Public Secrets #1
I have already criticized the superficiality of Gray’s commentaries on the SL
His translations are on the same level. Not only do his chummy paraphrases
obscure the precise sense of the original, but there is scarcely a page in which
he has not left out sentences or paragraphs without any indication of the
omission, or even made completely gratuitous additions of his own.

About half the texts in the present anthology have been translated into
English for the first time. All the others have been freshly translated, but I
have gone through all the previous translations and incorporated many of
their best renderings. I received an immense help from Nadine Bloch and Joél
Cornuault, who answered hundreds of questions regarding the French texts,
then checked the entire manuscript, correcting many errors and suggesting
many further improvements. Dan Hammer also made a number of good sug-
gestions.
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Asterisks refer to my notes at the end of the book. The only notes original
to the SI are the numbered footnotes in On the Poverty of Student Life. Within
the text, all annotations in square brackets are mine and my omissions are in-
dicated by [. . .]. I have not generally annotated references to historical events,
etc., that enterprising readers can easily find out about for themselves. Nor
have I tried to explain supposed difficulties in the SI's language. After the
usual diet of ideological pabulum it may be a momentary shock to be forced
to think; but those who are really confronting their lives and therefore this
society will soon understand how to use these texts. Those who aren’t, won’t,
regardless of explanations. Situationist language is difficult only to the extent
that our situation is. “The path to simplicity is the most complex of all.”

KEN KNABB
December 1981

Note on the new edition:

In 1998-1999 I posted the entire SI Anthology at my new “Bureau of Public
Secrets” website (www.bopsecrets.org). In the process of preparing the online
versions, I rechecked all my translations against the French originals, taking
the opportunity to make numerous minor stylistic improvements, and since
that time I have continued to fine-tune them. The translations in the original
edition remain completely reliable, but I believe that the present versions are
somewhat more clear and idiomatic.

Some of the articles that were abridged in the original edition have now
been translated complete. I have also translated several additional texts, added
a large number of new notes, updated the bibliography and created a more
detailed index.

Special thanks to Jeanne Smith for the superb book and cover design and
for extensive technical assistance.

KK
December 2006
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Formulary for a New Urbanism

SIRE, I AM FROM THE OTHER COUNTRY

We are bored in the city, there is no longer any Temple of the Sun.
Between the legs of the women walking by, the dadaists imagined a
monkey wrench and the surrealists a crystal cup. That’s lost. We know
how to read every promise in faces—the latest stage of morphology.
The poetry of the billboards lasted twenty years. We are bored in the
city, we really have to strain to still discover mysteries on the sidewalk
billboards, the latest state of humor and poetry:

Showerbath of the Patriarchs

Meat Cutting Machines

Notre Dame Zoo

Sports Pharmacy

Martyrs Provisions

Translucent Concrete

Golden Touch Sawmill

Center for Functional Recuperation
Saint Anne Ambulance

Café Fifth Avenue

Prolonged Volunteers Street
Family Boarding House in the Garden
Hotel of Strangers

Wild Street

And the swimming pool on the Street of Little Girls. And the police
station on Rendezvous Street. The medical-surgical clinic and the free
placement center on the Quai des Orfevres. The artificial flowers on
Sun Street. The Castle Cellars Hotel, the Ocean Bar and the Coming
and Going Café. The Hotel of the Epoch.*

And the strange statue of Dr. Philippe Pinel, benefactor of the
insane, fading in the last evenings of summer. Exploring Paris.

And you, forgotten, your memories ravaged by all the consterna-
tions of two hemispheres, stranded in the Red Cellars of Pali-Kao,
without music and without geography, no longer setting out for the
hacienda where the roots think of the child and where the wine is finished
off with fables from an old almanac. That’s all over. You’ll never see the
hacienda. It doesn’t exist.

The hacienda must be built.
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All cities are geological. You can’t take three steps without encoun-
tering ghosts bearing all the prestige of their legends. We move within
a closed landscape whose landmarks constantly draw us toward the
past. Certain shifting angles, certain receding perspectives, allow us to
glimpse original conceptions of space, but this vision remains frag-
mentary. It must be sought in the magical locales of fairy tales and
surrealist writings: castles, endless walls, little forgotten bars, mam-
moth caverns, casino mirrors.

These dated images retain a small catalyzing power, but it is almost
impossible to use them in a symbolic urbanism without rejuvenating
them by giving them a new meaning. There was a certain charm in
horses born from the sea or magical dwarves dressed in gold, but they
are in no way adapted to the demands of modern life. For we are in the
twentieth century, even if few people are aware of it. Our imaginations,
haunted by the old archetypes, have remained far behind the sophis-
tication of the machines. The various attempts to integrate modern
science into new myths remain inadequate. Meanwhile abstraction has
invaded all the arts, contemporary architecture in particular. Pure plas-
ticity, inanimate and storyless, soothes the eye. Elsewhere other frag-
mentary beauties can be found—while the promised land of new
syntheses continually recedes into the distance. Everyone wavers be-
tween the emotionally still-alive past and the already-dead future.

We don’t intend to prolong the mechanistic civilizations and frigid
architecture that ultimately lead to boring leisure.

We propose to invent new, changeable decors.

* ¥ %

We will leave Monsieur Le Corbusier’s style to him, a style suitable for
factories and hospitals, and no doubt eventually for prisons. (Doesn’t
he already build churches?) Some sort of psychological repression
dominates this individual—whose face is as ugly as his conceptions of
the world—such that he wants to squash people under ignoble masses
of reinforced concrete, a noble material that should rather be used to
enable an aerial articulation of space that could surpass the flamboy-
ant Gothic style. His cretinizing influence is immense. A Le Corbusier
model is the only image that arouses in me the idea of immediate -
suicide. He is destroying the last remnants of joy. And of love, passion,
freedom.

* % ¥

Darkness and obscurity are banished by artificial lighting, and the sea-
sons by air conditioning. Night and summer are losing their charm
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and dawn is disappearing. The urban population think they have
escaped from cosmic reality, but there is no corresponding expansion
of their dream life. The reason is clear: dreams spring from reality and
are realized in it.

The latest technological developments would make possible the
individual’s unbroken contact with cosmic reality while eliminating its
disagreeable aspects. Stars and rain can be seen through glass ceilings.
The mobile house turns with the sun. Its sliding walls enable vegeta-
tion to invade life. Mounted on tracks, it can go down to the sea in the
morning and return to the forest in the evening.

Architecture is the simplest means of articulating time and space, of
modulating reality and engendering dreams. It is a matter not only of
plastic articulation and modulation expressing an ephemeral beauty,
but of a modulation producing influences in accordance with the eter-
nal spectrum of human desires and the progress in fulfilling them.

The architecture of tomorrow will be a means of modifying present
conceptions of time and space. It will be both a means of knowledge and
a means of action.

Architectural complexes will be modifiable. Their appearance will
change totally or partially in accordance with the will of their inhabi-
tants.

A new architecture can express nothing less than a new civilization (it
is clear that there has been neither civilization nor architecture for cen-
turies, but only experiments, most of which were failures; we can speak
of Gothic architecture, but there is no Marxist or capitalist architec-
ture, though these two systems are revealing similar tendencies and
goals).

Anyone thus has the right to ask us on what vision of civilization we
are going to found an architecture. I briefly sketch the points of depar-
ture for a civilization:

—A new conception of space (a religious or nonreligious cosmog-
ony).

—A new conception of time (counting from zero, various modes of
temporal development).

—A new conception of behaviors (moral, sociological, political,
legal; economy is only a part of the laws of behavior accepted by a
civilization).

Past collectivities offered the masses an absolute truth and incon-
trovertible mythical exemplars. The appearance of the notion of rela-
tivity in the modern mind allows one to surmise the EXPERIMENTAL
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aspect of the next civilization (although I'm not satisfied with that
word; I mean that it will be more flexible, more “playful”). (For a long
time it was believed that the Marxist countries were on this path. We
now know that this endeavor followed the old normal evolution, arriv-
ing in record time at a rigidification of its doctrines and at forms that
have become ossified in their decadence. A renewal is perhaps possible,
but I will not examine this question here.)

On the bases of this mobile civilization, architecture will, at least
initially, be a means of experimenting with a thousand ways of modi-
fying life, with a view to an ultimate mythic synthesis.

* ¥ ¥

A mental disease has swept the planet: banalization. Everyone is hyp-
notized by production and conveniences—sewage systems, elevators,
bathrooms, washing machines.

This state of affairs, arising out of a struggle against poverty, has
overshot its ultimate goal—the liberation of humanity from material
cares—and become an omnipresent obsessive image. Presented with
the alternative of love or a garbage disposal unit, young people of all
countries have chosen the garbage disposal unit. It has become essen-
tial to provoke a complete spiritual transformation by bringing to
light forgotten desires and by creating entirely new ones. And by carry-
ing out an intensive propaganda in favor of these desires.

* % ¥

Guy Debord has already pointed out the construction of situations as
being one of the fundamental desires on which the next civilization
will be founded. This need for total creation has always been intimately
associated with the need to play with architecture, time and space. One
example will suffice to demonstrate this—a leaflet distributed in the
street by the Palais de Paris (manifestations of the collective uncon-
scious always correspond to the affirmations of creators):

BYGONE NEIGHBORHOODS
Grand Events
PERIOD MUSIC
LUMINOUS EFFECTS
PARIS BY NIGHT
COMPLETELY ANIMATED

The Court of Miracles: an impressive 300-square-meter reconstruction of a
Medieval neighborhood, with rundown houses inhabited by robbers, beggars,
bawdy wenches, all subjects of the frightful KING OF THIEVES, who renders
justice from his lair.
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The Tower of Nesle: The sinister Tower profiles its imposing mass against the
somber, dark-clouded sky. The Seine laps softly. A boat approaches. Two assas-

sins await their victim. . . .*

Other examples of this desire to construct situations can be found in
the past. Edgar Allan Poe and his story of the man who devoted his
wealth to the construction of landscapes.* Or the paintings of Claude
Lorrain. Many of the latter’s admirers are not quite sure to what to
attribute the charm of his canvases. They talk about his portrayal of
light. It does indeed have a rather mysterious quality, but that does not
suffice to explain these paintings’ ambience of perpetual invitation to
voyage. This ambience is provoked by an unaccustomed architectural
space. The palaces are situated right on the edge of the sea, and they
have “pointless” hanging gardens whose vegetation appears in the
most unexpected places. The incitement to drifting is provoked by the
palace doors’ proximity to the ships.

De Chirico remains one of the most remarkable architectural pre-
cursors. He was grappling with the problems of absences and presences
in time and space.

We know that an object that is not consciously noticed at the time
of a first visit can, by its absence during subsequent visits, provoke an
indefinable impression: as a result of this sighting backward in time,
the absence of the object becomes a presence one can feel. More precisely:
although the quality of the impression generally remains indefinite, it
nevertheless varies with the nature of the removed object and the
importance accorded it by the visitor, ranging from serene joy to terror.
(It is of no particular significance that in this specific case memory is
the vehicle of these feelings; I only selected this example for its con-
venience.)

In De Chirico’s paintings (during his Arcade period) an empty space
creates a richly filled time. It is easy to imagine the fantastic future pos-
sibilities of such architecture and its influence on the masses. We can
have nothing but contempt for a century that relegates such blueprints
to its so-called museums. De Chirico could have been given free reign
over Place de la Concorde and its Obelisk, or at least commissioned to
design the gardens that “adorn” several entrances to the capital.

This new vision of time and space, which will be the theoretical
basis of future constructions, is still imprecise and will remain so until
experimentation with patterns of behavior has taken place in cities
specifically established for this purpose, cities bringing together—in
addition to the facilities necessary for basic comfort and security—
buildings charged with evocative power, symbolic edifices representing
desires, forces and events, past, present and to come. A rational exten-
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sion of the old religious systems, of old tales, and above all of psycho-
analysis, into architectural expression becomes more and more urgent
as all the reasons for becoming impassioned disappear.

Everyone will, so to speak, live in their own personal “cathedrals.”
There will be rooms more conducive to dreams than any drug, and
houses where one cannot help but love. Others will be irresistibly allur-
ing to travelers.

This project could be compared with the Chinese and Japanese
gardens that create optical illusions—with the difference that those
gardens are not designed to be lived in all the time—or with the
ridiculous labyrinth in the Jardin des Plantes, at the entry to which
(height of absurdity, Ariadne* unemployed) is the sign: No playing in the
labyrintb.

This city could be envisaged in the form of an arbitrary assemblage
of castles, grottos, lakes, etc. It would be the baroque stage of urban-
ism considered as a means of knowledge. But this theoretical phase is
already outdated. We know that a modern building could be con-
structed which would have no resemblance to a medieval castle but
which could preserve and enhance the Castle poetic power (by the con-
servation of a strict minimum of lines, the transposition of certain
others, the positioning of openings, the topographical location, etc.).

The districts of this city could correspond to the whole spectrum of
diverse feelings that one encounters by chance in everyday life.

Bizarre Quarter — Happy Quarter (specially reserved for habitation)
— Noble and Tragic Quarter (for good children) — Historical Quarter
(museums, schools) — Useful Quarter (hospital, tool shops) — Sinister
Quarter, etc. And an Astrolarium which would group plant species in
accordance with the relations they manifest with the stellar rhythm, a
Planetary Garden along the lines the astronomer Thomas wants to
establish at Laaer Berg in Vienna. Indispensable for giving the inhabi-
tants a consciousness of the cosmic. Perhaps also a Death Quarter, not
for dying in but so as to have somewhere to live in peace—I’'m thinking
here of Mexico and of a principle of cruelty in innocence that appeals
more to me every day.

The Sinister Quarter, for example, would be a good replacement for
those ill-reputed neighborhoods full of sordid dives and unsavory
characters that many peoples once possessed in their capitals: they
symbolized all the evil forces of life. The Sinister Quarter would have
no need to harbor real dangers, such as traps, dungeons or mines. It
would be difficult to get into, with a hideous decor (piercing whistles,
alarm bells, sirens wailing intermittently, grotesque sculptures, power-
driven mobiles, called Auto-Mobiles), and as poorly lit at night as it was
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blindingly lit during the day by an intensive use of reflection. At the
center, the “Square of the Appalling Mobile.” Saturation of the market
with a product causes the product’s market value to fall: thus, as they
explored the Sinister Quarter, children would learn not to fear the
anguishing occasions of life, but to be amused by them.

The main activity of the inhabitants will be CONTINUOUS
DRIFTING.* The changing of landscapes from one hour to the next
will result in total disorientation.

Couples will no longer pass their nights in the home where they
live and receive guests, which is nothing but a banal social custom. The
chamber of love will be more distant from the center of the city: it will
naturally recreate for the partners a sense of exoticism* in a locale less
open to light, more hidden, so as to recover the atmosphere of secrecy.
The opposite tendency, seeking a center for intellectual discourse, will
proceed through the same technique.

Later, as the activities inevitably grow stale, this drifting will par-
tially leave the realm of direct experience for that of representation.

Note: A certain Saint-Germain-des Prés,* about which no one has
yet written, has been the first group functioning on a historical scale
within this ethic of drifting. This magical group spirit, which has re-
mained underground up till now, is the only explanation for the enor-
mous influence that a mere three city blocks have had on the world, an
influence that others have inadequately attempted to explain on the
basis of styles of clothing and song, or even more stupidly by the neigh-
borhood’s supposedly freer access to prostitution (and Pigalle?).*

In forthcoming books we will elucidate the coincidence and i#nci-
dences of the Saint-Germain days (Henry de Béarn’s The New Nomadism,
Guy Debord’s Beautiful Youth, etc.). This should serve to clarify not
only an “aesthetic of behaviors” but practical means for forming
new groups, and above all a complete phenomenology of couples, en-
counters and duration which mathematicians and poets will study
with profit.

Finally, to those who object that a people cannot live by drifting,
it is useful to recall that in every group certain characters (priests or
heroes) are charged with representing various tendencies as specialists,
in accordance with the dual mechanism of projection and identifica-
tion. Experience demonstrates that a dérive is a good replacement for
a Mass: it is more effective in making people enter into communica-
tion with the ensemble of energies, seducing them for the benefit of
the collectivity.

The economic obstacles are only apparent. We know that the more
a place is set apart for free play, the more it influences people’s behavior
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and the greater is its force of attraction. This is demonstrated by
the immense prestige of Monaco and Las Vegas—and of Reno, that
caricature of free love—though they are mere gambling places. Our
first experimental city would live largely off tolerated and controlled
tourism. Future avant-garde activities and productions would natu-
rally tend to gravitate there. In a few years it would become the intel-
lectual capital of the world and would be universally recognized as
such.

IVAN CHTCHEGLOV*
1953

Introduction to a
Critique of Urban Geography

Of all the affairs we participate in, with or without interest, the grop-
ing quest for a new way of life is the only thing that remains really
exciting. Aesthetic and other disciplines have proved glaringly inade-
quate in this regard and merit the greatest indifference. We should
therefore delineate some provisional terrains of observation, including
the observation of certain processes of chance and predictability in the
streets.

The word psychogeography, suggested by an illiterate Kabyle as a gen-
eral term for the phenomena a few of us were investigating around the
summer of 1953, is not too inappropriate. It is not inconsistent with
the materialist perspective that sees life and thought as conditioned by
objective nature. Geography, for example, deals with the determinant
action of general natural forces, such as soil composition or climatic
conditions, on the economic structures of a society, and thus on the
corresponding conception that such a society can have of the world.
Psychogeography sets for itself the study of the precise laws and
specific effects of the geographical environment, whether consciously
organized or not, on the emotions and behavior of individuals. The
charmingly vague adjective psychogeographical can be applied to the
findings arrived at by this type of investigation, to their influence on
human feelings, and more generally to any situation or conduct that
seems to reflect the same spirit of discovery.

It has long been said that the desert is monotheistic. Is it illogical or
devoid of interest to observe that the district in Paris between Place de
la Contrescarpe and Rue de I’Arbalete conduces rather to atheism, to
oblivion and to the disorientation of habitual reflexes?
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Historical conditions determine what is considered “useful.” Baron
Haussmann’s urban renewal of Paris under the Second Empire, for
example, was motivated by the desire to open up broad thoroughfares
enabling the rapid circulation of troops and the use of artillery against
insurrections. But from any standpoint other than that of facilitating
police control, Haussmann’s Paris is a city built by an idiot, full of
sound and fury, signifying nothing. Present-day urbanism’s main
problem is ensuring the smooth circulation of a rapidly increasing
number of motor vehicles. A future urbanism may well apply itself to
no less utilitarian projects, but in the rather different context of psy-
chogeographical possibilities.

The present abundance of private automobiles is one of the most
astonishing successes of the constant propaganda by which capitalist
production persuades the masses that car ownership is one of the
privileges our society reserves for its most privileged members. But
anarchical progress often ends up contradicting itself, as when we
savor the spectacle of a police chief issuing a filmed appeal urging
Parisian car owners to use public transportation.

We know with what blind fury so many unprivileged people are
ready to defend their mediocre advantages. Such pathetic illusions of
privilege are linked to a general idea of happiness prevalent among the
bourgeoisie and maintained by a system of publicity that includes
Malraux’s aesthetics as well as Coca-Cola ads—an idea of happiness
whose crisis must be provoked on every occasion by every means.

The first of these means is undoubtedly the systematic provocative
dissemination of a host of proposals aimed at turning the whole of life
into an exciting game, combined with the constant depreciation of all
current diversions (to the extent, of course, that these latter cannot be
detourned to serve in constructions of more interesting ambiences).
The greatest difficulty in such an undertaking is to convey through
these apparently extravagant proposals a sufficient degree of serious
seduction. To accomplish this we can envisage an adroit use of currently
popular means of communication. But a disruptive sort of abstention,
or demonstrations designed to radically frustrate the fans of these
means of communication, can also promote at little expense an atmos-
phere of uneasiness extremely favorable for the introduction of a few
new conceptions of pleasure.

The idea that the creation of a chosen emotional situation de-
pends only on the thorough understanding and calculated application
of a certain number of concrete techniques inspired this somewhat
tongue-in-cheek “Psychogeographical Game of the Week,” published
in Potlatch #1:



10 PRE-S.I. TEXTS

In accordance with what you are seeking, choose a country, a large or small city,
a busy or quiet street. Build a house. Furnish it. Use decorations and sur-
roundings to the best advantage. Choose the season and the time of day. Bring
together the most suitable people, with appropriate records and drinks. The
lighting and the conversation should obviously be suited to the occasion, as
should be the weather or your memories. If there has been no error in your cal-
culations, the result should prove satisfying.

We need to flood the market—even if for the moment merely the
intellectual market—with a mass of desires whose fulfillment is not
beyond the capacity of humanity’s present means of action on the
material world, but only beyond the capacity of the old social organi-
zation. It is thus not without political interest to publicly counterpose
such desires to the elementary desires that are endlessly rehashed by
the film industry and in psychological novels like those of that old
hack Mauriac. (As Marx explained to poor Proudhon, “In a society
based on poverty, the poorest products are inevitably consumed by the
greatest number.”)*

The revolutionary transformation of the world, of all aspects of the
world, will confirm all the dreams of abundance.

The sudden change of ambience in a street within the space of a few
meters; the evident division of a city into zones of distinct psychic
atmospheres; the path of least resistance that is automatically followed
in aimless strolls (and which has no relation to the physical contour of
the terrain); the appealing or repelling character of certain places—
these phenomena all seem to be neglected. In any case they are never
envisaged as depending on causes that can be uncovered by careful
analysis and turned to account. People are quite aware that some
neighborhoods are gloomy and others pleasant. But they generally
simply assume that elegant streets cause a feeling of satisfaction and
that poor streets are depressing, and let it go at that. In fact, the vari-
ety of possible combinations of ambiences, analogous to the blending
of pure chemicals in an infinite number of mixtures, gives rise to feel-
ings as differentiated and complex as any other form of spectacle can
evoke. The slightest demystified investigation reveals that the quali-
tatively or quantitatively different influences of diverse urban decors
cannot be determined solely on the basis of the historical period or
architectural style, much less on the basis of housing conditions.

The research that we are thus led to undertake on the arrangement
of the elements of the urban setting, in close relation with the sensa-
tions they provoke, entails bold hypotheses that must be constantly
corrected in the light of experience, by critique and self-critique.

Certain of De Chirico’s paintings, which were clearly inspired by
architecturally originated sensations, exert in turn an effect on their
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objective base to the point of transforming it: they tend themselves to
become blueprints or models. Disquieting neighborhoods of arcades
could one day carry on and fulfill the allure of these works.

I scarcely know of anything but those two harbors at dusk painted
by Claude Lorrain*—which are in the Louvre and which juxtapose
extremely dissimilar urban ambiences—that can rival in beauty the
Paris Metro maps. I am not, of course, talking about mere physical
beauty—the new beauty can only be a beauty of situation—but simply
about the particularly moving presentation, in both cases, of a sum of
possibilities.

Along with various more difficult means of intervention, a reno-
vated cartography seems appropriate for immediate utilization.

The production of psychogeographical maps, or even the introduc-
tion of alterations such as more or less arbitrarily transposing maps of
two different regions, can contribute to clarifying certain wanderings
that express not subordination to randomness but total insubordination
to habitual influences (influences generally categorized as tourism,
that popular drug as repugnant as sports or buying on credit).

A friend recently told me that he had just wandered through the
Harz region of Germany while blindly following the directions of a
map of London. This sort of game is obviously only a feeble beginning
in comparison to the complete creation of architecture and urbanism
that will someday be within the power of everyone. Meanwhile we can
distinguish several stages of partial, less difficult projects, beginning
with the mere displacement of elements of decoration from the loca-
tions where we are used to seeing them.

For example, in the preceding issue of this journal Marcel Marién
proposed that when global resources have ceased to be squandered on
the irrational enterprises that are imposed on us today, all the eques-
trian statues of all the cities of the world be assembled in a single
desert. This would offer to the passersby—the future belongs to them
—the spectacle of an artificial cavalry charge which could even be
dedicated to the memory of the greatest massacrers of history, from
Tamerlane to Ridgway. It would also respond to one of the main de-
mands of the present generation: educative value.

In fact, nothing really new can be expected until the masses in
action awaken to the conditions that are imposed on them in all
domains of life, and to the practical means of changing them.

“The imaginary is that which tends to become real,” wrote an
author whose name, on account of his notorious intellectual degrada-
tion, I have since forgotten.* The involuntary restrictiveness of such a
statement could serve as a touchstone exposing various farcical literary
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revolutions: That which tends to remain unreal is empty babble.

Life, for which we are responsible, presents powerful motives for
discouragement and innumerable more or less vulgar diversions and
compensations. A year doesn’t go by when people we loved haven’t suc-
cumbed, for lack of having clearly grasped the present possibilities, to
some glaring capitulation. But the enemy camp objectively condemns
people to imbecility and already numbers millions of imbeciles; the
addition of a few more makes no difference.

The primary moral deficiency remains indulgence, in all its forms.

GUY DEBORD
1955*

Proposals for Rationally Improving
the City of Paris

The Lettrists present at the September 26 meeting jointly proposed the
following solutions to the various urbanistic problems that came up
in discussion. They stress that no constructive action was considered,
since they all agreed that the most urgent task is to clear the ground.

The subways should be opened at night after the trains have
stopped running. The corridors and platforms should be poorly lit,
with dim lights flickering on and off intermittently.

The rooftops of Paris should be opened to pedestrian traffic by
modifying fire-escape ladders and by constructing bridges where
necessary. Public gardens should remain open at night, unlit. (In a few
cases, a steady dim illumination might be justified on psychogeo-
graphical grounds.)

Street lamps should all be equipped with switches so that people
can adjust the lighting as they wish.

With regard to churches, four different solutions were proposed, all
of which were considered defensible until appropriate experimentation
can be undertaken, which should quickly demonstrate which is the
best.

G.-E. Debord argued for the total destruction of religious buildings
of all denominations, leaving no trace and using the sites for other pur-
poses.

Gil ] Wolman proposed that churches be left standing but stripped
of all religious content. They should be treated as ordinary buildings,
and children should be allowed to play in them.
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Michele Bernstein suggested that churches be partially demolished,
so that the remaining ruins give no hint of their original function (the
Tour Jacques on Boulevard de Sébastopol being an unintentional
example). The ideal solution would be to raze churches to the ground
and then build ruins in their place. The first method was proposed
purely for reasons of economy.

Lastly, Jacques Fillon favored the idea of transforming churches
into houses of horror (maintaining their current ambience while accen-
tuating their terrifying effects).

Everyone agreed that aesthetic objections should be rejected, that
admirers of the portals of Chartres should be silenced. Beauty, when it
is not a promise of happiness, must be destroyed. And what could be more
repugnant representations of unhappiness than such monuments to
everything in the world that remains to be overcome, to the numerous
aspects of life that remain inhuman?

Train stations should be left as they are. Their rather poignant ugli-
ness contributes to the feeling of transience that makes these buildings
mildly attractive. Gil ] Wolman proposed removing or scrambling all
information regarding departures (destinations, timetables, etc.) in
order to facilitate dérives. After a lively debate, those opposing this
motion retracted their objections and it was wholeheartedly approved.
It was also agreed that background noise in the stations should be
intensified by broadcasting recordings from many other stations, as
well as from certain harbors.

Cemeteries should be eliminated. All corpses and related memorials
should be totally destroyed, leaving no ashes and no remains. (It
should be noted that these hideous remnants of an alienated past con-
stitute a subliminal reactionary propaganda. Is it possible to see a
cemetery and not be reminded of Mauriac, Gide or Edgar Faure?)

Museums should be abolished and their masterpieces distributed
to bars (Philippe de Champaigne’s works in the Arab cafés of Rue Xa-
vier-Privas; David’s Sacre in the Tonneau on Rue Montagne-Genevieve).

Everyone should have free access to the prisons. They should be
available as tourist destinations, with no distinction between visitors
and inmates. (To spice things up, monthly lotteries might be held to
see which visitor would win a real prison sentence. This would cater to
those imbeciles who feel an imperative need to undergo uninteresting
risks: spelunkers, for example, and everyone else whose craving for play
is satisfied by such paltry pseudogames.)

Buildings whose ugliness cannot be put to any good use (such as
the Petit or Grand Palais) should make way for other constructions.
Statues that no longer have any meaning, and whose possible aesthetic
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refurbishings would inevitably be condemned by history, should be
removed. Their usefulness could be extended during their final years
by changing the inscriptions on their pedestals, either in a political
sense (The Tiger Named Clemenceau on the Champs Elysées) or for pur-
poses of disorientation (Dialectical Homage to Fever and Quinine at the
intersection of Boulevard Michel and Rue Comte, or The Great Depths in
the cathedral plaza on the fle de la Cité).

In order to put an end to the cretinizing influence of current street
names, names of city councilors, heroes of the Resistance, all the
Emiles and Edouards (55 Paris streets), all the Bugeauds and Gal-
lifets,* and in general all obscene names (Rue de ’Evangile) should be
obliterated.

In this regard, the appeal launched in Potlatch #9 for ignoring the
word “saint” in place names is more pertinent than ever.

LETTRIST INTERNATIONAL
October 1955*

A User’s Guide to Détournement*

Every reasonably aware person of our time is aware of the obvious fact
that art can no longer be justified as a superior activity, or even as a
compensatory activity to which one might honorably devote oneself.
The reason for this deterioration is clearly the emergence of productive
forces that necessitate other production relations and a new practice of
life. In the civil-war phase we are engaged in, and in close connection
with the orientation we are discovering for certain superior activities to
come, we believe that all known means of expression are going to con-
verge in a general movement of propaganda that must encompass all
the perpetually interacting aspects of social reality.

There are several conflicting opinions about the forms and even the
very nature of educative propaganda, opinions that generally reflect
one or another currently fashionable variety of reformist politics.
Suffice it to say that in our view the premises for revolution, on the cul-
tural as well as the strictly political level, are not only ripe, they have
begun to rot. It is not just returning to the past which is reactionary;
even “modern” cultural objectives are ultimately reactionary since they
depend on ideological formulations of a past society that has pro-
longed its death agony to the present. The only historically justified
tactic is extremist innovation.
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The literary and artistic heritage of humanity should be used for
partisan propaganda purposes. It is, of course, necessary to go beyond
any idea of mere scandal. Since opposition to the bourgeois notion of
art and artistic genius has become pretty much old hat, [Marcel
Duchamp’s] drawing of a mustache on the Mona Lisa is no more inter-
esting than the original version of that painting. We must now push
this process to the point of negating the negation. Bertolt Brecht,
revealing in a recent interview in France-Observateur that he makes cuts
in the classics of the theater in order to make the performances more
educative, is much closer than Duchamp to the revolutionary orienta-
tion we are calling for. We must note, however, that in Brecht’s case
these salutary alterations are narrowly limited by his unfortunate
respect for culture as defined by the ruling class—that same respect,
taught in the newspapers of the workers parties as well as in the pri-
mary schools of the bourgeoisie, which leads even the reddest worker
districts of Paris always to prefer The Cid over Mother Courage.

It is in fact necessary to eliminate all remnants of the notion of
personal property in this area. The appearance of new necessities out-
modes previous “inspired” works. They become obstacles, dangerous
habits. The point is not whether we like them or not. We have to go
beyond them.

Any elements, no matter where they are taken from, can be used to
make new combinations. The discoveries of modern poetry regarding
the analogical structure of images demonstrate that when two objects
are brought together, no matter how far apart their original contexts
may be, a relationship is always formed. Restricting oneself to a
personal arrangement of words is mere convention. The mutual in-
terference of two worlds of feeling, or the juxtaposition of two
independent expressions, supersedes the original elements and pro-
duces a synthetic organization of greater efficacy. Anything can be
used.

It goes without saying that one is not limited to correcting a work
or to integrating diverse fragments of out-of-date works into a new
one; one can also alter the meaning of those fragments in any appro-
priate way, leaving the imbeciles to their slavish reference to “cita-
tions.”

Such parodistic methods have often been used to obtain comical
effects. But such humor is the result of contradictions within a condi-
tion whose existence is taken for granted. Since the world of literature
seems to us almost as distant as the Stone Age, such contradictions
don’t make us laugh. It is thus necessary to envisage a parodic-serious
stage where the accumulation of detourned elements, far from aiming
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to arouse indignation or laughter by alluding to some original work,
will express our indifference toward a meaningless and forgotten orig-
inal, and concern itself with rendering a certain sublimity.

Lautréamont advanced so far in this direction that he is still par-
tially misunderstood even by his most ostentatious admirers. In spite
of his obvious application of this method to theoretical language in
Poésies—where Lautréamont (drawing particularly on the maxims of
Pascal and Vauvenargues) strives to reduce the argument, through
successive concentrations, to maxims alone—a certain Viroux caused
considerable astonishment three or four years ago by conclusively
demonstrating that Maldoror is one vast détournement of Buffon and
other works of natural history, among other things. The fact that the
prosaists of Figaro, like Viroux himself, were able to see this as a justi-
fication for disparaging Lautréamont, and that others believed they
had to defend him by praising his insolence, only testifies to the senil-
ity of these two camps of dotards in courtly combat with each other.
A slogan like “Plagiarism is necessary, progress implies it” is still as
poorly understood, and for the same reasons, as the famous phrase
about the poetry that “must be made by all.”*

Apart from Lautréamont’s work—whose appearance so far ahead of
its time has to a great extent preserved it from a detailed examination—
the tendencies toward détournement that can be observed in contem-
porary expression are for the most part unconscious or accidental. It
is in the advertising industry, more than in the domain of decaying
aesthetic production, that one can find the best examples.

We can first of all define two main categories of detourned
elements, without considering whether or not their being brought
together is accompanied by corrections introduced in the originals.
These are minor détournements and deceptive détournements.

Minor détournement is the détournement of an element which has
no importance in itself and which thus draws all its meaning from the
new context in which it has been placed. For example, a press clipping,
a neutral phrase, a commonplace photograph.

Deceptive détournement, also termed premonitory-proposition dé-
tournement, is in contrast the détournement of an intrinsically signifi-
cant element, which derives a different scope from the new context. A
slogan of Saint-Just, for example, or a film sequence from Eisenstein.

Extensive detourned works will thus usually be composed of one or
more series of deceptive and minor détournements.

Several laws on the use of détournement can now be formulated.

Itisthe most distant detourned element which contributes most sharply to the
overall impression, and not the elements that directly determine the nature of this
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impression. For example, in a metagraph relating to the Spanish Civil
War the phrase with the most distinctly revolutionary sense is a frag-
ment from a lipstick ad: “Pretty lips are red.” In another metagraph
(The Death of J.H.) 125 classified ads of bars for sale express a suicide
more strikingly than the newspaper articles that recount it.*

The distortions introduced in the detourned elements must be as simplified as
possible, since the main impact of a détournement is directly related to the con-
scious or semiconscious recollection of the original contexts of the elements. This
is well known. Let us simply note that if this dependence on memory
implies that one must determine one’s public before devising a dé-
tournement, this is only a particular case of a general law that governs
not only détournement but also any other form of action on the world.
The idea of pure, absolute expression is dead; it only temporarily sur-
vives in parodic form as long as our other enemies survive.

Détournement is less effective the more it approaches a rational reply. This
is the case with a rather large number of Lautréamont’s altered max-
ims. The more the rational character of the reply is apparent, the more
indistinguishable it becomes from the ordinary spirit of repartee,
which similarly uses the opponent’s words against him. This is natu-
rally not limited to spoken language. It was in this connection that we
objected to the project of some of our comrades who proposed to
detourn an anti-Soviet poster of the fascist organization “Peace and
Liberty”—which proclaimed, amid images of overlapping flags of the
Western powers, “Union makes strength”—by adding onto it a smaller
sheet with the phrase “and coalitions make war.”

Détournement by simple reversal is always the most direct and the least effec-
tive. Thus, the Black Mass reacts against the construction of an ambi-
ence based on a given metaphysics by constructing an ambience within
the same framework that merely reverses—and thus simultaneously
conserves—the values of that metaphysics. Such reversals may never-
theless have a certain progressive aspect. For example, Clemenceau
[nicknamed “The Tiger”] could be referred to as “The Tiger Named
Clemenceau.”

Of the four laws that have just been set forth, the first is essential
and applies universally. The other three are practically applicable only
to deceptive detourned elements.

The first visible consequences of a widespread use of détournement,
apart from its intrinsic propaganda powers, will be the revival of a mul-
titude of bad books, and thus the extensive (unintended) participation
of their unknown authors; an increasingly extensive transformation of
phrases or plastic works that happen to be in fashion;and above all an
ease of production far surpassing in quantity, variety and quality the
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automatic writing that has bored us for so long.

Détournement not only leads to the discovery of new aspects of tal-
ent; in addition, clashing head-on with all social and legal conventions,
it cannot fail to be a powerful cultural weapon in the service of a real
class struggle. The cheapness of its products is the heavy artillery that
breaks through all the Chinese walls of understanding.* It is a real
means of proletarian artistic education, the first step toward a literary
communism.

Ideas and creations in the realm of détournement can be multiplied
at will. For the moment we will limit ourselves to showing a few
concrete possibilities in various current sectors of communication—it
being understood that these separate sectors are significant only in
relation to present-day technologies, and are all tending to merge into
superior syntheses with the advance of these technologies.

Apart from the various direct uses of detourned phrases in posters,
records and radio broadcasts, the two main applications of detourned
prose are metagraphic writings and, to a lesser degree, the adroit per-
version of the classical novel form.

There is not much future in the détournement of complete novels,
but during the transitional phase there might be a certain number of
undertakings of this sort. Such a détournement gains by being accom-
panied by illustrations whose relationships to the textare not immedi-
ately obvious. In spite of undeniable difficulties, we believe it would be
possible to produce an instructive psychogeographical détournement
of George Sand’s Consuelo, which thus decked out could be relaunched
on the literary market disguised under some innocuous title like “Life
in the Suburbs,” or even under a title itself detourned, such as “The
Lost Patrol.” (It would be a good idea to reuse in this way many titles
of deteriorated old films of which nothing else remains, or of the films
that continue to deaden the minds of young people in the cinema
clubs.)

Metagraphic writing, no matter how outdated its plastic framework
may be, presents far richer opportunities for detourning prose, as well
as other appropriate objects or images. One can get some idea of this
from the project, conceived in 1951 but eventually abandoned for
lack of sufficient financial means, which envisaged a pinball machine
arranged in such a way that the play of the lights and the more or less
predictable trajectories of the balls would form a metagraphic-spatial
composition entitled Thermal Sensations and Desires of People Passing by
the Gates of the Cluny Museum Around an Hour after Sunset in November. We
have since come to realize that a situationist-analytic enterprise cannot
scientifically advance by way of such works. The means nevertheless
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remain suitable for less ambitious goals.

It is obviously in the realm of the cinema that détournement can
attain its greatest effectiveness and, for those concerned with this
aspect, its greatest beauty.

The powers of film are so extensive, and the absence of coordina-
tion of those powers is so glaring, that virtually any film that is above
the miserable average can provide matter for endless polemics among
spectators or professional critics. Only the conformism of those people
prevents them from discovering equally appealing charms and equally
glaring faults even in the worst films. To cut through this absurd con-
fusion of values, we can observe that Griffith’s Birth of a Nation is one
of the most important films in the history of the cinema because of its
wealth of innovations. On the other hand, it is a racist film and there-
fore absolutely does not merit being shown in its present form. But
its total prohibition could be seen as regrettable from the point of view
of the secondary, but potentially worthier, domain of the cinema. It
would be better to detourn it as a whole, without necessarily even alter-
ing the montage, by adding a soundtrack that made a powerful denun-
ciation of the horrors of imperialist war and of the activities of the Ku
Klux Klan, which are continuing in the United States even now.

Such a détournement—a very moderate one—is in the final analysis
nothing more than the moral equivalent of the restoration of old
paintings in museums. But most films only merit being cut up to com-
pose other works. This reconversion of preexisting sequences will obvi-
ously be accompanied by other elements, musical or pictorial as well as
historical. While the cinematic rewriting of history has until now been
largely along the lines of Sacha Guitry’s burlesque re-creations, one
could have Robespierre say, before his execution: “In spite of so many
trials, my experience and the grandeur of my task convinces me that all
is well.” If in this case an appropriate reuse of a Greek tragedy enables
us to exalt Robespierre, we can conversely imagine a neorealist-type
sequence, at the counter of a truckstop bar, for example, with one of
the truck drivers saying seriously to another: “Ethics was formerly con-
fined to the books of the philosophers; we have introduced it into the
governing of nations.”* One can see that this juxtaposition illuminates
Maximilien’s idea, the idea of a dictatorship of the proletariat.

The light of détournement is propagated in a straight line. To the
extent that new architecture seems to have to begin with an experi-
mental baroque stage, the architectural complex—which we conceive as
the construction of a dynamic environment related to styles of behav-
ior—will probably detourn existing architectural forms, and in any case
will make plastic and emotional use of all sorts of detourned objects:
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careful arrangements of such things as cranes or metal scaffolding
replacing a defunct sculptural tradition. This is shocking only to the
most fanatical admirers of French-style gardens. It is said that in his
old age D’Annunzio, that pro-fascist swine, had the prow of a torpedo
boat in his park. Leaving aside his patriotic motives, the idea of such a
monument is not without a certain charm.

If détournement were extended to urbanistic realizations, not many
people would remain unaffected by an exact reconstruction in one city
of an entire neighborhood of another. Life can never be too disorient-
ing: détournement on this level would really spice it up.

Titles themselves, as we have already seen, are a basic element of
détournement. This follows from two general observations: that all
titles are interchangeable and that they have a decisive importance in
several genres. The detective stories in the “Série Noir” are all extremely
similar, yet merely continually changing the titles suffices to hold a
considerable audience. In music a title always exerts a great influence,
yet the choice of one is quite arbitrary. Thus it wouldn’t be a bad idea
to make a final correction to the title of the “Eroica Symphony” by
changing it, for example, to “Lenin Symphony.”*

The title contributes strongly to the détournement of a work, but
there is an inevitable counteraction of the work on the title. Thus one
can make extensive use of specific titles taken from scientific publica-
tions (“Coastal Biology of Temperate Seas”) or military ones (“Night
Combat of Small Infantry Units”), or even of many phrases found
in illustrated children’s books (“Marvelous Landscapes Greet the
Voyagers”).

In closing, we should briefly mention some aspects of what we call
ultra-détournement, that is, the tendencies for détournement to
operate in everyday social life. Gestures and words can be given other
meanings, and have been throughout history for various practical
reasons. The secret societies of ancient China made use of quite subtle
recognition signals encompassing the greater part of social behavior
(the manner of arranging cups; of drinking; quotations of poems inter-
rupted at agreed-on points). The need for a secret language, for pass-
words, is inseparable from a tendency toward play. Ultimately, any sign
or word is susceptible to being converted into something else, even
into its opposite. The royalist insurgents of the Vendée,* because they
bore the disgusting image of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, were called the
Red Army. In the limited domain of political war vocabulary this
expression was completely detourned within a century.

Outside of language, it is possible to use the same methods to
detourn clothing, with all its strong emotional connotations. Here
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again we find the notion of disguise closely linked to play. Finally,
when we have got to the stage of constructing situations—the ultimate
goal of all our activity—everyone will be free to detourn entire situa-
tions by deliberately changing this or that determinant condition of
them.

The methods that we have briefly examined here are presented not
as our own invention, but as a generally widespread practice which we
propose to systematize.

In itself, the theory of détournement scarcely interests us. But we
find it linked to almost all the constructive aspects of the presitua-
tionist period of transition. Thus its enrichment, through practice,
seems necessary.

We will postpone the development of these theses until later.

GUY DEBORD, GIL ] WOLMAN
1956*

The Alba Platform

September 2-8 a Congress was held in Alba, Italy, convoked by
Asger Jorn and Giuseppe Gallizio in the name of the International
Movement for an Imaginist Bauhaus, a grouping whose views are in
agreement with the Lettrist International’s program regarding urban-
ism and its possible uses (see Potlatch #26). Representatives of avant-
garde groups from eight countries (Algeria, Belgium, Czechoslovakia,
Denmark, France, Great Britain, Italy, Netherlands) met there to es-
tablish the foundations for a united organization. The tasks toward
this end were dealt with in all their implications.

Christian Dotremont,* who had been announced as a member of
the Belgian delegation despite the fact that he has for some time been
a collaborator in the Nouvelle Nouvelle Revue Frangaise, refrained from
appearing at the Congress, where his presence would have been unac-
ceptable for the majority of the participants.

Enrico Baj, representative of the “Nuclear Art Movement,” was
excluded the very first day. The Congress affirmed its break with the
Nuclearists by issuing the following statement: “Confronted with his
conduct in certain previous affairs, Baj withdrew from the Congress.
He did not make off with the cash-box.”

Meanwhile our Czechoslovakian comrades Pravoslav Rada and
Kotik were prevented from entering Italy. In spite of our protests, the
Italian government did not grant them visas to pass through its na-
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tional iron curtain until the end of the Alba Congress.

The statement of Wolman, the Lettrist International delegate, par-
ticularly stressed the necessity for a common platform specifying the
totality of current experimentation:

Comrades, the parallel crises presently affecting all modes of artistic
creation result from general, interrelated tendencies and cannot be
resolved outside a comprehensive general perspective. The process of
negation and destruction that has manifested itself at an accelerated
pace against all the former conditions of artistic activity is irreversible:
it is the consequence of the appearance of superior possibilities of
action on the world. . . . Whatever prestige the bourgeoisie may today
be willing to grant to fragmentary or deliberately retrograde artistic
endeavors, creation can now be nothing less than a synthesis aiming at
the construction of entire atmospheres and styles of life. . . . A unitary
urbanism—the synthesis we call for, incorporating arts and technol-
ogies—must be created in accordance with new values of life, values
which we now need to distinguish and disseminate. . ..

The Congress concluded by expressing a substantial agreement in
the form of a six-point resolution, declaring the “necessity of an inte-
gral construction of the environment by a unitary urbanism that must
utilize all the arts and modern techniques”; the “inevitable outmoded-
ness of any renovation of an art within its traditional limits”; the
“recognition of an essential interdependence between unitary urban-
ism and a future style of life” which must be situated “in the perspec-
tive of a greater genuine freedom and a greater domination of nature”;
and finally, “unity of action among the signers on the basis of this pro-
gram” (the sixth point going on to enumerate the various specifics of
mutual support).

In addition to this final resolution—signed by J. Calonne, Constant,
G. Gallizio, A. Jorn, Kotik, Rada, Piero Simondo, E. Sottsass Jr., Elena
Verrone, Wolman—the Congress unanimously declared itself against
any relations with participants in the Festival de la Cité Radieuse, thus
following through with the boycott initiated the preceding month.

At the conclusion of the Congress Gil ] Wolman was added to the
editorial board of Eristica, the information bulletin of the International
Movement for an Imaginist Bauhaus, and Asger Jorn was placed on the
board of directors of the Lettrist International.

The Alba Congress will probably one day be seen as a key moment,
one of the difficult stages in the struggle for a new sensibility and a
new culture, a struggle which is itself part of the general revolutionary
resurgence characterizing the year 1956, visible in the upsurge of the
masses in the USSR, Poland and Hungary (although in the latter case
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we see the dangerously confusing revival of rotten old watchwords of
clerical nationalism resulting from the fatal error of the prohibition of
any Marxist opposition), in the successes of the Algerian revolt, and in
the major strikes in Spain. These developments allow us the greatest
hopes for the near future.

LETTRIST INTERNATIONAL
November 1956*

Notes on the Formation of
an Imaginist Bauhaus

What was the Bauhaus?
The Bauhaus was an answer to the question: What “education” do
artists need in order to take their place in the machine age?

How was the Bauhaus implemented?

It was implemented with a “school” in Germany, first at Weimar,
then at Dessau. Founded by the architect Walter Gropius in 1919, it
was destroyed by the Nazis in 1933.

What is the International Movement for an Imaginist Bauhaus?

It is the answer to the question WHERE AND HOW to find a jus-
tified place for artists in the machine age. This answer demonstrates
that the education carried out by the old Bauhaus was mistaken.

How has the idea of an International Movement for an Imaginist
Bauhaus been implemented?

The Movement was founded in Switzerland in 1953 as a tendency
aimed at forming a united organization capable of promoting an in-
tegral revolutionary cultural attitude. In 1954 the experience of the
Albissola gathering demonstrated that experimental artists must get
hold of industrial means and subject them to their own nonutilitarian
ends. In 1955 an imaginist laboratory was founded at Alba. Conclu-
sion of the Albissola experience: complete inflationary devaluation of
modern values of decoration (cf. ceramics produced by children). In
1956 the Alba Congress dialectically defines unitary urbanism. In 1957
the Movement promulgates the watchword of psychogeographical
action.
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What we want

We want the same economic and practical means and possibilities
that are already at the disposal of scientific research, of whose momen-
tous results everyone is aware.

Artistic research is identical to “human science,” which for us
means “concerned” science, not purely historical science. This research
should be carried out by artists with the assistance of scientists.

The first institute ever formed for this purpose is the experimental
laboratory for free artistic research founded 29 September 1955 at
Alba. Such a laboratory is not an instructional institution; it simply
offers new possibilities for artistic experimentation.

The leaders of the old Bauhaus were great masters with exceptional
talents, but they were poor teachers. The pupils’ works were only pious
imitations of their masters. The real influence of the latter was in-
direct, by force of example: Ruskin on Van de Velde, Van de Velde on
Gropius.

This is not at all a criticism, it is simply a recognition of reality,
from which the following conclusions may be drawn: The direct
transfer of artistic gifts is impossible; artistic adaptation takes place
through a series of contradictory phases: Shock — Wonder — Imita-
tion — Rejection — Experimentation — Possession.

None of these phases can be avoided, though they need not all be
gone through by any one individual.

Our practical conclusion is the following: We are abandoning all
efforts at pedagogical action and moving toward experimental activity.

ASGER JORN
1957
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Report on the
Construction of Situations
and on the
International Situationist Tendency’s
Conditions of Organization and Action

Revolution and Counterrevolution in Modern Culture

First of all, we think the world must be changed. We want the most
liberating change of the society and life in which we find ourselves con-
fined. We know that such a change is possible through appropriate
actions.

Our specific concern is the use of certain means of action and the
discovery of new ones, meanswhich are more easily recognizable in the
domain of culture and customs, but which must be applied in inter-
relation with all revolutionary changes.

A society’s “culture” both reflects and prefigures its possible ways of
organizing life. Our era is characterized by the lagging of revolutionary
political action behind the development of modern possibilities of
production which call for a more advanced organization of the world.

We are going through a crucial historical crisis in which each year
poses more acutely the global problem of rationally mastering the new
productive forces and creating a new civilization. Yet the international
working-class movement, on which depends the prerequisite over-
throw of the economic infrastructure of exploitation, has registered
only a few partial local successes. Capitalism has invented new forms
of struggle (state intervention in the economy, expansion of the
consumer Sector, fascist governments) while camouflaging class oppo-
sitions through various reformist tactics and exploiting the degenera-
tions of working-class leaderships. In this way it has succeeded in
maintaining the old social relations in the great majority of the highly
industrialized countries, thereby depriving a socialist society of its
indispensable material base. In contrast, the underdeveloped or colo-
nized countries, which over the last decade have engaged in the most
direct and massive battles against imperialism, have begun to win
some very significant victories. These victories are aggravating the
contradictions of the capitalist economy and (particularly in the case
of the Chinese revolution) could be a contributing factor toward a
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renewal of the whole revolutionary movement. Such a renewal cannot
limit itself to reforms within the capitalist or anticapitalist countries,
but must develop conflicts posing the question of power everywhere.

The shattering of modern culture is the result, on the plane of ideo-
logical struggle, of the chaotic crisis of these antagonisms. The new
desires that are taking shape are presented in distorted form: present-
day resources could enable them to be fulfilled, but the anachronistic
economic structure is incapable of developing these resources to such
ends. Ruling-class ideology has meanwhile lost all coherence because
of the depreciation of its successive conceptions of the world (a depre-
ciation which leads the ruling class to historical indecision and uncer-
tainty); because of the coexistence of a range of mutually contradictory
reactionary ideologies (such as Christianity and social-democracy);
and because of the mixing into contemporary Western culture of a
number of only recently appreciated features of several foreign civili-
zations. The main goal of ruling-class ideology is therefore to maintain
this confusion.

Within culture (it should be understood that throughout this text
we are ignoring the scientific or educational aspects of culture, even if
the confusion we have noted is also visibly reflected at the level of
general scientific theories and notions of education; we are using the
term to refer to a complex of aesthetics, sentiments and customs: the
reaction of an era on everyday life) there are two parallel counterrevo-
lutionary confusionist tactics: the partial cooption of new values, and
a deliberately anticultural, industrially facilitated production (novels,
films), the latter being a natural continuation of the imbecilization of
young people begun in their schools and families. The ruling ideology
sees to it that subversive discoveries are trivialized and sterilized, after
which they can be safely spectacularized. It even manages to make use
of subversive individuals—by falsifying their works after their death, or,
while they are still alive, by taking advantage of the general ideological
confusion and drugging them with one or another of the many mys-
tiques at their disposal.

One of the contradictions of the bourgeoisie in its period of decline
is that while it respects the abstract principle of intellectual and artis-
tic creation, it resists actual creations when they first appear, then
eventually exploits them. This is because it needs to maintain a certain
degree of criticality and experimental research among a minority, but
must take care to channel this activity into narrowly compartmental-
ized utilitarian disciplines and avert any holistic critique and experi-
mentation. In the domain of culture the bourgeoisie strives to divert
the taste for innovation, which is dangerous for it in our era, toward
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certain confused, degraded and innocuous forms of novelty. Through
the commercial mechanisms that control cultural activity, avant-garde
tendencies are cut off from the segments of society that could support
them, segments already limited because of the general social condi-
tions. The people within these tendencies who become well known are
generally accepted as exceptional individuals, on the condition that
they accept various renunciations: the essential point is always the
renunciation of a comprehensive opposition and the acceptance of
fragmentary works susceptible to diverse interpretations. This is what
gives the very term “avant-garde,” which in the final analysis is always
defined and manipulated by the bourgeoisie, a dubious and ridiculous
aspect.

The very notion of a collective avant-garde, with the militant aspect
it implies, is a recent product of the historical conditions that are
simultaneously giving rise to the necessity for a coherent revolutionary
program in culture and to the necessity to struggle against the forces
that impede the development of such a program. Such groups are led
to transpose into their sphere of activity certain organizational meth-
ods originally created by revolutionary politics, and their action is
henceforth inconceivable without some connection with a political
critique. In this regard there is a notable progression from Futurism
through Dadaism and Surrealism to the movements formed after
1945. At each of these stages, however, one discovers the same desire
for total change; and the same rapid disintegration when the inability
to change the real world profoundly enough leads to a defensive with-
drawal to the very doctrinal positions whose inadequacy had just been
revealed.

Futurism, whose influence spread from Italy in the period pre-
ceding World War I, adopted an attitude of revolutionizing literature
and the arts which introduced a great number of formal innovations,
but which was only based on an extremely simplistic application of
the notion of mechanical progress. Futurism’s puerile technological
optimism vanished with the period of bourgeois euphoria that had
sustained it. Italian Futurism collapsed, going from nationalism to
fascism without ever attaining a more complete theoretical vision of its
time.

Dadaism, initiated in Zurich and New York by refugees and desert-
ers from World War I, expressed the rejection of all the values of a
bourgeois society whose bankruptcy had just become so grossly evi-
dent. Its violent manifestations in postwar Germany and France aimed
mainly at the destruction of art and literature and to a lesser degree at
certain forms of behavior (deliberately imbecilic spectacles, speeches
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and excursions). Its historic role is to have delivered a mortal blow to
the traditional conception of culture. The almost immediate dissolu-
tion of dadaism was an inevitable result of its purely negative defi-
nition. The dadaist spirit has nevertheless influenced all subsequent
movements; and any future constructive position must include a
dadaist-type negative aspect as long as the social conditions that
impose the repetition of rotten superstructures—conditions that have
intellectually already been definitively condemned—have not been
wiped out by force.

The creators of surrealism, who had participated in the dadaist
movement in France, endeavored to define the terrain of a constructive
action on the basis of the spirit of revolt and the extreme depreciation
of traditional means of communication expressed by dadaism. Setting
out from a poetic application of Freudian psychology, surrealism
extended the methods it had discovered to painting, to film, and to
some aspects of everyday life; and its influence, in more diffuse forms,
spread much further. Now, what is important in an enterprise of this
nature is not whether it is completely or relatively right, but whether it
succeeds in catalyzing for a certain time the desires of an era. Surreal-
ism’s period of progress, marked by the liquidation of idealism and a
moment of rallying to dialectical materialism, came to a halt soon after
1930, but its decay only became evident after World War II. Surrealism
had by then spread to numerous countries. It had also initiated a dis-
cipline whose rigor must not be overestimated and which was often
tempered by commercial considerations, but which was nevertheless
an effective means of struggle against the confusionist mechanisms of
the bourgeoisie.

The surrealist program, asserting the sovereignty of desire and sur-
prise and proposing a new way of life, is much richer in constructive
possibilities than is generally realized. The limited scope of surrealism
was in large part due to the lack of material means for fulfilling its
aims. But the devolution of its original proponents into spiritualism,
and above all the mediocrity of its later members, obliges us to search
for the failed development of surrealist theory in the very origin of that
theory.

The error that is at the root of surrealism is the idea of the infinite
richness of the unconscious imagination. The cause of surrealism’s
ideological failure was its belief that the unconscious was the finally
discovered ultimate force of life; and the fact that the surrealists
revised the history of ideas in accordance with that simplistic perspec-
tive and never went any further. We now know that the unconscious
imagination is poor, that automatic writing is monotonous, and that
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the whole ostentatious genre of would-be “strange” and “shocking”
surrealistic creations has ceased to be very surprising. The formal
fidelity to this style of imagination ultimately leads back to the polar
opposite of the modern conditions of imagination: back to traditional
occultism. The extent to which surrealism has remained dependent on
its hypothesis regarding the unconscious can be seen in the theoretical
investigations attempted by the second-generation surrealists: Calas
and Mabille relate everything to the two successive aspects of the sur-
realist practice of the unconscious—the former to psychoanalysis, the
latter to cosmic influences. The discovery of the role of the uncon-
scious was indeed a surprise and an innovation; but it was not a law of
future surprises and innovations. Freud had also ended up discovering
this when he wrote: “Whatever is conscious wears out. What is uncon-
scious remains unalterable. But once it is freed, it too falls to ruin.”

Opposing an apparently irrational society in which the clash
between reality and the old but still vigorously proclaimed values was
pushed to the point of absurdity, surrealism made use of the irrational
to destroy that society’s superficially logical values. The very success of
surrealism has a lot to do with the fact that the most modern side of
this society’s ideology has renounced a strict hierarchy of factitious
values and openly uses the irrational, including vestiges of surrealism.
The bourgeoisie must above all prevent a new beginning of revolu-
tionary thought. It was aware of the danger of surrealism. Now that it
has been able to coopt it into ordinary aesthetic commerce, it would
like people to believe that surrealism was the most radical and dis-
turbing movement possible. It thus cultivates a sort of nostalgia for
surrealism at the same time that it discredits any new venture by auto-
matically pigeonholing it as a rehash of surrealism, a rerun of a defeat
which according to it is definitive and can no longer be brought back
into question by anyone. Reacting against the alienation of Christian
society has led some people to admire the completely irrational aliena-
tion of primitive societies. But we need to go forward, not backward.
We need to make the world more rational—the necessary first step in
making it more exciting.

Decomposition: The Ultimate Stage of Bourgeois Thought
The two main centers of “modern” culture are Paris and Moscow.
The styles originating in Paris (the majority of whose elaborators are
not French) influence Europe, America and the other developed coun-
tries of the capitalist zone such as Japan. The styles imposed adminis-
tratively by Moscow influence all the workers states and also have a
slight effect on Paris and its European zone of influence. The Moscow
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influence is directly political. The persistence of the traditional influ-
ence of Paris stems partly from its long-entrenched position as profes-
sional cultural center.

Because bourgeois thought is lost in systematic confusion and
Marxist thought has been profoundly distorted in the workers states,
conservatism reigns both East and West, especially in the domain of
culture and customs. This conservatism is overt in Moscow, which has
revived the typically petty-bourgeois attitudes of the nineteenth cen-
tury. In Paris it is hidden, disguised as anarchism, cynicism or humor.
Although both of these ruling cultures are fundamentally incapable of
dealing with the real problems of our time, relevant experimentation
has been carried further in the West. In the context of this sort of
cultural production, the Moscow zone functions as a region of under-
development.

In the bourgeois zone, where an appearance of intellectual freedom
has generally been tolerated, the knowledge of the movement of ideas
and the confused vision of the multiple transformations of the social
environment tend to make people aware of an ongoing upheaval
whose motivating forces are out of control. The reigning sensibility
tries to adapt itself to this situation while resisting new changes that
present new dangers. The solutions offered by the retrograde currents
ultimately come down to three main attitudes: prolonging the fash-
ions produced by the dada-surrealism crisis (which crisis is simply the
sophisticated cultural expression of a state of mind that spontane-
ously manifests itself wherever previously accepted meanings of life
crumble along with previous lifestyles); settling into mental ruins; or
returning to the distant past.

In the first case, a diluted form of surrealism can be found every-
where. It has all the tastes of the surrealist era and none of its ideas. Its
aesthetic is based on repetition. The remnants of orthodox surrealism
have arrived at the stage of occultist senility, and are as incapable of
articulating an ideological position as they are of inventing anything
whatsoever. They lend credence to increasingly crude charlatanisms
and engender others.

Setting up shop in nullity is the cultural solution that has been
most visible in the years following World War II. This solution includes
two possibilities, each of which has been abundantly illustrated: dis-
simulating nothingness by means of an appropriate vocabulary, or
openly flaunting it.

The first of these options has become particularly famous since the
advent of existentialist literature, which has reproduced, under the
cover of a borrowed philosophy, the most mediocre aspects of the
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cultural evolution of the preceding three decades and augmented its
mass-media-based notoriety by doses of fake Marxism and psycho-
analysis and by successive announcements of more or less arbitrary
political engagements and resignations. These tactics have generated a
very large number of followers, avowed or unacknowledged. The con-
tinuing proliferation of abstract painting and its associated theories is
another example of the same nature and scope.

The complacent affirmation of total mental nullity is exemplified
by the recent neoliterary phenomenon of “cynical young right-wing
novelists,” but is by no means limited to right-wingers, novelists, or
semi-youth.

Among the tendencies calling for a return to the past, the doctrine
of Socialist Realism has proven to be the most durable, because its
indefensible position in the domain of cultural creation seems to be
supported by its appeal to the conclusions of a revolutionary move-
ment. At the 1948 conference of Soviet musicians, Andrei Zhdanov*
revealed the stake of theoretical repression: “Haven’t we done well to
preserve the treasures of classic painting and to suppress the liqui-
dators of painting? Wouldn’t the survival of such ‘schools’ have
amounted to the liquidation of painting?” Faced with this liquidation
of painting and with many other liquidations, and recognizing the
crumbling of all its systems of values, the advanced Western bour-
geoisie is banking on total ideological decomposition, whether out
of desperate reaction or out of political opportunism. In contrast,
Zhdanov—with the taste characteristic of the parvenu—recognizes
himself in the petty-bourgeoisie that opposes the decomposition of
nineteenth-century cultural values, and can see nothing else to do than
to undertake an authoritarian restoration of those values. He is unreal-
istic enough to believe that short-lived local political circumstances
will give him the power to evade the general problems of this era, if
only he can force people to return to the study of superseded problems
after having repressed all the conclusions that history has previously
drawn from those problems.

The form (and even some aspects of the content) of this Socialist
Realism is not very different from the traditional propaganda of
religious organizations, particularly of Catholicism. By means of an
invariable propaganda, Catholicism defends a unitary ideological
structure that it alone, among all the forces of the past, still possesses.
But at the same time, in a parallel operation designed to recapture the
increasingly numerous sectors that are escaping its influence, the
Catholic Church is attempting to take over modern cultural forms,
particularly those representing complicated theoretical nullity (“spon-
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taneous” painting, for example). The Catholic reactionaries have the
advantage over other bourgeois tendencies of being able to rely on a
permanent hierarchy of values; this inalterable foundation enables
them all the more freely to push decomposition to the extreme in
whatever discipline they engage in.

The crisis of modern culture has led to total ideological decompo-
sition. Nothing new can be built on these ruins. Critical thought itself
becomes impossible as each judgment clashes with others and each
individual invokes fragments of outmoded systems or follows merely
personal inclinations.

This decomposition can be seen everywhere. It is no longer a matter
of noting the increasingly massive use of commercial publicity to in-
fluence judgments about cultural creation. We have arrived at a stage
of ideological absence in which advertising has become the only active
factor, overriding any preexisting critical judgment or transforming
such judgment into a mere conditioned reflex. The complex operation
of sales techniques has reached the point of surprising even the ad pro-
fessionals by automatically creating pseudosubjects of cultural debate.
This is the sociological significance of the Francoise Sagan phenome-
non* in France over the last three years, an experience whose repercus-
sions have even penetrated beyond the cultural zone centered on Paris
by provoking some interest in the workers states. The professional
judges of culture, seeing such a phenomenon as an unpredictable
effect of mechanisms with which they are unfamiliar, tend to attribute
it to mere crude mass-media publicity. But their profession never-
theless obliges them to come up with bogus critiques of these bogus
works. (Moreover, a work whose interest is inexplicable constitutes the
richest subject for bourgeois confusionist criticism.) They naturally
remain unaware of the fact that the intellectual mechanisms of criti-
cism had already escaped them long before the external mechanisms
arrived to exploit this void. They avoid facing the fact that Sagan is
simply the ridiculous flip side of the change of means of expression
into means of action on everyday life. This process of supersession has
caused the life of the author to become increasingly more important
than her work. As the period of important expressions arrives at its
ultimate reduction, nothing of any possible importance remains ex-
cept the personality of the author, who in turn is no longer capable of
possessing any notable quality beyond her age, or some fashionable
vice, or some picturesque old craft.

The opposition that must now be united against this ideological
decomposition must not get caught up in criticizing the buffooneries
appearing in outmoded forms such as poems or novels. We have to
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criticize activities that are important for the future, activities that we
need to make use of. One of the most serious signs of the present
ideological decomposition is the fact that the functionalist theory of
architecture is now based on the most reactionary conceptions of
society and morality. That is, the temporarily and partially valid con-
tributions of the original Bauhaus or of the school of Le Corbusier
have been distorted so as to reinforce an excessively backward notion
of life and of the framework of life.

Everything indicates, however, that since 1956 we have been enter-
ing a new phase of the struggle, and that an upheaval of revolutionary
forces, attacking the most appalling obstacles on all fronts, is begin-
ning to change the conditions of the preceding period. Socialist Real-
ism is beginning to decline in the countries of the anticapitalist camp,
along with the reactionary Stalinism that produced it, while in the
West the Sagan culture is marking a depth of bourgeois decadence
beyond which it is probably impossible to go, and there seems to be an
increasing awareness of the exhaustion of the cultural expedients that
have served since the end of World War II In this context, the avant-
garde minority may be able to rediscover a positive value.

The Role of Minority Tendencies in the Ebbing Period

The ebbing of the international revolutionary movement, which
became apparent within a few years after 1920 and increasingly ob-
vious over the next three decades, was followed, with a time-lag of five
or six years, by an ebbing of the movements that had tried to promote
liberatory innovations in culture and everyday life. The ideological and
material importance of such movements has continually diminished,
to the point that they have become totally isolated. Their action, which
under more favorable conditions was able to lead to a sudden renewal
of the climate of feeling, has weakened to the point that conservative
tendencies have been able to exclude them from any direct penetration
into the rigged arena of official culture. Once these movements have
been deprived of their role in the production of new values, they end
up serving as a reserve pool of intellectual labor from which the bour-
geoisie can draw individuals capable of adding innovative nuances to
its propaganda.

At this point of dissolution, the social importance of the ex-
perimental avant-garde is apparently less than that of the pseudo-
modernist tendencies which don’t even bother to pretend to seek
change, but which represent the modern, media-reinforced face of
accepted culture. But those who have a role in the actual production of
modern culture, and who are discovering their interests as producers
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of this culture (all the more acutely as they are reduced to a purely
negative position), are developing a consciousness that is inevitably
lacking among the modernist representatives of the declining society.
The poverty of the accepted culture and its monopoly on the means of
cultural production lead to a corresponding impoverishment of the
theory and manifestations of the avant-garde. But it is only within this
avant-garde that a new revolutionary conception of culture is imper-
ceptibly taking shape. Now that the dominant culture and the begin-
nings of oppositional culture are arriving at the extreme point of their
separation and impotence, this new conception should assert itself.

The history of modern culture during the period of revolutionary
ebbing is thus also the history of the theoretical and practical defeat of
the movement of renewal, to the point that the minority tendencies
became completely isolated and decomposition reigned everywhere.

Between 1930 and World War II surrealism continually declined as
a revolutionary force at the same time that its influence was being
extended beyond its control. The postwar period led to the rapid
destruction of surrealism by the two factors that had already blocked
its development around 1930: the lack of possibilities for theoretical
renewal and the ebbing of revolution, developments which were re-
flected in the political and cultural reaction within the workers move-
ment. The latter factor is directly determinant, for example, in the
disappearance of the surrealist group of Rumania. On the other hand,
it is above all the first of these factors that condemned the Revolu-
tionary Surrealism movement in France and Belgium to a rapid col-
lapse. Except in Belgium, where a fraction issuing from surrealism has
maintained a valid experimental position [the Lévres Nues group], all
the surrealist tendencies scattered around the world have joined the
camp of mystical idealism.

Some of the Revolutionary Surrealists were among those who
formed the “Experimental Artists’ International” (1949-1951), which
included participants from Denmark, Belgium, Holland, and even-
tually also Germany, and which published the journal Cobra
(Copenhagen-Brussels-Amsterdam).* The merit of these groups was
to have understood that such an organization is necessitated by the
complexity and extent of present-day problems. But their lack of
ideological rigor, the limitation of their pursuits to mainly plastic
experimentation, and above all the absence of a comprehensive theory
of the conditions and perspectives of their experience led to their
breakup.

Lettrism, in France, had started off by totally opposing the entire
known aesthetic movement, whose continual decaying it correctly
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analyzed. Striving for the uninterrupted creation of new forms in all
domains, the Lettrist group carried on a salutary agitation between
1946 and 1952. But the group generally took it for granted that
aesthetic disciplines should take a new departure within a general
framework similar to the former one, and this idealist error limited its
productions to a few paltry experiments. In 1952 the Lettrist left wing
organized itself into a “Lettrist International” and expelled the back-
ward fraction.* In the Lettrist International the quest for new methods
of intervention in everyday life was pursued amidst sharp struggles
among different tendencies.

In Italy—with the exception of the antifunctionalist experimental
group that in 1955 formed the most solid section of the International
Movement for an Imaginist Bauhaus—the efforts toward avant-garde
formations have remained attached to the old artistic perspectives and
have not even succeeded in expressing themselves theoretically.

During the same period the most innocuous and massified aspects
of Western culture have been massively imitated all over the world,
from the United States to Japan. (The US avant-garde, which tends to
congregate in the American colony in Paris, lives there in the most
tame, insipidly conformist manner, isolated ideologically, socially and
even ecologically from everything else going on.) As for the produc-
tions of peoples who are still subject to cultural colonialism (often
caused by political oppression), even though they may be progressive
in their own countries, they play a reactionary role in the advanced cul-
tural centers. Critics who have based their entire career on outdated
systems of creation pretend to discover engaging new developments in
Greek films or Guatemalan novels—an exoticism of the antiexotic, the
revival of old forms long since exploited and exhausted in other coun-
tries; an exoticism which does, however, serve the primary purpose of
exoticism: escape from the real conditions of life and creation.

In the workers states only the experimentation carried out by
Brecht in Berlin, insofar as it puts into question the classic spectacle
notion, is close to the constructions that matter for us today. Only
Brecht has succeeded in resisting the stupidity of Socialist Realism in
power.

Now that Socialist Realism is falling apart, we can expect much
from a revolutionary confrontation of the intellectuals in the workers
states with the real problems of modern culture. If Zhdanovism has
been the purest expression not only of the cultural degeneration of the
workers movement but also of the conservative cultural position in the
bourgeois world, those in the Eastern Bloc who are presently revolting
against Zhdanovism cannot do so—whatever their subjective inten-
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tions—merely in the name of a greater creative freedom a la Cocteau,
for example. A negation of Zhdanovism objectively means the negation
of the Zhdanovist negation of “liquidation.” Zhdanovism can be
superseded only through the real exercise of freedom, which is con-
sciousness of present necessity.

Here, too, the recent years have at most been a period of confused
resistance to the confused reign of reactionary imbecility. There
weren’t many of us really working against it. But we should not linger
over the tastes or trivial findings of this period. The problems of cul-
tural creation can be resolved only in relation with a new advance of
world revolution.

Platform for a Provisional Opposition

A revolutionary action within culture must aim to enlarge life, not
merely to express or explain it. It must attack misery on every front.
Revolution is not limited to determining the level of industrial pro-
duction, or even to determining who is to be the master of such pro-
duction. It must abolish not only the exploitation of humanity, but
also the passions, compensations and habits which that exploitation
has engendered. We have to define new desires in relation to present
possibilities. In the thick of the battle between the present society and
the forces that are going to destroy it, we have to find the first elements
of a more advanced construction of the environment and new condi-
tions of behavior—both as experiences in themselves and as material
for propaganda. Everything else belongs to the past, and serves it.

We now have to undertake an organized collective work aimed at a
unitary use of all the means of revolutionizing everyday life. That is, we
must first of all recognize the interdependence of these means in the
perspective of increased freedom and an increased control of nature.
We need to construct new ambiences that will be both the products
and the instruments of new forms of behavior. To do this, we must
from the beginning make practical use of the everyday processes and
cultural forms that now exist, while refusing to acknowledge any
inherent value they may claim to have. The very criterion of formal
invention or innovation has lost its sense within the traditional frame-
work of the arts—insufficient, fragmentary forms whose partial reno-
vations are inevitably outdated and therefore impossible.

We should not simply refuse modern culture; we must seize it in
order to negate it. No one can claim to be a revolutionary intellectual
who does not recognize the cultural revolution we are now facing. An
intellectual creator cannot be revolutionary by merely supporting
some party line, not even if he does so with original methods, but only
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by working alongside the parties toward the necessary transformation
of all the cultural superstructures. What ultimately determines
whether or not someone is a bourgeois intellectual is neither his social
origin nor his knowledge of a culture (such knowledge may be the
basis for a critique of that culture or for some creative work within it),
but his role in the production of the historically bourgeois forms of
culture. Authors of revolutionary political opinions who find them-
selves praised by bourgeois literary critics should ask themselves what
they’ve done wrong.

The union of several experimental tendencies for a revolutionary
front in culture, begun at the congress held at Alba, Italy, at the end of
1956, presupposes that we not neglect three important factors.

First of all, we must insist on a complete accord among the persons
and groups that participate in this united action; and this accord must
not be facilitated by allowing certain of its consequences to be dissim-
ulated. Jokers or careerists who are stupid enough to think they can
advance their careers in this way must be rebuffed.

Next, we must recall that while any genuinely experimental attitude
is usable, that word has very often been misused in the attempt to jus-
tify artistic actions within an already-existing structure. The only valid
experimental proceeding is based on the accurate critique of existing
conditions and the deliberate supersession of them. It must be under-
stood once and for all that something that is only a personal expres-
sion within a framework created by others cannot be termed a creation.
Creation is not the arrangement of objects and forms, it is the inven-
tion of new laws on such arrangement.

Finally, we have to eliminate the sectarianism among us that op-
poses unity of action with possible allies for specific goals and pre-
vents our infiltration of parallel organizations.* From 1952 to 1955
the Lettrist International, after some necessary purges, continually
moved toward a sort of absolutist rigor leading to an equally absolute
isolation and ineffectuality, and ultimately to a certain immobility, a
degeneration of the spirit of critique and discovery. We must defini-
tively supersede this sectarian conduct in favor of real actions. This
should be the sole criterion on which we join with or separate from
comrades. Naturally this does not mean that we should renounce
breaks, as everyone urges us to do. On the contrary, we think that it is
necessary to go still further in breaking with habits and persons.

We should collectively define our program and realize it in a disci-
plined manner, using any means, even artistic ones.
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Toward a Situationist International

Our central idea is the construction of situations, that is to say, the
concrete construction of momentary ambiences of life and their trans-
formation into a superior passional quality. We must develop a sys-
tematic intervention based on the complex factors of two components
in perpetual interaction: the material environment of life and the
behaviors which that environment gives rise to and which radically
transform it.

Our perspectives of action on the environment ultimately lead us to
the notion of unitary urbanism. Unitary urbanism is defined first of all
as the use of all arts and techniques as means contributing to the com-
position of a unified milieu. Such an interrelated ensemble must be
envisaged as incomparably more far-reaching than the old domination
of architecture over the traditional arts, or than the present sporadic
application to anarchic urbanism of specialized technology or of scien-
tific investigations such as ecology. Unitary urbanism must, for exam-
ple, determine the acoustic environment as well as the distribution of
different varieties of food and drink. It must include both the creation
of new forms and the détournement of previous forms of architecture,
urbanism, poetry and cinema. Integral art, which has been talked
about so much, can be realized only at the level of urbanism. But it can
no longer correspond to any of the traditional aesthetic categories. In
each of its experimental cities unitary urbanism will act by way of a
certain number of force fields, which we can temporarily designate
by the classic term “district.” Each district will tend toward a specific
harmony distinct from neighboring harmonies; or else will play on a
maximum breaking up of internal harmony.

Secondly, unitary urbanism is dynamic, in that it is directly related
to styles of behavior. The most elementary unit of unitary urbanism is
not the house, but the architectural complex, which combines all the
factors conditioning an ambience, or a series of clashing ambiences, on
the scale of the constructed situation. Spatial development must take
into account the emotional effects that the experimental city is
intended to produce. One of our comrades has advanced a theory of
“states-of-mind” districts, according to which each district of a city
would be designed to provoke a specific basic sentiment to which peo-
ple would knowingly expose themselves. It seems that such a project
draws appropriate conclusions from the current tendency to depreci-
ate randomly encountered primary sentiments, and that its realization
could contribute to accelerating that depreciation. The comrades who
call for a new, free architecture must understand that this new archi-
tecture will primarily be based not on free, poetic lines and forms—in
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the sense that today’s “lyrical abstract” painting uses those terms—but
rather on the atmospheric effects of rooms, hallways, streets—atmos-
pheres linked to the activities they contain. Architecture must advance
by taking emotionally moving situations, rather than emotionally
moving forms, as the material it works with. And the experiments con-
ducted with this material will lead to new, as yet unknown forms.

Psychogeographical research, “the study of the exact laws and
specific effects of geographical environments, whether consciously
organized or not, on the emotions and behavior of individuals,” thus
takes on a double meaning: active observation of present-day urban
agglomerations and development of hypotheses on the structure of a
situationist city. The progress of psychogeography depends to a great
extent on the statistical extension of its methods of observation, but
above all on experimentation by means of concrete interventions in
urbanism. Before this stage is attained we cannot be certain of the
objective truth of our initial psychogeographical findings. But even if
those findings should turn out to be false, they would still be false
solutions to what is nevertheless a real problem.

Our action on behavior, linked with other desirable aspects of a rev-
olution in mores, can be briefly defined as the invention of games of
an essentially new type. The most general goal must be to expand the
nonmediocre part of life, to reduce the empty moments of life as much
as possible. One could thus speak of our enterprise as a project of
quantitatively increasing human life, an enterprise more serious than
the biological methods currently being investigated, and one that
automatically implies a qualitative increase whose developments are
unpredictable. The situationist game is distinguished from the classic
notion of games by its radical negation of the element of competition
and of separation from everyday life. On the other hand, it is not dis-
tinct from a moral choice, since it implies taking a stand in favor of
what will bring about the future reign of freedom and play.

This perspective is obviously linked to the continual and rapid
increase of leisure time resulting from the level of productive forces
our era has attained. It is also linked to the recognition of the fact that
a battle of leisure is taking place before our eyes, a battle whose impor-
tance in the class struggle has not been sufficiently analyzed. So far,
the ruling class has succeeded in using the leisure the revolutionary
proletariat wrested from it by developing a vast industrial sector of
leisure activities that is an incomparable instrument for stupefying the
proletariat with by-products of mystifying ideology and bourgeois
tastes. The abundance of televised imbecilities is probably one of the
reasons for the American working class’s inability to develop any polit-



40 PRE-S.I. TEXTS

ical consciousness. By obtaining through collective pressure a slight
rise in the price of its labor above the minimum necessary for the pro-
duction of that labor, the proletariat not only extends its power of
struggle, it also extends the terrain of the struggle. New forms of this
struggle then arise alongside directly economic and political conflicts.
It can be said that up till now revolutionary propaganda has been con-
stantly overcome within these new forms of struggle in all the coun-
tries where advanced industrial development has introduced them.
That the necessary changing of the infrastructure can be delayed by
errors and weaknesses at the level of superstructures has unfortunately
been demonstrated by several experiences of the twentieth century. It
is necessary to throw new forces into the battle of leisure. We will take
our position there.

A rough experimentation toward a new mode of behavior has
already been made with what we have termed the dérive: the practice of
a passional journey out of the ordinary through a rapid changing of
ambiences, as well as a means of psychogeographical study and of
situationist psychology. But the application of this striving for playful
creativity must be extended to all known forms of human relation-
ships, so as to influence, for example, the historical evolution of senti-
ments like friendship and love. Everything leads us to believe that the
essential elements of our research lie in our hypothesis of the con-
struction of situations.

A person’s life is a succession of fortuitous situations, and even if
none of them is exactly the same as another the immense majority of
them are so undifferentiated and so dull that they give a definite
impression of sameness. As a result, the rare intensely engaging situa-
tions found in life only serve to strictly confine and limit that life. We
must try to construct situations, that is to say, collective ambiences,
ensembles of impressions determining the quality of a moment. If
we take the simple example of a gathering of a group of individuals for
a given time, it would be desirable, while taking into account the
knowledge and material means we have at our disposal, to study what
organization of the place, what selection of participants and what
provocation of events are suitable for producing the desired ambience.
The powers of a situation will certainly expand considerably in both
time and space with the realizations of unitary urbanism or the educa-
tion of a situationist generation.

The construction of situations begins beyond the ruins of the
modern spectacle. It is easy to see how much the very principle of
the spectacle—nonintervention—is linked to the alienation of the old
world. Conversely, the most pertinent revolutionary experiments in
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culture have sought to break the spectators’ psychological identifica-
tion with the hero so as to draw them into activity by provoking their
capacities to revolutionize their own lives. The situation is thus de-
signed to be lived by its constructors. The role played by a passive or
merely bit-part playing “public” must constantly diminish, while that
played by those who cannot be called actors, but rather, in a new sense
of the term, “livers,” must steadily increase.

We have to multiply poetic subjects and objects—which are now
unfortunately so rare that the slightest ones take on an exaggerated
emotional importance—and we have to organize games for these poetic
subjects to play with these poetic objects. This is our entire program,
which is essentially transitory. Our situations will be ephemeral, with-
out a future. Passageways. Our only concern is real life; we care noth-
ing about the permanence of art or of anything else. Eternity is the
grossest idea a person can conceive of in connection with his acts.

Situationist techniques have yet to be invented. But we know thata
task presents itself only when the material conditions necessary to its
realization already exist, or at least are in the process of formation. We
have to begin with a phase of small-scale experimentation. It will prob-
ably be necessary to prepare plans or scenarios for the creation of situ-
ations, despite their inevitable inadequacy at the beginning. To this
end we must develop a system of notations, which will become more
precise as we learn more from the experiences of construction. We will
also need to discover or verify certain laws, such as that according to
which situationist emotions depend on extreme concentration or
extreme dispersal of actions (classical tragedy giving a rough idea of
the former, dérives of the latter). In addition to the direct means that
will be used for specific ends, the positive phase of the construction of
situations will require a new application of reproductive technologies.
One can envisage, for example, televised images of certain aspects of
one situation being communicated live to people taking part in
another situation somewhere else, thereby producing various modifi-
cations and interferences between the two. More simply, a new style of
documentary film could be devoted to “current events” that really are
current and eventful by preserving (in situationist archives) the most
significant moments of a situation before the evolution of its elements
has led to a different situation. Since the systematic construction of
situations will give rise to previously unknown sentiments, film will
find its greatest educational role in the dissemination of these new
passions.

Situationist theory resolutely supports a noncontinuous concep-
tion of life. The notion of unity must cease to be seen as applying to
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the whole of one’s life (where it serves as a reactionary mystification
based on the belief in an immortal soul and, in the final analysis, on
the division of labor); instead, it should apply to the construction of
each particular moment of life through the unitary use of situationist
methods. In a classless society there will no longer be “painters,” but
only situationists who, among other things, sometimes paint.

The main emotional drama of life, aside from the perpetual conflict
between desire and reality hostile to desire, seems to be the sensation
of the passage of time. In contrast to the aesthetic modes that strive to
fix and eternalize some emotion, the situationist attitude consists in
going with the flow of time. In so doing, in pushing ever further the
game of creating new, emotionally provocative situations, the situa-
tionists are gambling that change will usually be for the better. In the
short term the odds are obviously against that bet. But even if we have
to lose it a thousand times, we see no other choice for a progressive
attitude.

The situationist minority first emerged as a tendency in the Lettrist
left wing, then in the Lettrist International which it ended up control-
ling. The same objective movement has led several recent avant-garde
groups to similar conclusions. Together we must eliminate all the
relics of the recent past. We now believe that an accord for a united
action of the revolutionary avant-garde in culture must be carried out
on the basis of such a program. We have neither guaranteed recipes nor
definitive results. We only propose an experimental research to be
collectively led in a few directions that we are presently defining and
toward others that have yet to be defined. The very difficulty of
succeeding in the first situationist projects is a proof of the newness of
the domain we are penetrating. Something that changes our way of
seeing the streets is more important than something that changes our
way of seeing paintings. Our working hypotheses will be reexamined at
each future upheaval, wherever it comes from.

Various people (particularly among the revolutionary artists and
intellectuals who have resigned themselves to a certain impotence) will
respond that this “situationism” seems rather disagreeable; that we
have not created any beautiful works; that we would do better to talk
about André Gide; and that no one will see any clear reasons to be
interested in us. They will evade facing the issues we have raised by
reproaching us for using scandalous tactics in order to call attention
to ourselves, and will express their indignation at the procedures we
have sometimes felt obliged to adopt in order to dissociate ourselves
from certain people. We answer: It’s not a matter of knowing whether
this interests you, but whether you yourselves are capable of doing
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anything interesting in the context of the new conditions of cultural
creation. Your role, revolutionary artists and intellectuals, is not to
complain that freedom is insulted when we refuse to march alongside
the enemies of freedom. Your role is not to irr tate the bourgeois aes-
thetes who try to restrict people to what has already been done because
what has already been done doesn’t bother them. You know that crea-
tion is never pure. Your role is to find out what the international avant-
garde is doing, to take part in the critical development of its program,
and to call for its support.

Our Immediate Tasks

We must call attention, among the workers parties or the extremist
tendencies within those parties, to the need to undertake an effective
ideological action in order to combat the emotional influence of ad-
vanced capitalist methods of propaganda. On every occasion, by every
hyper-political means, we must publicize desirable alternatives to the
spectacle of the capitalist way of life, so as to destroy the bourgeois idea
of happiness. At the same time, taking into account the existence,
within the various ruling classes, of elements that have always tended
(out of boredom and thirst for novelty) toward things that lead to the
disappearance of their societies, we should incite the persons who con-
trol some of the vast resources that we lack to provide us with the
means to carry out our experiments, out of the same motives of poten-
tial profit as they do with scientific research.

We must everywhere present a revolutionary alternative to the rul-
ing culture; coordinate all the researches which are currently taking
place but which lack a comprehensive perspective; and incite, through
critiques and propaganda, the most advanced artists and intellectuals
of all countries to contact us in view of a collective action.

We should declare ourselves ready to renew discussion, on the basis
of this program, with those who, having taken part in an earlier phase
of our action, are still capable of rejoining with us.

We must put forward the slogans of unitary urbanism, experi-
mental behavior, hyper-political propaganda, and the construction of
ambiences. The passions have been sufficiently interpreted; the point
now is to discover new ones.

GUY DEBORD
June 1957*
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The Sound and the Fury

There is a lot of talk these days about angry, raging youth. The reason
peopleare so fond of talking about them is that, from the aimless riots
of Swedish adolescents to the proclamations of England’s would-be lit-
erary movement, the “Angry Young Men,” there is the same utter
innocuousness, the same reassuring flimsiness. Products of a period in
which the dominant ideas and lifestyles are decomposing, a period
that has seen tremendous breakthroughs in the domination of nature
without any corresponding increase in the real possibilities of everyday
life; reacting, often crudely, against the world they find themselves
stuck in, these youth outbursts are somewhat reminiscent of the sur-
realist state of mind. But they lack surrealism’s points of leverage in
culture and its revolutionary hope. Hence the tone underlying the
spontaneous negativity of American, Scandinavian and Japanese youth
is one of resignation. During the first years after World War II,
Saint-Germain-des-Prés had already served as a laboratory for this
kind of behavior (misleadingly termed “existentialist” by the press);
which is why the present intellectual representatives of that generation
in France (Frangoise Sagan, Robbe-Grillet, Vadim, the atrocious Buf-
fet) are all such extreme caricatural images of resignation.

Although this intellectual generation exhibits more aggressiveness
outside France, its consciousness still ranges from simple imbecility to
premature self-satisfaction with a very inadequate revolt. The rotten
egg smell exuded by the idea of God envelops the mystical cretins of
America’s “Beat Generation” and is not even entirely absent from the
declarations of the Angry Young Men (e.g. Colin Wilson). These latter
have just discovered, thirty years behind the times, a certain moral
subversiveness that England had managed to completely hide from
them all this time; and they think they’re being daringly scandalous
by declaring themselves antimonarchists. “Plays continue to be pro-
duced,” writes Kenneth Tynan, “that are based on the ridiculous idea
that people still fear and respect the Crown, the Empire, the Church,
the University and Polite Society.” This statement is indicative of how
tepidly literary the Angry Young Men’s perspective is. They have simply
come to change their opinions about a few social conventions without
even noticing the fundamental change of terrain of all cultural activity
so evident in every avant-garde tendency of this century. The Angry
Young Men are in fact particularly reactionary in attributing a privi-
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leged, redemptive value to the practice of literature, thereby defending
a mystification that was denounced in Europe around 1920 and whose
survival today is of greater counterrevolutionary significance than that
of the British Crown.

In all this pseudorevolutionary sound and fury there is a common
lack of understanding of the meaning and scope of surrealism (itself
naturally distorted by its bourgeois artistic success). A continuation
of surrealism would in fact be the most consistent attitude to take if
nothing new arose to replace it. But because the young people who
now rally to surrealism are aware of surrealism’s profound demands
while being incapable of overcoming the contradiction between those
demands and the stagnation accompanying its apparent success, they
take refuge in the reactionary aspects present within surrealism from
its inception (magic, belief in a golden age elsewhere than in history to
come). Some of them even take pride in still standing under surreal-
ism’s arc de triomphe, so long after the period of real struggle. There they
will remain, says Gérard Legrand proudly (Surréalisme méme #2), faith-
ful to their tradition, “a small band of youthful souls resolved to keep
alive the true flame of surrealism.”

A movement more liberating than the surrealism of 1924—a move-
ment Breton promised to rally to if it were to appear—cannot easily be
formed because its liberativeness now depends on its seizing the more
advanced material means of the modern world. But the surrealists of
1958 have not only become incapable of rallying to such a movement,
they are even determined to combat it. But this does not eliminate the
necessity for a revolutionary movement in culture to appropriate, with
greater effectiveness, the freedom of spirit and the concrete freedom of
mores demanded by surrealism.

For us, surrealism has been only a beginning of a revolutionary
experiment in culture, an experiment that almost immediately ground
to a practical and theoretical halt. We have to go further. Why is be-
coming a surrealist no longer a meaningful option? Not because of the
ruling class’s constant encouragement of “avant-garde” movements to
dissociate themselves from the scandalous aspects of surrealism. (This
encouragement is not made in the name of promoting originality at all
costs—how could it be, when the ruling order has nothing really new to
propose to us, nothing going beyond surrealism? On the contrary, the
bourgeoisie stands ready to applaud any regressions we might lapse
into.) If we are not surrealists, it is because surrealism has become a total
bore.

Decrepit surrealism, raging and ill-informed youth, well-off ado-
lescent rebels without perspectives (though certainly not without a
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cause)—boredom is what they all have in common. The situationists
will execute the judgment that contemporary leisure is pronouncing
against itself.

Preliminary Problems in
Constructing a Situation

“The construction of situations begins beyond the ruins of the modern spectacle. It is
easy to see how much the very principle of the spectacle—nonintervention—is linked
to the alienation of the old world. Conversely, the most pertinent revolutionary
experiments in culture have sought to break the spectators’ psychological identifica-
tion with the bero so as to draw them into activity. . . . The situation is thus designed
to be lived by its constructors. The role played by a passive or merely bit-part playing
‘public’ must constantly diminish, while that played by those who cannot be called
actors, but rather, in a new sense of the term, ‘livers,” must steadily increase.”
—Report on the Construction of Situations

Our conception of a “constructed situation” is not limited to an inte-
grated use of artistic means to create an ambience, however great the
force or spatiotemporal extent of that ambience might be. A situation
is also an integrated ensemble of behavior in time. It is composed of
actions contained in a transitory decor. These actions are the product
of the decor and of themselves, and they in their turn produce other
decors and other actions. How can these forces be oriented? We are
not going to limit ourselves to merely empirical experimentation with
environments in quest of mechanistically provoked surprises. The
really experimental direction of situationist activity consists in setting
up, on the basis of more or less clearly recognized desires, a temporary
field of activity favorable to these desires. This alone can lead to the
further clarification of these simple basic desires, and to the confused
emergence of new desires whose material roots will be precisely the new
reality engendered by situationist constructions.

We must thus envisage a sort of situationist-oriented psychoanaly-
sis in which, in contrast to the goals pursued by the various currents
stemming from Freudianism, each of the participants in this adven-
ture would discover desires for specific ambiences in order to fulfill them.
Each person must seek what he loves, what attracts him. (And here
again, in contrast to certain endeavors of modern writing—Leiris, for
example—what is important to us is neither our individual psycho-
logical structures nor the explanation of their formation, but their
possible application in the construction of situations.) Through this
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method one can tabulate elements out of which situations can be con-
structed, along with projects to dynamize these elements.

This kind of research is meaningful only for individuals working
practically toward a construction of situations. Such people are pre-
situationists (either spontaneously or in a conscious and organized
manner) inasmuch as they have sensed the objective need for this sort
of construction through having recognized the present cultural empti-
ness and having participated in recent expressions of experimental
awareness. They are close to each other because they share the same
specialization and have taken part in the same historical avant-garde
of that specialization. It is thus likely that they will share a number of
situationist themes and desires, which will increasingly diversify once
they are brought into a phase of real activity.

A constructed situation must be collectively prepared and devel-
oped. It would seem, however, that, at least during the initial period of
rough experiments, a situation requires one individual to play a sort of
“director” role. If we imagine a particular situation project in which,
for example, a research team has arranged an emotionally moving gather-
ing of a few people for an evening, we would no doubt have to dis-
tinguish: a director or producer responsible for coordinating the basic
elements necessary for the construction of the decor and for work-
ing out certain interventions in the events (alternatively, several people
could work out their own interventions while being more or less un-
aware of each other’s plans); the direct agents living the situation, who
have taken part in creating the collective project and worked on the
practical composition of the ambience; and finally, a few passive spec-
tators who have not participated in the constructive work, who should
be forced into action.

This relation between the director and the “livers” of the situation
must naturally never become a permanent specialization. It’s only a
matter of a temporary subordination of a team of situationists to the
person responsible for a particular project. These perspectives, or the
provisional terminology describing them, should not be taken to mean
that we are talking about some continuation of theater. Pirandello and
Brecht have already revealed the destruction of the theatrical spectacle
and pointed out a few of the requirements for going beyond it. It could
be said that the construction of situations will replace theater in the
same sense that the real construction of life has increasingly tended to
replace religion. The principal domain we are going to replace and
fulfill is obviously poetry, which burned itself out by taking its position
at the vanguard of our time and has now completely disappeared.

Real individual fulfillment, which is also involved in the artistic
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experience that the situationists are discovering, entails the collective
takeover of the world. Until this happens there will be no real individ-
uals, but only specters haunting the things anarchically presented to
them by others. In chance situations we meet separated beings moving
at random. Their divergent emotions neutralize each other and main-
tain their solid environment of boredom. We are going to undermine
these conditions by raising at a few points the incendiary beacon
heralding a greater game.

In our time functionalism (an inevitable expression of technologi-
cal advance) is attempting to entirely eliminate play. The partisans of
“industrial design” complain that their projects are spoiled by people’s
playful tendencies. At the same time, industrial commerce crudely
exploits those tendencies by diverting them to a demand for constant
superficial renovation of utilitarian products. We obviously have no
interest in encouraging the continuous artistic renovation of refriger-
ator designs. But a moralizing functionalism is incapable of getting to
the heart of the problem. The only progressive way out is to liberate the
tendency toward play elsewhere, and on a larger scale. Short of this, all
the naive indignation of the theorists of industrial design will not
change the basic fact that the private automobile, for example, is pri-
marily an idiotic toy and only secondarily a means of transportation.
As opposed to all the regressive forms of play—which are regressions to
its infantile stage and are invariably linked to reactionary politics—it is
necessary to promote the experimental forms of a game of revolution.

Definitions

constructed situation
A moment of life concretely and deliberately constructed by the collec-
tive organization of a unitary ambience and a game of events.

situationist

Relating to the theory or practical activity of constructing situations.
One who engages in the construction of situations. A member of the
Situationist International.

situationism

A meaningless term improperly derived from the above. There is no
such thing as situationism, which would mean a doctrine for inter-
preting existing conditions. The notion of situationism is obviously
devised by antisituationists.
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psychogeography

The study of the specific effects of the geographical environment
(whether consciously organized or not) on the emotions and behavior
of individuals.

psychogeographical

Relating to psychogeography. That which manifests the geographical
environment’s direct emotional effects.

psychogeographer

One who explores and reports on psychogeographical phenomena.
dérive

A mode of experimental behavior linked to the conditions of urban
society: a technique of rapid passage through varied ambiences. The
term also designates a specific uninterrupted period of dériving.

unitary urbanism

The theory of the combined use of arts and techniques as means con-
tributing to the construction of a unified milieu in dynamic relation
with experiments in behavior.

détournement

Short for “détournement of preexisting aesthetic elements.” The in-
tegration of present or past artistic productions into a superior con-
struction of a milieu. In this sense there can be no situationist painting
or music, but only a situationist use of those means. In a more
elementary sense, détournement within the old cultural spheres is a
method of propaganda, a method which reveals the wearing out and
loss of importance of those spheres.

culture

The reflection and prefiguration of the possibilities of organization of
everyday life in a given historical moment;a complex of aesthetics, feel-
ings and mores through which a collectivity reacts on the life that is
objectively determined by its economy. (We are defining this term only
in the perspective of creating values, not in that of teaching them.)

decomposition

The process in which traditional cultural forms have destroyed them-
selves as a result of the emergence of superior means of controlling
nature which make possible and necessary superior cultural construc-
tions. We can distinguish between the active phase of the decomposi-
tion and effective demolition of the old superstructures—which came
to an end around 1930—and a phase of repetition that has prevailed
since that time. The delay in the transition from decomposition to new
constructions is linked to the delay in the revolutionary liquidation of
capitalism.
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Theses on Cultural Revolution

1

The traditional goal of aesthetics is to produce, by means of art,
impressions of certain past elements of life in circumstances where
those elements are lacking or absent, in such a way that those elements
escape the disorder of appearances subject to the ravages of time. The
degree of aesthetic success is thus measured by a beauty that is in-
separable from duration, and that even goes so far as pretensions of
eternity. The goal of the situationists is immediate participation in a
passionate abundance of life by means of deliberately arranged varia-
tions of ephemeral moments. The success of these moments can reside
in nothing other than their fleeting effect. The situationists consider
cultural activity in its totality as an experimental method for con-
structing everyday life, a method that can and should be continually
developed with the extension of leisure and the withering away of the
division of labor (beginning with the division of artistic labor).

2

Art can cease being a report about sensations and become a direct
organization of more advanced sensations. The point is to produce
ourselves rather than things that enslave us.

3

Mascolo is right in saying (in Le Communisme) that the reduction of the
work day by the dictatorship of the proletariat is “the most certain sign
of the latter’s revolutionary authenticity.” Indeed, “if man is a com-
modity, if he is treated as a thing, if human relations are relations of
thing to thing, this is because it is possible to buy his time.” But
Mascolo is too quick to conclude that “the time of a man freely
employed” is always well spent, and that “the purchase of time is the
sole evil.” There can be no freely spent time until we possess the mod-
ern tools for the construction of everyday life. The use of such tools
will mark the leap from a utopian revolutionary art to an experimental
revolutionary art.

4

An international association of situationists can be seen as a coalition
of workers in an advanced sector of culture, or more precisely as a
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coalition of all those who demand the right to work on a project that
is obstructed by present social conditions; hence as an attempt at
organizing professional revolutionaries in culture.

S

We are excluded from real control over the vast material powers of our
time. The communist revolution has not yet occurred and we are still
living within the confines of decomposing old cultural superstruc-
tures. Henri Lefebvre rightly sees that this contradiction is at the heart
of a specifically modern discordance between the progressive individ-
ual and the world, and he terms the cultural tendency based on this
discordance “revolutionary-romantic.” The inadequacy of Lefebvre’s
conception lies in the fact that he makes the mere expression of this
discordance a sufficient criterion for revolutionary action within cul-
ture. Lefebvre abandons in advance any experimentation involving
profound cultural change, contenting himself with mere awareness of
possibilities that are as yet impossible (because they are still too re-
mote), an awareness that can be expressed in any sort of form within
the framework of cultural decomposition.

6

Those who want to supersede the old established order in all its aspects
cannot cling to the disorder of the present, even in the sphere of cul-
ture. In culture as in other areas, it is necessary to struggle without
waiting any longer for some concrete appearance of the moving order
of the future. The possibility of this ever-changing new order, which is
already present among us, devalues all expressions within existing cul-
tural forms. If we are ever to arrive at authentic direct communication
(in our working hypothesis of higher cultural means: the construction
of situations), we must bring about the destruction of all the forms of
pseudocommunication. The victory will go to those who are capable of
creating disorder without loving it.

7

In the world of cultural decomposition we can test our strength but
never use it. The practical task of overcoming our discordance with
this world, that is, of surmounting its decomposition by some more
advanced constructions, is not romantic. We will be “revolutionary
romantics,” in Lefebvre’s sense, precisely to the degree that we fail.

GUY DEBORD
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The Situationists and Automation

It is rather astonishing that almost no one until now has dared to
examine the ultimate implications of automation. Instead of debating
its various possible consequences, one has rather the impression that
engineers, scientists and sociologists are trying to smuggle automation
into the society.

Yet automation is now at the heart of the problem of the socialist
domination of production and of the preponderance of leisure time
over labor time. The issue of automation is bursting with positive and
negative possibilities.

The goal of socialism is abundance—the greatest number of goods
for the greatest number of people, which statistically implies reducing
the unexpected to the level of the improbable. Increasing the number
of goods reduces the value of each. This devaluation of all human
goods to a level of “total neutrality” will be the inevitable consequence
of a purely scientific development of socialism. It is unfortunate that
many intellectuals fail to get beyond this idea of mechanical reproduc-
tion, and are instead contributing toward the adaptation of humanity
to this bland and symmetrified future. Artists, whose specialty is
seeking uniqueness, are consequently turning in increasing numbers
against socialism. Conversely, socialist politicians are suspicious of
every expression of artistic power or originality.

Attached to their conformist positions, both of these sides display
a certain antagonism to automation because it threatens to undermine
their economic and cultural conceptions. The various “avant-garde”
currents all show a defeatist attitude in the face of automation. At best,
they underestimate the positive aspects of the future that is being so
suddenly revealed by the early stages of automation. Meanwhile the
reactionary forces flaunt their moronic optimism.

A revealing anecdote: Last year, in the journal Quatrieme Inter-
nationale, the militant Marxist Livio Maitan reported that an Italian
priest had already suggested that increasing free time might necessi-
tate adding a second weekly Mass. Maitan responded: “The error con-
sists in supposing that man in the new society will be the same as in the
present one, whereas he will in fact have completely different needs
that are difficult for us to even imagine.” But Maitan’s error is to leave
to a vague future the new needs he finds “difficult to even imagine.”
The dialectical role of spirit is to steer the possible toward desirable
forms. Maitan forgets that “the elements of a new society are formed
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within the old” (Communist Manifesto). The elements of a new life should
already be in formation among us—in the realm of culture—and it’s up
to us to draw on them to liven up the debate.

Socialism, which strives for the fullest liberation of the energies and
potentials in each individual, will be obliged to see automation as an
inherently antiprogressive tendency, a tendency that can be rendered
progressive only by relating it to new provocations capable of bringing
forth the latent energies of man. If, as the scientists and technicians
claim, automation is a new means of liberating man, it should imply
the supersession of previous human activities. This means that man’s
active imagination has to go beyond the realization of automation
itself. Where can we find such perspectives, perspectives that will make
man the master and not the slave of automation?

In his study L’ Automation, Louis Salleron explains that automation,
“as almost always happens in matters of progress, adds more than it
replaces or eliminates.” What does automation, as such, add to man’s
possibilities of action? We have learned that it completely eliminates
man within his own domain.

The crisis of industrialization is a crisis of consumption and pro-
duction. The crisis of production is more important than the crisis of
consumption, the latter being conditioned by the former. Transposed
to the individual level, this amounts to the thesis thatit is better to give
than to receive, better to be capable of adding than of suppressing. Auto-
mation thus contains two opposing perspectives: it deprives the indi-
vidual of any possibility of adding anything personal to automated
production, thus representing a fixation of progress, yet at the same
time it saves human energies by massively liberating them from re-
productive and uncreative activities. The value of automation thus
depends on projects that supersede it and open the way for the expres-
sion of new human energies on a higher plane.

Today, experimental activity in culture has this incomparable field
of play. And a defeatist attitude here, a failure to confront the possi-
bilities of our time, is symptomatic of the old avant-gardes that remain
content, as Edgar Morin puts it, “to gnaw on the bones of the past.”
A surrealist named Benayoun says in the latest expression of the
movement (Survéalisme méme #2): “The problem of leisure is already
tormenting the sociologists. . . . Technicians will no longer be in
demand, but rather clowns, sexy singers, ballerinas, freaks. One day of
work for six of rest: the balance between the serious and the frivolous,
between the lazy and the laborious, is at great risk of being upset. . ..
The idle ‘worker’ will be cretinized by convulsive and invasive television
that is short of both ideas and talent.” This surrealist fails to see thata
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week of six days of rest will not lead to “upsetting the balance” between
the frivolous and the serious, but to changingthe nature of both the seri-
ous and the frivolous. Looking at the world through his faded surreal-
ist glasses, he sees it as a sort of vaudeville show and can imagine
nothing but reruns of its ludicrous routines and misadventures. Why
should this future be nothing but an overdevelopment of present-day
vulgarities? And why should it be “short of ideas”? Does that mean
that it will be short of 1924 surrealist ideas as updated in 1956?* Very
likely. Or does it mean that the imitation surrealists are short of ideas?
We are well aware of that.

The new leisure time appears as an empty space that present-day
society can imagine filling only by multiplying the pseudoplay of
pathetic hobbies. But this leisure time is also the basis on which could
be built the most magnificent cultural construction that has ever been
imagined. This goal is obviously outside the concerns of the partisans
of automation. It is in fact antagonistic to the direct tendency of auto-
mation. If we want to talk with the engineers, we will have to enter
their field of interest. Maldonado, who currently directs the Hoch-
schule fiir Gestaltung in Ulm, explains that the development of
automation is in jeopardy because young people show little enthusi-
asm for going into advanced engineering, except for those specializing
in automation itself, who lack any general cultural perspective. But
Maldonado himself fails to present, or even to be aware of, any such
perspective: Automation can develop rapidly only once it has established as a
goal a perspective contrary to its own establishment, and only if it is known
how to realize such a general perspective in the process of the development of
automation.

Maldonado proposes the opposite sequence: first establish automa-
tion, then figure out what to use it for. This schema might be worth
discussing if its goal were not precisely automation. The problem is
that automation is not an action in a domain, which would provoke a
counteraction. It is the neutralization of a domain, which will also end
up neutralizing other domains if conflicting actions are not under-
taken at the same time.

Pierre Drouin (Le Monde, 5 January 1957) sees the growth of hobbies
as fulfilling the potentialities that workers can no longer express in
their professional activity, and concludes that “a creator lies dormant”
in each person. This old platitude is now of vital importance if we
relate it to the real material possibilities of our time. The sleeping
creator must awaken, and that waking state could be termed “situa-
tionist.”

The idea of standardization is an attempt to reduce and simplify
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the greatest number of human needs to the greatest degree of equality.
It’s up to us whether standardization opens up more interesting
realms of experience than it closes. Depending on the outcome, we
may arrive at a total degradation of human life or at the possibility of
perpetually discovering new desires. But these new desires will not
appear by themselves within the oppressive context of our world. There
must be a collective action to detect, express and fulfill them.

ASGER JORN

No Useless Leniency
(excerpts)

“Intellectual” or “artistic” collaboration in a group devoted to the type
of experimentation we are engaged in involves our everyday life. It is
always accompanied with a certain friendship.

Consequently, when we think of those who have participated in this
joint activity and then been excluded from it, we are obliged to admit
that they were once our friends. Sometimes the memory is pleasant. In
other cases it’s ridiculous and embarrassing.

On the whole, later developments have confirmed the correctness
of our reproaches and the irredeemability of the people who have not
proved capable of remaining with us. A few of them have even ended
up joining the Church or the colonial troops. Most of the others have
retired to one or another little niche in the intelligentsia. [. . .]

The recent formation of the Situationist International has given a
new relevance to the questions of accord and breaks. A period of dis-
cussions and negotiations on a footing of equality between several
groups, beginning with the Alba Congress, has been concluded with
the formation at Cosio d’Arroscia of a disciplined organization. The
result of these new objective conditions has been to force certain op-
portunist elements into open opposition, leading to their immediate
elimination (the purging of the Italian section). Certain wait-and-see
attitudes have also ceased to be tolerable, and those of our allies who
have not seen fit to join us immediately have thereby unmasked them-
selves as adversaries. It is on the basis of the program since developed
by the majority of the SI thatall the new elements have joined us, and
we would risk cutting ourselves off from these elements, and especially
from those we will meet in the future, if we consented to pursue the
slightest dialogue with those who, since Alba, have demonstrated that
their creative days are over.
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We have become stronger and therefore more seductive. We don’t
want innocuous relationships and we don’t want relationships that
might serve our enemies. [. . .]

It should be clearly understood that all the situationists will main-
tain the enmities inherited from the former groupings that have con-
stituted the SI, and that there is no possible return for those whom we
have ever been forced to despise. But we don’t have an idealist, abstract,
absolutist conception of breaks. It is necessary to recognize when an
encounter in a concrete collective task becomes impossible, but also to
see if such an encounter, in changed circumstances, does not once
again become possible and desirable between persons who have been
able to retain a certain respect for each other.

There are a few people—two or three perhaps—whom we have
known and who have worked with us, and who left or were asked to
leave for reasons that are now superseded. And who have since avoided
sinking into resignation, at least as far as we know. From having
known them and having recognized their potentialities, we think that
those potentialities are equal or superior now and that their place
might once again be with us. As I said at the beginning, a collective
project such as the one we have undertaken and are pursuing cannot
avoid being accompanied by friendship. But it is also true that it can-
not be identified with friendship and that it should not be subject to
the same weaknesses. Nor to the same modes of continuity or loose-
ness.

MICHELE BERNSTEIN

Action in Belgium
Against the International
Assembly of Art Critics

On April 12, two days before the gathering in Brussels of an inter-
national assembly of art critics, the situationists widely distributed an
address to that assembly signed—in the name of the Algerian, Belgian,
French, German, Italian and Scandinavian sections of the SI—by
Khatib, Korun, Debord, Platschek, Pinot-Gallizio and Jorn:

To you, this gathering is just one more boring event. The Situationist
International, however, considers that while this assemblage of so
many art critics as an attraction at the Brussels Fair is laughable, it is
also significant.
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Inasmuch as modern cultural thought has proved itself completely
stagnant for over twenty-five years, and inasmuch as a whole era that
has understood nothing and changed nothing is now becoming aware
of its failure, its spokesmen are striving to transform their activities
into institutions. They thus solicit official recognition from the com-
pletely outmoded but still materially dominant society, for which most
of them have been loyal watchdogs.

The main shortcoming of modern art criticism is that it has never
looked at the culture as a whole nor at the conditions of an experi-
mental movement that is constantly superseding it. At this point in
time the increased domination of nature permits and necessitates the
use of superior powers in the construction of life. These are today’s
problems; and those intellectuals who hold back, through fear of a
general subversion of a certain form of existence and of the ideas which
that form has produced, can no longer do anything but struggle irra-
tionally against each other as defenders of one or another detail of the
old world—of a world whose day is done and whose meaning they have
not even understood. And so we see art critics assembling to exchange
the crumbs of their ignorance and doubts. We know of a few people
here who are presently making some effort to understand and support
new ventures; but by coming here they have accepted being mixed up
with an immense majority of mediocrities, and we warn them that they
cannot hope to retain the slightest interest on our part unless they
break with this milieu.

Vanish, art critics, partial, incoherent and divided imbeciles! In vain
do you stage the spectacle of a fake encounter. You have nothing in
common but a role to cling to; you are only in this market to parade
one of the aspects of Western commerce: your confused and empty
babble about a decomposed culture. History has depreciated you. Even
your audacities belong to a past now forever closed.

Disperse, fragments of art critics, critics of fragments of art. The
Situationist International is now organizing the integral artistic activ-
ity of the future. You have nothing more to say.

The Situationist International will leave no place for you. We will
starve you out.

Our Belgian section carried out the necessary direct attack. Beginning
April 13, on the eve of the opening of the proceedings, when the art
critics from two hemispheres, led by the American Sweeney, were being
welcomed to Brussels, the text of the situationist proclamation was
brought to their attention in several ways. Copies were mailed to a
large number of critics or given to them personally. Others were tele-
phoned and read all or part of the text. A group forced its way into the
Press Club where the critics were being received and threw the leaflets
among the audience. Others were tossed onto the sidewalks from up-
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stairs windows or from a car. (After the Press Club incident, art critics
were seen coming out in the street to pick up the leaflets so as to re-
move them from the curiosity of passersby.) In short, all steps were
taken to leave the critics no chance of being unaware of the text. These
art critics did not shrink from calling the police, and used their World
Exposition influence in order to block the reprinting in the press of a
text harmful to the prestige of their convention and their specializa-
tion. Our comrade Korun is now being threatened with prosecution
for his role in the intervention.
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Theory of the Dérive

One of the basic situationist practices is the dérive,* a technique of
rapid passage through varied ambiences. Dérives involve playful-
constructive behavior and awareness of psychogeographical effects,
and are thus quite different from the classic notions of journey or
stroll.

In a dérive one or more persons during a certain period drop their
relations, their work and leisure activities, and all their other usual
motives for movement and action, and let themselves be drawn by the
attractions of the terrain and the encounters they find there. Chance is
a less important factor in this activity than one might think: from a
dérive point of view cities have psychogeographical contours, with con-
stant currents, fixed points and vortexes that strongly discourage entry
into or exit from certain zones.

But the dérive includes both this letting-go and its necessary con-
tradiction: the domination of psychogeographical variations by the
knowledge and calculation of their possibilities. In this latter regard,
ecological science, despite the narrow social space to which it limits
itself, provides psychogeography with abundant data.

The ecological analysis of the absolute or relative character of
fissures in the urban network, of the role of microclimates, of distinct
neighborhoods with no relation to administrative boundaries, and
above all of the dominating action of centers of attraction, must be
utilized and completed by psychogeographical methods. The objective
passional terrain of the dérive must be defined in accordance both
with its own logic and with its relations with social morphology.

In his study Paris et Uagglomération parisienne (Bibliothéque de
Sociologie Contemporaine, P.U.F., 1952) Chombart de Lauwe notes
that “an urban neighborhood is determined not only by geographical
and economic factors, but also by the image that its inhabitants and
those of other neighborhoods have of it.” In the same work, in order to
illustrate “the narrowness of the real Paris in which each individual
lives . . . within a geographical area whose radius is extremely small,”
he diagrams all the movements made in the space of one year by a stu-
dent living in the 16th Arrondissement. Her itinerary forms a small
triangle with no significant deviations, the three apexes of which are
the School of Political Sciences, her residence and that of her piano
teacher.

Such data—examples of a modern poetry capable of provoking
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sharp emotional reactions (in this particular case, outrage at the fact
that anyone’s life can be so pathetically limited)—or even Burgess’s
theory of Chicago’s social activities as being distributed in distinct
concentric zones, will undoubtedly prove useful in developing dérives.

If chance plays an important role in dérives this is because the
methodology of psychogeographical observation is still in its infancy.
But the action of chance is naturally conservative and in a new setting
tends to reduce everything to habit or to an alternation between a lim-
ited number of variants. Progress means breaking through fields where
chance holds sway by creating new conditions more favorable to our
purposes. We can say, then, that the randomness of a dérive is funda-
mentally different from that of the stroll, but also that the first psy-
chogeographical attractions discovered by dérivers may tend to fixate
them around new habitual axes, to which they will constantly be
drawn back.

An insufficient awareness of the limitations of chance, and of its
inevitably reactionary effects, condemned to a dismal failure the
famous aimless wandering attempted in 1923 by four surrealists,
beginning from a town chosen by lot: Wandering in open country is
naturally depressing, and the interventions of chance are poorer there
than anywhere else. But this mindlessness is pushed much further by a
certain Pierre Vendryes (in Médium, May 1954), who thinks he can
relate this anecdote to various probability experiments, on the ground
that they all supposedly involve the same sort of antideterminist liber-
ation. He gives as an example the random distribution of tadpoles in a
circular aquarium, adding, significantly, “It is necessary, of course, that
such a population be subject to no external guiding influence.” From
that perspective, the tadpoles could be considered more spontaneously
liberated than the surrealists, since they have the advantage of being
“as stripped as possible of intelligence, sociability and sexuality,” and
are thus “truly independent from one another.”

At the opposite pole from such imbecilities, the primarily urban
character of the dérive, in its element in the great industrially trans-
formed cities that are such rich centers of possibilities and meanings,
could be expressed in Marx’s phrase: “Men can see nothing around
them that is not their own image; everything speaks to them of them-
selves. Their very landscape is alive.”

One can dérive alone, but all indications are that the most fruitful
numerical arrangement consists of several small groups of two or three
people who have reached the same level of awareness, since cross-
checking these different groups’ impressions makes it possible to
arrive at more objective conclusions. It is preferable for the composi-
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tion of these groups to change from one dérive to another. With more
than four or five participants, the specifically dérive character rapidly
diminishes, and in any case it is impossible for there to be more than
ten or twelve people without the dérive fragmenting into several simul-
taneous dérives. The practice of such subdivision is in fact of great
interest, but the difficulties it entails have so far prevented it from
being organized on a sufficient scale.

The average duration of a dérive is one day, considered as the time
between two periods of sleep. The starting and ending times have no
necessary relation to the solar day, but it should be noted that the last
hours of the night are generally unsuitable for dérives.

But this duration is merely a statistical average. For one thing, a
dérive rarely occurs in its pure form: it is difficult for the participants
to avoid setting aside an hour or two at the beginning or end of the day
for taking care of banal tasks; and toward the end of the day fatigue
tends to encourage such an abandonment. But more importantly, a
dérive often takes place within a deliberately limited period of a few
hours, or even fortuitously during fairly brief moments; or it may last
for several days without interruption. In spite of the cessations im-
posed by the need for sleep, certain dérives of a sufficient intensity
have been sustained for three or four days, or even longer. It is true that
in the case of a series of dérives over a rather long period of time it is
almost impossible to determine precisely when the state of mind pecu-
liar to one dérive gives way to that of another. One sequence of dérives
was pursued without notable interruption for around two months.
Such an experience gives rise to new objective conditions of behavior
thatbring about the disappearance of a good number of the old ones.*

The influence of weather on dérives, although real, is a significant
factor only in the case of prolonged rains, which make them virtually
impossible. But storms or other types of precipitation are rather favor-
able for dérives.

The spatial field of a dérive may be precisely delimited or vague,
depending on whether the goal is to study a terrain or to emotionally
disorient oneself. It should not be forgotten that these two aspects of
dérives overlap in so many ways that it is impossible to isolate one of
them in a pure state. But the use of taxis, for example, can provide a
clear enough dividing line: If in the course of a dérive one takes a taxi,
either to get to a specific destination or simply to move, say, twenty
minutes to the west, one is concerned primarily with personal dis-
orientation. If, on the other hand, one sticks to the direct exploration
of a particular terrain, one is concentrating primarily on research for a
psychogeographical urbanism.
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In every case the spatial field depends first of all on the point of
departure—the residence of the solo dériver or the meeting place
selected by a group. The maximum area of this spatial field does not
extend beyond the entirety of a large city and its suburbs. At its mini-
mum it can be limited to a small self-contained ambience: a single
neighborhood or even a single block of houses if it’s interesting
enough (the extreme case being a static-dérive of an entire day within
the Saint-Lazare train station).

The exploration of a fixed spatial field entails establishing bases
and calculating directions of penetration. It is here that the study of
maps comes in—ordinary ones as well as ecological and psycho-
geographical ones—along with their correction and improvement. It
should go without saying that we are not at all interested in any mere
exoticism that may arise from the fact that one is exploring a neigh-
borhood for the first time. Besides its unimportance, this aspect of the
problem is completely subjective and soon fades away.

In the “possible rendezvous,” on the other hand, the element of
exploration is minimal in comparison with that of behavioral disori-
entation. The subject is invited to come alone to a certain place at a
specified time. He is freed from the bothersome obligations of the
ordinary rendezvous since there is no one to wait for. But since this
“possible rendezvous” has brought him without warning to a place he
may or may not know, he observes the surroundings. It may be that the
same spot has been specified for a “possible rendezvous” for someone
else whose identity he has no way of knowing. Since he may never even
have seen the other person before, he will be encouraged to start up
conversations with various passersby. He may meet no one, or he may
even by chance meet the person who has arranged the “possible ren-
dezvous.” In any case, particularly if the time and place have been well
chosen, his use of time will take an unexpected turn. He may even
telephone someone else who doesn’t know where the first “possible
rendezvous” has taken him, in order to ask for another one to be speci-
fied. One can see the virtually unlimited resources of this pastime.

Our rather anarchic lifestyle and even certain amusements consid-
ered dubious that have always been enjoyed among our entourage—
slipping by night into houses undergoing demolition, hitchhiking
nonstop and without destination through Paris during a transporta-
tion strike in the name of adding to the confusion, wandering in sub-
terranean catacombs forbidden to the public, etc.—are expressions of a
more general sensibility which is no different from that of the dérive.
Written descriptions can be no more than passwords to this great
game.
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The lessons drawn from dérives enable us to draft the first surveys
of the psychogeographical articulations of a modern city. Beyond the
discovery of unities of ambience, of their main components and their
spatial localization, one comes tc perceive their principal axes of
passage, their exits and their defenses. One arrives at the central
hypothesis of the existence of psychogeographical pivotal points. One
measures the distances that actually separate two regions of a city, dis-
tances that may have little relation with the physical distance between
them. With the aid of old maps, aerial photographs and experimental
dérives, one can draw up hitherto lacking maps of influences, maps
whose inevitable imprecision at this early stage is no worse than that
of the earliest navigational charts. The only difference is that it is
no longer a matter of precisely delineating stable continents, but of
changing architecture and urbanism.

Today the different unities of atmosphere and of dwellings are not
precisely marked off, but are surrounded by more or less extended bor-
dering regions. The most general change that dérive experiences lead to
proposing is the constant diminution of these border regions, up to
the point of their complete suppression.

Within architecture itself, the taste for dériving tends to promote
all sorts of new forms of labyrinths made possible by modern tech-
niques of construction. Thus in March 1955 the press reported the
construction in New York of a building in which one can see the first
signs of an opportunity to dérive inside an apartment:

The apartments of the helicoidal building will be shaped like slices of
cake. One will be able to enlarge or reduce them by shifting movable
partitions. The half-floor gradations avoid limiting the number of
rooms, since the tenant can request the use of the adjacent section on
either upper or lower levels. With this setup three four-room apart-
ments can be transformed into one twelve-room apartment in less than
six hours.

(To be continued.)

GUY DEBORD
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Détournement as
Negation and Prelude

Détournement, the reuse of preexisting artistic elements in a new
ensemble, has been a constantly present tendency of the contemporary
avant-garde, both before and since the formation of the SI. The two
fundamental laws of détournement are the loss of importance of each
detourned autonomous element—which may go so far as to completely
lose its original sense—and at the same time the organization of an-
other meaningful ensemble that confers on each element its new scope
and effect.

Détournement has a peculiar power which obviously stems from
the double meaning, from the enrichment of most of the terms by the
coexistence within them of their old and new senses. And it is very
practical because it’s so easy to use and because of its inexhaustible
potential for reuse. Concerning the negligible effort required for dé-
tournement, we have already noted that “the cheapness of its products
is the heavy artillery that breaks through all the Chinese walls of
understanding” (“A User’s Guide to Détournement,” May 1956). But
these points would not by themselves justify recourse to this method,
which the same text describes as “clashing head-on against all social
and legal conventions.” Détournement has a historical significance.
What is it?

“Détournement is a game made possible by the capacity of devalua-
tion,” writes Jorn in his study Detourned Painting (May 1959), and he
goes on to say that all the elements of the cultural past must be
“reinvested” or disappear. Détournement is thus first of all a negation
of the value of the previous organization of expression. It arises and
grows increasingly stronger in the historical period of the decomposi-
tion of artistic expression. But at the same time, the attempts to reuse
the “detournable bloc” as material for other ensembles express the
search for a vaster construction, a new genre of creation at a higher
level.

The Sl is a very special kind of movement, different in nature from
preceding artistic avant-gardes. Within culture, the SI can be likened to
a research laboratory, for example, or to a party in which we are situ-
ationists but nothing that we do can yet be situationist. This is not a
disavowal for anyone. We are partisans of a certain future of culture
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and of life. Situationist activity is a particular craft that we are not yet
practicing,.

Thus the signature of the situationist movement, the sign of its
presence and contestation within contemporary cultural reality (since
we cannot represent any common style whatsoever), is first of all the
use of détournement. Examples of our use of detourned expression
include Jorn’s altered paintings; Debord and Jorn’s book Mémoires,
“composed entirely of prefabricated elements,” in which the writing on
each page runs in all directions and the reciprocal relations of the
phrases are invariably uncompleted; Constant’s projects for detourned
sculptures; and Debord’s detourned documentary film, On the Passage
of a Few Persons Through a Rather Brief Unity of Time. At the stage of what
the “User’s Guide” calls “ultra-détournement, that is, the tendencies
for détournement to operate in everyday social life” (e.g. passwords or
the wearing of disguises, belonging to the sphere of play), we might
mention, at different levels, Gallizio’s industrial painting; Wyckaert’s
“orchestral” project for assembly-line painting with a division of labor
based on color; and numerous détournements of buildings that were
at the origin of unitary urbanism. But we should also mention in this
context the SI's very forms of “organization” and propaganda.

At this point in the world’s development, all forms of expression are
losing their grip on reality and being reduced to self-parody. As the
readers of this journal can frequently verify, present-day writing in-
variably has an element of parody. As the “User’s Guide” notes: “It is
necessary to envisage a parodic-serious stage where the accumulation
of detourned elements, far from aiming to arouse indignation or
laughter by alluding to some original work, will express our indiffer-
ence toward a meaningless and forgotten original, and concern itself
with rendering a certain sublimity.”

This combination of parody and seriousness reflects the contradic-
tions of an era in which we find ourselves confronted with both the
urgent necessity and the near impossibility of initiating and carrying
out a totally innovative collective action—an era in which the most seri-
ous ventures are masked in the ambiguous interplay between art and
its necessary negation, and in which the essential voyages of discovery
have been undertaken by such astonishingly incapable people.
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Situationist Theses on Traffic

1

A mistake made by all the city planners is to consider the private
automobile (and its by-products, such as the motorcycle) as essentially
a means of transportation. In reality, it is the most notable material
symbol of the notion of happiness that developed capitalism tends to
spread throughout the society. The automobile is at the heart of this
general propaganda, both as supreme good of an alienated life and as
essential product of the capitalist market: It is generally being said this
year that American economic prosperity is soon going to depend on
the success of the slogan “Two cars per family.”

2

Commuting time, as Le Corbusier rightly noted, is a surplus labor
which correspondingly reduces the amount of “free” time.

3

We must replace travel as an adjunct to work with travel as a pleasure.

4

To want to redesign architecture to accord with the needs of the pres-
ent massive and parasitical existence of private automobiles reflects
the most unrealistic misapprehension of where the real problems lie.
Instead, architecture must be transformed to accord with the whole
development of the society, criticizing all the transitory values linked
to obsolete forms of social relationships (in the first rank of which is
the family).

S

Even if, during a transitional period, we temporarily accept a rigid
division between work zones and residence zones, we must at least
envisage a third sphere: that of life itself (the sphere of freedom and
leisure—the essence of life). Unitary urbanism acknowledges no boun-
daries; it aims to form an integrated human milieu in which separa-
tions such as work/leisure or public/private will finally be dissolved.
But before this is possible, the minimum action of unitary urbanism is
to extend the terrain of play to all desirable constructions. This terrain
will be at the level of complexity of an old city.
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6

It is not a matter of opposing the automobile as an evil in itself. It is its
extreme concentration in the cities that has led to the negation of its
function. Urbanism should certainly not ignore the automobile, but
even less should it accept it as a central theme. It should reckon on
gradually phasing it out. In any case, we can envision the banning of
auto traffic from the central areas of certain new complexes, as well as
from a few old cities.

7

Those who believe that the automobile is eternal are not thinking,
even from a strictly technological standpoint, of other future forms of
transportation. For example, certain models of one-man helicopters
currently being tested by the US Army will probably have spread to the
general public within twenty years.

8

The breaking up of the dialectic of the human milieu in favor of auto-
mobiles (the projected freeways in Paris will entail the demolition of
thousands of houses and apartments although the housing crisis is
continually worsening) masks its irrationality under pseudopractical
justifications. But it is practically necessary only in the context of a
specific social set-up. Those who believe that the particulars of the
problem are permanent want in fact to believe in the permanence of
the present society.

9

Revolutionary urbanists will not limit their concern to the circulation
of things, or to the circulation of human beings trapped in a world of
things. They will try to break these topological chains, paving the way
with their experiments for a human journey through authentic life.

GUY DEBORD
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Another City for Another Life

The crisis in urbanism is worsening. The layout of neighborhoods, old
and new, conflicts with established patterns of behavior and even more
with the new ways of life that we are seeking. The result is a dismal and
sterile ambience in our surroundings.

In the older neighborhoods, the streets have degenerated into free-
ways and leisure activities are being commercialized and corrupted by
tourism. Social relations become impossible. The newly built neigh-
borhoods have only two all-pervasive themes: automobile traffic and
household comfort—an impoverished expression of bourgeois con-
tentment, lacking any sense of play.

To meet the need to rapidly construct entire cities, cemeteries of
reinforced concrete are being built in which masses of the population
are condemned to die of boredom. What is the point of all the extra-
ordinary technical inventions the world now has at its disposal if the
conditions are lacking to derive any benefit from them, if they con-
tribute nothing to leisure, if imagination is absent?

We demand adventure. Not finding it on earth, some want to seek
it on the moon. We, however, are committed to changing life here on
earth. We intend to create situations, new situations, breaking the laws
that prevent the development of meaningful ventures in life and cul-
ture. We are at the dawn of a new era, and we are already attempting to
sketch out the image of a happier life, of a unitary urbanism—an ur-
banism designed for pleasure.

Our domain is thus the urban network, the natural expression of
a collective creativity, capable of incorporating the creative energies
liberated by the decline of a culture based on individualism. In our
opinion the traditional arts will have no role in the creation of the new
environment in which we want to live.

We are in the process of inventing new techniques; we are exam-
ining the possibilities offered by existing cities; and we are making
models and plans for future cities. We know that we need to avail our-
selves of all the new technological inventions, and we know that the
future constructions we envisage will have to be flexible enough to
respond to a dynamic conception of life, which means creating our
own surroundings in direct relation to continually changing modes of
behavior.

We thus have a social conception of urbanism. We are opposed to
the notion of a garden city in which the spacing apart of isolated sky-
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scrapers inevitably reduces people’s direct relations and collective
activities. To create a close connection between surroundings and
behavior, urban concentration is indispensable. Those who think that
telecommunications and rapid transportation are going to break up
the shared life of the conurbations have little understanding of
humanity’s true needs. In contrast to the garden city idea favored by
most modern architects, we envisage covered cities in which the layout
of roads and separate buildings will be replaced by a continuous
spatial construction elevated above the ground, including clusters of
dwellings as well as public spaces (permitting changes in use according
to the needs of the moment). Since all traffic, in the functional sense
of the term, will pass on the ground level below or on overhead ter-
races, streets can be eliminated. The multitude of different traversable
spaces of which the city is composed will form a complex and vast
social space. Far from a return to nature—from the notion of living in
a park, as solitary aristocrats once did—we see in such immense con-
structions the possibility of overcoming nature and of regulating the
climate, light and sounds in these different spaces in accordance with
our desires.

Do we intend this to be a new functionalism, which would promote
an even greater idealization of utilitarian life? It should not be forgot-
ten that once functions are established, they are followed by play. For
a long time now, architecture has become a game of space and ambi-
ences. Garden cities lack ambiences. We, on the contrary, want to make
more conscious use of ambiences so that they correspond to all our
needs.

The future cities we envisage will offer a wholly new variability of
sensations in this realm, and unforeseen games will become possible
through the inventive use of material conditions, such as modifica-
tions of air, sound and light. City planners are already studying the
possibility of harmonizing the cacophony that reigns in present-day
cities. This problem will soon give rise to a new field of creation, as will
many other such problems that will present themselves. Space travel,
which seems likely in the near future, might also influence this devel-
opment, since establishing bases on other planets will immediately
raise the problem of sheltered cities, which may provide models for our
study of future urbanism.

Above all, however, the reduction in the work necessary for pro-
duction (resulting from extensive automation) will create a need for
leisure, a diversity of behavior, and a change in the very nature of
human behavior that will inevitably lead to a new conception of a
collective habitat with a maximum of social space, in contrast to the
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garden city where social space is reduced to a minimum. The city of the
future must be conceived as a continuous construction on pillars, or as
an extended system of different structures from which are suspended
premises for housing, recreation, production, distribution, etc., leaving
the ground level free for traffic circulation and public meetings. The
use of ultralightweight and insulating materials that are currently
being tested will permit light construction with supports spaced well
apart. In this way it will be possible to create a multilayered city: under-
ground, ground level, upper stories and terraces, with areas ranging
from that of a present-day neighborhood to that of a metropolis. It
should be noted that in such a city the built-up surface will be 100%
and the free surface 200% (ground level plus terraces), whereas in
traditional cities the figures are approximately 80% and 20%, and even
a garden city can at most reverse this latter proportion. The terraces,
forming an outdoor terrain that extends over the whole surface of
the city, can be used as sports fields, as landing pads for airplanes
and helicopters, and for vegetation. They will be accessible everywhere
by stairways and elevators. The different floors will be divided into
adjoining, communicating and climate-controlled spaces, making it
possible to create an infinite variety of ambiences and facilitating the
wanderings of the inhabitants and their frequent chance encounters.
The ambiences will be regularly and consciously changed, using all
technical means, by teams of specialized creators, who will thus be pro-
fessional situationists.

An in-depth study of the means of creating ambiences, and of the
latter’s psychological influence, is one of the tasks we are currently
undertaking. Studies concerning the technical implementation of the
load-bearing structures as well as their aesthetic aspects are the specific
task of visual artists and engineers. The contribution of the latter, in
particular, is urgently needed for the preparatory work we are under-
taking.

If the project we have roughly outlined here risks being taken for
a fantastic dream, we insist on the fact that it is feasible from the tech-
nical standpoint, desirable from the human standpoint, and indispen-
sable from the social standpoint. The increasing dissatisfaction of the
whole of humanity will reach a point where we will all be compelled to
execute projects for which we possess the means, projects that will con-
tribute to the realization of a richer and more fulfilled life.

CONSTANT
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The Use of Free Time

The most superficial and constantly reiterated platitude of leftish soci-
ologists during recent years is that leisure has become a major factor in
advanced capitalist society. This platitude is the basis of countless
debates for or against the importance of a reformist rise in the stan-
dard of living, or of workers’ participation in the prevailing values of
the society into which they are becoming increasingly integrated. What
is counterrevolutionary about all this verbiage is that it equates free
time with passive consumption, as if the only use of free time was the
opportunity to become an increasingly full-time spectator of the pre-
vailing absurdities. The illusions manifested in a particularly ponder-
ous symposium of these sociologists (Arguments #12-13) were soundly
refuted in two articles in Socialisme ou Barbarie #27. In the first,
Canjuers wrote: “While modern capitalism constantly develops new
needs in order to increase consumption, people’s dissatisfaction re-
mains the same as ever. Their lives no longer have any meaning beyond
a rush to consume, and this consumption is used to justify the in-
creasingly radical frustration of any creative activity or genuine human
initiative—to the point that people no longer even see this lack of
meaning as important.” In the second article, Jean Delvaux noted that
the issue of consumption has not superseded the qualitative dis-
tinction between the poor and the wealthy (four out of five wage
workers are still constantly living at a level of extreme poverty). More
significantly, he pointed out that there is no reason to worry about
whether or not the proletariat participates in the prevailing social or
cultural values, because “there no longer are any such values.” And he
added the essential point that the present culture, “increasingly sepa-
rated from society and from people’s lives (painters painting for other
painters, novelists writing novels read only by other novelists about
the impossibility of writing a novel)—this culture, insofar as it has any
originality, is no longer anything but a constant self-denunciation: a
denunciation of the society and a rage against culture itself.”

The emptiness of leisure stems from the emptiness of life in
present-day society, and it cannot be filled within the framework of
that society. This emptiness is simultaneously expressed and concealed
by the entire cultural spectacle, in three basic forms.

The “classic” form of culture continues to exist, whether repro-
duced in its pure form or in latter-day imitations (tragic theater, for
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example, or bourgeois politeness). Secondly, there are the countless
degraded spectacular representations through which the prevailing
society presents itself to the exploited in order to mystify them
(televised sports, virtually all films and novels, advertising, the auto-
mobile as status symbol). Finally, there is an avant-garde negation of
the spectacle, a negation which is often unconscious of its basis but
which is the only “original” aspect of present-day culture. The “rage
against culture” expressed within this latter form ends up arriving at
the same indifference that proletarians as a class have toward all the
forms of spectacular culture. Until the spectacle has been totally
negated, the audience watching the negation of the spectacle can no
longer be distinguished from that suspect and unhappy audience con-
sisting of isolated artists and intellectuals. When the revolutionary pro-
letariat manifests itself as such, it will not be as a new audience for
some new spectacle, but as people actively participating in every aspect
of their lives.

There is no revolutionary problem of leisure—of an emptiness to be
filled—but a problem of free time. As we have already said: “There can
be no freely spent time until we possess the modern tools for the
construction of everyday life. The use of such tools will mark the leap
from a utopian revolutionary art to an experimental revolutionary art”
(Debord, “Theses on Cultural Revolution,” Internationale Situationniste
#1). The supersession of leisure through the development of an activ-
ity of free creation-consumption can only be understood in relation
with the dissolution of the traditional arts—with their transformation
into superior modes of action which do not reject or abolish art, but
fulfill it. That is how art will be superseded, conserved and surmounted
within a more complex activity. Its traditional elements may still be
partially present, but transformed, integrated and modified by the
totality.

Previous avant-garde movements presented themselves by declaring
the excellence of their methods and principles, which were to be im-
mediately judged on the basis of their works. The SI is the first artistic
organization to base itself on the radical inadequacy of all permissible
works; and whose significance, and whose success or failure, will be
able to be judged only with the revolutionary praxis of its time.
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Gangland and Philosophy

“The Beijing-Bao is the oldest daily newspaper in the world. It has appeared for over
fifteen centuries, its first number having been printed in Beijing in the 4th century.
The editors bave often incurred the anger of the Chinese rulers for attacking the infal-
libility of religion and the state. The paper bas nevertheless continued to appear every
day, even though the editors have often paid for it with their lives. During those fifteen
centuries, 1500 editors of the Beijing-Bao have been hung.”

—Ujvidéki Magyar Szo (1957)

The situationist tendency is not aimed at preventing the construction
of situations. This first restriction in our attitude has numerous con-
sequences. We are striving to provoke the development of these conse-
quences.

“ ‘Protection” is the key word in the Garment Center racket. The
process is as follows: One day you receive a visit from a gentleman
who kindly offers to ‘protect’ you. If you are really naive, you ask,
‘Protection against what?’ ” (Groueff and Lapierre, The Gangsters of New
York).

If, for example, the head honcho of existentialism assures us that it
is hard for him to adopt any sort of vulgar materialism because culture
is an integral part of our lives, we can agree substantially with the latter
point but without being sure that we should be so proud of this fact.
That’s one consequence.

How can we comprehend the formation of our culture and of our
philosophical and scientific information? Modern psychology has
eliminated many of the doctrines that used to obscure this question. It
looks for the motives: why do we accept or refuse an “idea” or an imper-
ative? “One of the most important results of the process of socializa-
tion is the development of a system of normative equilibrium, which
superimposes itself on the system of biological equilibrium. The latter
system regulates the body’s responses to various needs and necessities
(nourishment, defense against cold or against physical attack, etc.),
whereas the former one determines which actions can be considered
‘practicable’ or even ‘thinkable’ ” (P.R. Hofstitter). For example, some-
one becomes aware of situationist activity. He “understands” it and
“rationally” follows its arguments. Then, in spite of his momentary
intellectual agreement, he relapses: the next day he no longer under-
stands us. We propose a slight modification of the psychological
description quoted above, in order to understand the play of forces
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that have prevented him from considering various things as “practica-
ble” or even “thinkable” when we know they are possible. Let us examine
this striking experimental reaction: “The trial of Dio and his accom-
plices begins. Then something extraordinarily scandalous takes place.
The first witness, Gondolfo Miranti, refuses to talk. He denies all
the statements he has made to the FBI. The judge loses all patience.
Furious, he resorts to the ultimate argument: ‘I order you to answer.
If you do not, you will be sentenced to five years’ imprisonment!’
Without hesitation, Miranti accepts the five long years of prison. In the
defendant’s box Johnny Dio, well dressed and smooth shaven, smiles
ironically” (Groueff and Lapierre, op. cit.). It is difficult not to recognize
an analogous pattern of behavior in someone who doesn’t dare speak
of problems as he knows they are. We have to ask: Is he a victim of
intimidation? He is indeed. What is the mechanism common to these
two kinds of fear?

Miranti had lived in gangland since his youth. This explains many
things. “Gangland,” in Chicago gangster slang, means the domain of
crime, of rackets. I propose to study the basic functioning of “the
Organization,” in spite of the risks of getting involved: “As for the
man who would try to set them free and lead them up to the light, do
you not think that they would seize him and kill him if they could?”
(Plato, The Republic).* Philosophy must not forget that it has always
spoken its part in the most burlesque and melodramatic settings.

We should develop a little glossary of detourned words. 1 propose
that “neighborhood” should often be read gangland. Similarly, social
organization = protection. Society = racket. Culture = conditioning. Leisure
activity = protected crime. Education = premeditation.

The systematic falsification of basic information (by the idealist
conception of space, for example, of which the most glaring expression
is conventional cartography) is one of the basic reinforcements of the
big lie that the racketeering interests impose on the whole gangland of
social space.

According to Hofstitter, “we are as yet incapable of examining the
process of socialization in a truly ‘scientific’ manner.” We, on the con-
trary, believe that we are capable of constructing a model for examin-
ing the production and reception of information. If we were allowed to
monitor, by means of an exhaustive survey, the entire social life of some
specific urban sector during a short period of time, we could obtain a
precise cross-sectional representation of the daily bombardment of news
and information that is dropped on present-day urban populations. The
SI is naturally aware of all the modifications that its very monitoring
would immediately produce in the occupied sector, profoundly per-
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turbing the usual informational monopoly of gangland.

“Integral art, which has been talked about so much, can be realized
only at the level of urbanism” (Debord). That is indeed where the limit
is. At that level we can already remove certain decisive elements of con-
ditioning. But if, beyond such salutary eliminations, we expect the
largeness of scale in itself to generate favorable results, we will have
committed the most serious error.

Neocapitalism has also discovered some advantages in large scale.
Dayand night it talks of nothing but city planning and national devel-
opment. But its real concern is obviously the conditioning of com-
modity production, which it senses escaping it unless it resorts to this
new scale. Academic urbanism has accordingly defined “slums” from
the standpoint of postwar neocapitalism. Its techniques of urban
renewal are based on sterile, antisituationist criteria.

We must make this critique of Mumford: If neighborhoods are not
considered as pathological elements (ganglands), we will not be able to
develop new techniques (therapies).

The constructors of situations must learn how to read the con-
structive and reconstitutable elements of situations. In so doing, they
begin to understand the language spoken by situations. They learn
how to speak and how to express themselves in this language; and even-
tually, by means of constructed and quasi-natural situations, how to
say what has never yet been said.

ATTILA KOTANYI
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The Adventure

The conditions of the SI’s activity explain both its discipline and the
forms of hostility it encounters. The SI is not interested in finding a
niche within the present artistic establishment, but in undermining it.
The situationists are in the catacombs of visible culture.

Anyone who is at all familiar with the social milieu of those with
special status in cultural affairs is well aware of how they all despise
each other and are bored by each other. This fact is not hidden, they are
all quite aware of it; it’s even the first thing they talk about whenever
they get together. What is the cause of their resignation? Clearly the
fact that they are incapable of being bearers of a collective project. Each
recognizes in the others his own insignificance and his own condition-
ing—the resignation he has had to accept in order to participate in this
separate milieu and its established aims.

Within such a community people have neither the need nor the ob-
jective possibility for any sort of collective discipline. They all politely
agree about the same things and nothing ever changes. Personal or
ideological disagreements remain secondary in comparison with what
they have in common. But for the SI and the struggle it sets for itself,
exclusion is a possible and necessary weapon.

It is the only weapon of any group based on complete freedom of
individuals. None of us likes to control or judge; if we do so it is for
a practical purpose, not as a moral punishment. The “terrorism” of
the SI’s exclusions can in no way be compared to the same practices
in political movements by power-wielding bureaucracies. It is, on the
contrary, the extreme ambiguity of the situation of artists, who are
constantly tempted to integrate themselves into the modest sphere of
social power reserved for them, that makes some discipline necessary
in order to clearly define an incorruptible platform. Otherwise there
would be a rapid and irremediable osmosis between this platform and
the dominant cultural milieu because of the number of people going
back and forth. It seems to us that the question of a present-day cul-
tural avant-garde can only be posed at an integral level, a level not only
of collective works but of collectively interacting problems.

This is why certain people have been excluded from the SI. Some of
them have rejoined the world they previously fought; others merely
console themselves in a pathetic community with each other, although
they have nothing in common but the fact that we broke with them—
often for opposite reasons. Others retain a certain dignity in isolation,
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and we have been in a good position to recognize their talents. Do we
think that in leaving the SI they have ceased being avant-garde? Yes, we
do. There is, for the moment, no other organization constituted for a
task of this scope.

The sentimental objections to these breaks seem to us to reflect the
greatest mystification. The entire socioeconomic structure tends to
make the past dominate the present, to freeze living persons, to reify
them as commodities. A sentimental world in which the same sorts of
tastes and relations are constantly repeated is the direct product of the
economic and social world in which gestures must be repeated every day in
the slavery of capitalist production. The taste for false novelty reflects
its unhappy nostalgia.

The violent reactions against the SI, especially those coming from
people who were previously excluded from its collective activity, are
first of all a measure of the personal passion that this enterprise has
been able to bring into play. Reversed into a boundless hostility, this
passion has spread it about that we are loafers, Stalinists, imposters
and a hundred other clever characterizations. One person claimed that
the SI was a cunningly organized economic association for dealing in
modern art. Others have suggested that it was rather for the purpose
of dealing in drugs. Still others have declared that we have never sold
any drugs since we have too great a propensity for taking them our-
selves. Others go into detail about our sexual vices. Others have gotten
so carried away as to denounce us as social climbers.

These attacks have long been whispered around us by the same
people who publicly pretend to be unaware of our existence. But this
silence is now beginning to be broken more and more frequently by
sharp public critiques. The recent special issue of Poésie Nouvelle, for
example, mixes several accusations of the above sort with two or three
possibly sincere misunderstandings. These people characterize us as
“vitalists,” despite the fact that we have made the most radical critique
of the poverty of all presently permitted life; and they are so completely
caught up in the world of the spectacle that when they try to relate our
notion of a “situation” to something they are familiar with, they can
only imagine that it must refer to some form of theatrical presenta-
tion. Last June these same neo-lettrists put on an exhibition of “super-
temporal” art calling for audience participation, and wanted to include
in it the SI’s antiart, particularly some of Asger Jorn’s detourned paint-
ings. This would have amounted to putting our antiart in the context
of their metaphysical system of permanent, signed spectacles, thereby
attributing the ridiculous ambitions of the official art of the last cen-
tury to a total attack on art itself.
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In a sense, certain expressions of critical art now being used by the
situationist current could be considered as part of the general cultural
disintegration. Not only detourned paintings, but a film like Critique of
Separation, for example, or the “scenic unity” evoked elsewhere in the
present issue. The difference is that our actions within culture are all
linked to the project of overthrowing this culture itself, and to the
formation and development of a new organized situationist instru-
mentation.

Strange emissaries journey across Europe and beyond, meeting
each other, bearing incredible instructions.

To the question, Why have we promoted such an impassioned
regrouping in this cultural sphere whose present reality we reject? the
answer is: Because culture is the center of meaning of a society without
meaning. This empty culture is at the heart of an empty existence, and
the reinvention of a project of transforming the world as a whole must
also and first of all be posed on this terrain. To give up demanding
power in culture would be to leave that power to those who now pos-
sess it.

We are quite aware that the culture to be overthrown will really fall
only with the totality of the socioeconomic structure that supports it.
But without waiting any longer, the Situationist International intends
to confront it in its entirety, on every front, to the point of imposing
an autonomous situationist control and instrumentation against
those held by existing cultural authorities; that s, to the point of a state
of dual power in culture.

The Fourth SI Conference in London
(excerpts)

The 4th Conference of the Situationist International was held in
London, at a secret address in the East End, 24-28 September 1960,
seventeen months after the Munich Conference (April 1959). The situ-
ationists assembled in London were: Debord, Jacqueline de Jong, Jorn,
Kotanyi, Katja Lindell, Jérgen Nash, Prem, Sturm, Maurice Wyckaert
and H.P. Zimmer. [. . .]

The discussion of these perspectives leads to posing the question:
“To what extent is the SI a political movement?” Various responses
state that the SI is political, but not in the ordinary sense. The discus-
sion becomes somewhat confused. Debord proposes, in order to clearly
bring out the opinion of the Conference, that each person respond in
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writing to a questionnaire asking if he considers that there are “forces
in the society that the SI can count on? What forces? Under what con-
ditions?” This questionnaire is agreed upon and filled out. The first
responses express the view that the purpose of the SI is to establish a
program of general liberation and to act in accord with other forces on
a social scale. (Kotianyi: “To rely on what we call free.” Jorn: “We are
against specialization and rationalization, but not against them as
means. . . . Movements of social groups are determined by the charac-
ter of their desires. We can accept other social movements only to the
extent that they are moving in our direction. We are the new revolution
... we should act with other organizations that seek the same path.”)
The session is then adjourned.

At the beginning of the second session, on September 26, Heimrad
Prem reads a declaration of the German section in response to the
questionnaire. This very long declaration attacks the tendency in the
responses read the day before to count on the existence of a revolu-
tionary proletariat, for the signers strongly doubt the revolutionary
capacities of the workers against the bureaucratic institutions that
have dominated their movement. The German section considers that
the SI should prepare to realize its program on its own by mobilizing
avant-garde artists, who are placed by the present society in intolerable
conditions and can count only on themselves to take over the weapons
of conditioning. Debord responds with a sharp critique of these posi-
tions.

An evening session resumes discussion of the German declaration.
Nash speaks against it, asserting the capacity of the SI to act directly
on the terrain of social and political organizations, and advocating the
systematic infiltration of clandestine situationist elements wherever
they might prove useful. Nash’s statement is approved in principle by
everyone, with minor reservations. But the debate on the German posi-
tions continues, brought back to its central core: the hypothesis of
contented workers. Kotanyi reminds the German delegates that even
if since 1945 they have seen apparently passive and satisfied workers
in Germany and legal strikes organized with music to divert union
members, in other advanced capitalist countries “wildcat” strikes have
multiplied. He adds that in his opinion they vastly underestimate the
German workers themselves. Jorn responds to Prem, who had made a
distinction between spiritual and material questions, that it is neces-
sary to put an end to this distinction, that “material values must re-
acquire a ‘spiritual’ significance and that spiritual capacities must be
valued only insofar as they are materially realized; or to put it in other
terms, that the world must become artistic in the sense defined by the SI.”
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Jacqueline de Jong asks that in order to simplify the discussion, which
has become obscure in addition to being complicated by certain trans-
lations (the dominant language of the Conference being German),
each member declare whether or not he approves of Jorn’s statement.
Everyone agrees with it. Debord then proposes that the majority
openly declare that it rejects the German theses. It is agreed that the
two tendencies will separately decide on their positions. The German
minority withdraws to an adjoining room to deliberate. When they
return Zimmer announces, in the name of his group, that they retract
the preceding declaration, not because they think it unimportant, but
in order not to obstruct current situationist activity. He concludes:
“We declare that we are in complete agreement with all the acts already
done by the SI, with or without us, and with those that will be done in
the foreseeable future. We are also in agreement with all the ideas pub-
lished by the SI. We consider the question debated today as secondary
in relation to the SI's overall development, and propose to reserve fur-
ther discussion of it for the future.” Everyone agrees to this. Kotanyi
and Debord, however, ask that it be noted in the minutes that they
do not consider the question discussed today to be secondary. The
German situationists agree to delete their reference to it as such. The
session is adjourned, very late at night. [. . .]
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Instructions for an Insurrection*

If it seems somewhat absurd to talk of revolution, this is obviously
because the organized revolutionary movement has long since disap-
peared from the modern countries where the possibilities of a decisive
social transformation are concentrated. But all the alternatives are even
more absurd, since they imply accepting the existing order in one way
or another. If the word “revolutionary” has been neutralized to the
point of being used in advertising to describe the slightest change inan
ever-changing commodity production, this is because the possibilities
of a fundamental desirable change are no longer expressed anywhere.
Today the revolutionary project stands accused before the tribunal of
history—accused of having failed, of having simply engendered a new
form of alienation. This amounts to recognizing that the ruling soci-
ety has proved capable of defending itself, on all levels of reality, much
better than revolutionaries expected. Not that it has become more tol-
erable. The point is simply that revolution has to be reinvented.

This poses a number of problems that will have to be theoretically
and practically overcome in the next few years. We can briefly mention
a few points that it is urgent to understand and resolve.

Of the tendencies toward regroupment that have appeared over the
last few years among various minorities of the workers movement in
Europe, only the most radical current is worth preserving: that cen-
tered on the program of workers councils. Nor should we overlook the
fact that a number of confusionist elements are seeking to insinuate
themselves into this debate (see the recent accord among “leftist”
philosophico-sociological journals of different countries).

The greatest difficulty confronting groups that seek to create a new
type of revolutionary organization is that of establishing new types of
human relationships within the organization itself. The forces of the
society exert an omnipresent pressure against such an effort. But un-
less this is accomplished, by methods yet to be experimented with, we
will never be able to escape from specialized politics. The demand for
participation on the part of everyone often degenerates into a mere
abstract ideal, when in fact it is an absolute practical necessity for a
really new organization and for the organization of a really new soci-
ety. Even if militants are no longer mere underlings carrying out the
decisions made by masters of the organization, they still risk being
reduced to the role of spectators of those among them who are the



INSTRUCTIONS FOR AN INSURRECTION 85

most qualified in politics conceived as a specialization; and in this way
the passivity relation of the old world is reproduced.

People’s creativity and participation can only be awakened by a col-
lective project explicitly concerned with all aspects of lived experience.
The only way to “arouse the masses” is to expose the appalling contrast
between the potential constructions of life and the present poverty of
life. Without a critique of everyday life, a revolutionary organization is
a separated milieu, as conventional and ultimately as passive as those
holiday camps that are the specialized terrain of modern leisure.
Sociologists, such as Henri Raymond in his study of Palinuro, have
shown how in such places the spectacular mechanism recreates, on the
level of play, the dominant relations of the society as a whole. But then
they go on naively to commend the “multiplicity of human contacts,”
for example, without seeing that the mere quantitative increase of
these contacts leaves them just as insipid and inauthentic as they are
everywhere else. Even in the most libertarian and antihierarchical revo-
lutionary group, communication between people is in no way guaran-
teed by a shared political program. The sociologists naturally support
efforts to reform everyday life, or to organize compensation for it in
vacation time. But the revolutionary project cannot accept the tradi-
tional notion of play, the notion of a game limited in space, in time and
in qualitative depth. The revolutionary game—the creation of life—is
opposed to all memories of past games. To provide a three-week break
from the kind of life led during forty-nine weeks of work, the holiday
villages of Club Med draw on a shoddy Polynesian ideology—a bit like
the French Revolution presenting itself in the guise of republican
Rome, or like the revolutionaries of today who define themselves pri-
marily in accordance with how well they fit the Bolshevik or some
other style of militant role. The revolution of everyday life cannot draw
its poetry from the past, but only from the future.

The experience of the empty leisure produced by modern capitalism
has provided a critical correction to the Marxian notion of the extension
of leisure time: It is now clear that full freedom of time requires first of
all a transformation of work and the appropriation of this work in
view of goals, and under conditions, that are utterly different from
those of the forced labor that has prevailed up till now (see the activity
of the groups that publish Socialisme ou Barbarie in France, Solidarity in
England* and Alternative in Belgium). But those who put all the stress
on the necessity of changing work itself, of rationalizing it and of inter-
esting people in it, and who pay no attention to the free content of life
(Le. the development of a materially equipped creative power that goes
beyond the traditional categories of work time and rest-and-recreation
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time) run the risk of providing an ideological cover for a harmoniza-
tion of the present production system in the direction of greater effi-
ciency and profitability without at all having called in question the
experience of this production or the necessity of this kind of life. The
free construction of the entire space-time of individual life is a demand
that will have to be defended against all sorts of dreams of harmony in
the minds of aspiring managers of social reorganization.

The different moments of situationist activity up till now can only
be understood in the perspective of a reappearance of revolution, a rev-
olution that will be social as well as cultural and whose field of action
will right from the start have to be broader than during any of its pre-
vious endeavors. The SI does not want to recruit disciples or partisans,
but to bring together people capable of applying themselves to this
task in the years to come, by every means and without worrying about
labels. This means that we must reject not only the vestiges of spe-
cialized artistic activity, but also those of specialized politics; and
particularly the post-Christian masochism characteristic of so many
intellectuals in this area. We don’t claim to be developing a new revo-
lutionary program all by ourselves. We say that this program in the
process of formation will one day practically oppose the ruling reality,
and that we will participate in that opposition. Whatever may become
of us individually, the new revolutionary movement will not be formed
without taking into account what we have sought together; which
could be summed up as the passage from the old theory of limited per-
manent revolution to a theory of generalized permanent revolution.

Basic Program of the
Bureau of Unitary Urbanism

1. NOTHINGNESS OF URBANISM AND NOTHINGNESS OF THE
SPECTACLE

Urbanism* doesn’t exist; it is only an “ideology” in Marx’s sense of
the word. Architecture does really exist, like Coca-Cola: though coated
with ideology, it is a real production, falsely satisfying a falsified need.
Urbanism is comparable to the advertising about Coca-Cola—pure
spectacular ideology. Modern capitalism, which organizes the re-
duction of all social life to a spectacle, is incapable of presenting any
spectacle other than that of our own alienation. Its urbanistic dream is
its masterpiece.
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2. CITY PLANNING AS CONDITIONING AND FALSE
PARTICIPATION

The development of the urban milieu is the capitalist domestica-
tion of space. It represents the choice of one particular materialization,
to the exclusion of other possibilities. Like aesthetics, whose course of
decomposition it is going to follow, it can be considered as a rather
neglected branch of criminology. What characterizes it at the “city
planning” level—as opposed to its merely architectural level—is its in-
sistence on popular consent, on individual integration into its bureau-
cratic production of conditioning,

All this is imposed by means of a blackmail of utility, which hides
the fact that this architecture and this conditioning are really useful
only in reinforcing reification. Modern capitalism dissuades people
from making any criticism of architecture with the simple argument
that they need a roof over their heads, just as television is accepted on
the grounds that they need information and entertainment. They are
made to overlook the obvious fact that this information, this enter-
tainment and this kind of dwelling place are not made for them, but
without them and against them.

City planning must be understood as a society’s field of publicity-
propaganda, i.e. as the organization of participation in something in
which it is impossible to participate.

3. TRAFFIC CIRCULATION, SUPREME STAGE OF CITY
PLANNING

Traffic circulation is the organization of universal isolation. As
such, it constitutes the major problem of modern cities. It is the op-
posite of encounter: it absorbs the energies that could otherwise be
devoted to encounters or to any sort of participation. Spectacles com-
pensate for the participation that is no longer possible. Within this
spectacular society one’s status is determined by one’s residence and
mobility (personal vehicles). You don’t live somewhere in the city, you
live somewhere in the hierarchy. At the summit of this hierarchy the
ranks can be ascertained by the degree of mobility. Power is objectively
expressed in the necessity of being present each day at more and more
places (business dinners, etc.) further and further removed from each
other. A VIP could be defined as someone who has appeared in three
different capitals in the course of a single day.

4. DISTANCIATION FROM THE URBAN SPECTACLE
The spectacle system that is in the process of integrating the popu-
lation manifests itself both as organization of cities and as permanent
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information network. It is a solid framework designed to reinforce the
existing conditions of life. Our first task is to enable people to stop
identifying with their surroundings and with model patterns of behav-
ior. This is inseparable from making possible free mutual recognition
in a few initial zones set apart for human activity. People will still be
obliged for a long time to accept the era of reified cities. But the atti-
tude with which they accept it can be changed immediately. We must
encourage their skepticism toward those spacious and brightly colored
kindergartens, the new dormitory cities of both East and West. Only a
mass awakening will pose the question of a conscious construction of
the urban environment.

S. AN INDIVISIBLE FREEDOM

The main achievement of contemporary city planning is to have
made people blind to the possibility of what we call unitary urbanism,
namely a living critique of this manipulation of cities and their in-
habitants, a critique fueled by all the tensions of everyday life. A living
critique means setting up bases for an experimental life where people
can come together to create their own lives on terrains equipped to
their ends. Such bases cannot be reservations for “leisure” activities
separated from the society. No spatio-temporal zone is completely sep-
arable. The whole society exerts continual pressure even on its present
vacation “reservations.” Situationist bases will exert pressure in the
opposite direction, acting as bridgeheads for an invasion of everyday
life as a whole. Unitary urbanism is the contrary of a specialized activ-
ity; to accept a separate urbanistic domain is already to accept the
whole urbanistic lie and the falsehood permeating the whole of life.

Urbanism promises happiness. It shall be judged accordingly. The
coordination of artistic and scientific means of denunciation must
lead to a complete denunciation of existing conditioning.

6. THE LANDING

All space is already occupied by the enemy, which has even reshaped
its basic laws, its geometry, to its own purposes. Authentic urbanism
will appear when the absence of this occupation is created in certain
zones. What we call construction starts there. It can be clarified by the
positive void concept developed by modern physics. Materializing free-
dom means beginning by appropriating a few patches of the surface of
a domesticated planet.

7. THE ILLUMINATION OF DETOURNEMENT
The basic practice of the theory of unitary urbanism will be the
transcription of the whole theoretical lie of urbanism, detourned for
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the purpose of de-alienation. We have to constantly defend ourselves
from the poetry of the bards of conditioning—to jam their messages, to
turn their rhythms inside out.

8. CONDITIONS OF DIALOGUE

Functional means practical. The only thing thatis really practical is
the resolution of our fundamental problem: our self-realization (our
escape from the system of isolation). This and nothing else is useful
and utilitarian. Everything else is nothing but by-products of the prac-
tical, mystifications of the practical.

9. RAW MATERIAL AND TRANSFORMATION

The situationist destruction of present conditioning is already at
the same time the construction of situations. It is the liberation of the
inexhaustible energies trapped within a petrified daily life. With the
advent of unitary urbanism, present city planning (that geology of lies)
will be replaced by a technique for defending the permanently threat-
ened conditions of freedom, and individuals—who do not yet exist as
such—will begin freely constructing their own history.

10. END OF THE PREHISTORY OF CONDITIONING

We are not contending that people must return to some stage
previous to the era of conditioning, but rather that they must go
beyond it. We have invented the architecture and the urbanism that
cannot be realized without the revolution of everyday life—without the
appropriation of conditioning by everyone, its endless enrichment and
fulfillment.

ATTILA KOTANYL, RAOUL VANEIGEM
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Perspectives for Conscious
Changes in Everyday Life

To study everyday life would be a completely absurd undertaking,
unable even to grasp anything of its object, if this study was not ex-
pressly for the purpose of transforming everyday life.

The practice of lecturing (the exposition of certain intellectual con-
siderations to an audience), being an extremely commonplace form of
human relations in a rather large sector of society, is itself part of the
everyday life that must be criticized.

Sociologists, for example, are only too inclined to exclude from
everyday life things that happen to them every day, and to transfer
them to separate and supposedly superior spheres. In this way habit in
all its forms—beginning with the habit of handling a few professional
concepts (concepts produced by the division of labour)—masks reality
behind privileged conventions.

It is thus desirable to demonstrate, by a slight alteration of the
usual procedures, that everyday life is right here. These words are being
communicated by way of a tape recorder,* not, of course, in order to
illustrate the integration of technology into this everyday life on the
margin of the technological world, but in order to take the simplest
opportunity to break with the appearance of pseudocollaboration, of
artificial dialogue, between the “in person” lecturer and his spectators.
This slight discomforting break with accustomed routine may serve to
bring directly into the field of questioning of everyday life (a question-
ing otherwise completely abstract) the very practice of lecturing, as well
as any number of other forms of using time or objects, forms that are
considered “normal” and not even noticed, and which ultimately con-
dition us. With such a detail, as with everyday life as a whole, alteration
is always the necessary and sufficient condition for experimentally
bringing into clear view the object of our study, which would otherwise
remain uncertain—an object which is itself less to be studied than to be
changed.

I have just said that the reality of an observable entity designated by
the term “everyday life” stands a good chance of remaining hypotheti-
cal for many people. Indeed, the most striking feature of the present
“Group for Research on Everyday Life” is obviously not the fact that it
has not yet discovered anything, but the fact that the very existence of
everyday life has been disputed from its very inception, and increas-
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ingly so with each new session of this conference. Most of the talks we
have heard so far have been by people who are not at all convinced that
everyday life exists, since they haven’t encountered it anywhere. A
group for research on everyday life with this attitude is comparable in
every way to an expedition in search of the Yeti, which might similarly
come to the conclusion that its quarry was merely a popular hoax.

To be sure, everyone agrees that certain gestures repeated every day,
such as opening doors or filling glasses, are quite real; but these ges-
tures are at such a trivial level of reality that it is rightly objected that
they are not of sufficient interest to justify a new specialized branch of
sociological research. A number of sociologists seem disinclined to
recognize any aspects of everyday life beyond these trivialities. They
thus accept the definition of it proposed by Henri Lefebvre—“whatever
remains after one has eliminated all specialized activities”—but draw
a different conclusion: that everyday life is nothing. The majority of
sociologists—and we know how much they are in their element in
specialized activities, in which they generally have the blindest faith!—
recognize specialized activities everywhere and everyday life nowhere.
Everyday life is always elsewhere. Among others, somewhere in the
nonsociologist classes of the population. Someone said here that it
would be interesting to study the workers as guinea pigs who have
probably been infected with this virus of everyday life because they,
having no access to specialized activities, have no life except everyday
life. This condescending manner of investigating the common people
in search of an exotic primitivism of everyday life—and above all this
ingenuously avowed self-satisfaction, this naive pride in participating
in a culture whose glaring bankruptcy no one can dream of denying,
and the radical inability to understand the world that produces this
culture—all this never ceases to astonish.

This attitude clearly reveals a desire to hide behind a development
of thought based on the separation of artificial, fragmentary domains
so as to reject the useless, vulgar and disturbing concept of “everyday
life.” Such a concept covers an uncatalogued and unclassified residue
of reality, a residue some people don’t want to face because it at the
same time represents the standpoint of the totality and thus implies
the necessity of a holistic political judgment. Certain intellectuals
seem to flatter themselves with an illusory personal participation in
the dominant sector of society through their possession of one or
more cultural specializations, though those specializations have put
them in the best position to see that this whole dominant culture is
moth-eaten. But whatever one’s opinion of the coherence of this
culture or of the interest of one or another of its fragments, the par-
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ticular alienation it has imposed on these intellectuals is to make them
imagine, from their lofty sociological position, that they are quite
outside the everyday life of the common people, or to give them an
exaggerated idea of their sociopolitical rank, as if their lives were not as
fundamentally impoverished as everyone else’s.

Specialized activities certainly exist; they are even put to certain
general uses which should be recognized in a demystified manner.
Everyday life is not everything—although its overlapping with special-
ized activities is such that in a sense we are never outside of everyday
life. But to use a somewhat simplistic spatial image, we still have to
place everyday life at the center of everything. Every project begins
from it and every accomplishment returns to it to acquire its real
significance. Everyday life is the measure of all things: of the (non)ful-
filment of human relations; of the use of lived time; of artistic experi-
mentation; and of revolutionary politics.

It is not enough to recall that the old stereotypical image of the
detached scientific observer is fallacious in any case. It must be stressed
that disinterested observation is even less possible here than anywhere
else. What makes for the difficulty of even recognizing a terrain of
everyday life is not only the fact that it has already become the osten-
sible meeting ground of an empirical sociology and a conceptual
elaboration, but also the fact that it presently happens to be the stake
in any revolutionary renewal of culture and politics.

To fail to criticize everyday life means accepting the prolongation
of the present thoroughly rotten forms of culture and politics, forms
whose extreme crisis is expressed in increasingly widespread political
apathy and neoilliteracy, especially in the most modern countries. On
the other hand, a radical critique in acts of the prevailing everyday life
could lead to a supersession of culture and politics in the traditional
sense, that is, to a higher level of intervention in life.

“But,” you may ask, “how does it happen that the importance of
this everyday life, which according to you is the only real life, is so com-
pletely and directly underrated by people who, after all, have no direct
interest in doing so—many of whom are even far from being opposed
to some kind of renewal of the revolutionary movement?”

I think this happens because everyday life is organized within the
limits of a scandalous poverty, and above all because there is nothing
accidental about this poverty of everyday life: it is a poverty that is
constantly imposed by the coercion and violence of a society divided
into classes, a poverty historically organized in line with the evolving
requirements of exploitation.

The use of everyday life, in the sense of a consumption of lived time,



CONSCIOUS CHANGES IN EVERYDAY LIFE 93

is governed by the reign of scarcity: scarcity of free time and scarcity of
possible uses of this free time.

Just as the accelerated history of our time is the history of accumu-
lation and industrialization, so the backwardness and conservative
tendencies of everyday life are products of the laws and interests that
have presided over this industrialization. Everyday life has until now
resisted the historical. This represents first of all a verdict against the bis-
torical insofar as it has been the heritage and project of an exploitive
society.

The extreme poverty of conscious organization and creativity in
everyday life reflects the fundamental need for unconsciousness and
mystification in a society of exploitation and alienation.

Henri Lefebvre has extended the idea of uneven development so as
to characterize everyday life as a lagging sector, out of joint with the
historical but not completely cut off from it. I think that one could go
so far as to term this level of everyday life a colonized sector. We know
that underdevelopment and colonization are interrelated at the level of
global economy. Everything suggests that the same thing applies at the
level of socioeconomic structure, at the level of praxis.

Everyday life, policed and mystified by every means, is a sort of
reservation for the good natives who keep modern society running
without understanding it—this society with its rapid growth of tech-
nological powers and the forced expansion of its market. History (the
transformation of reality) cannot presently be used in everyday life be-
cause the people who live that everyday life are the product of a history
over which they have no control. It is of course they themselves who
make this history, but they do not make it freely or consciously.

Modern society is viewed through specialized fragments that are
virtually incommunicable; and so everyday life, where all questions
are liable to be posed in a unitary manner, is naturally the domain of
ignorance.

Through its industrial production this society has emptied the ges-
tures of work of all meaning. And no model of human behaviour has
retained any real relevance in everyday life.

This society tends to atomize people into isolated consumers and
to prohibit communication. Everyday life is thus private life, the realm
of separation and spectacle.

It is thus also the sphere of the specialists’ resignation and failure.
It is the reason, for example, that one of the rare individuals capable
of understanding the latest scientific conception of the universe will
make a fool of himself by earnestly pondering Alain Robbe-Grillet’s
aesthetic theories or by sending petitions to the President in the hope
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of convincing him to change his policies. It is the sphere of personal
disarmament, of an avowed incapability of living.

Thus the underdevelopment of everyday life cannot be character-
ized solely by its relative inability to put various technologies to good
use. This inability is only one consequence (though an important one)
of everyday alienation as a whole, which could be defined as the inabil-
ity to invent a technique for the liberation of everyday experience.

Many technologies do, in fact, more or less markedly alter certain
aspects of everyday life—not only housework, as has already been men-
tioned here, but also telephones, television, music on long-playing
records, mass air travel, etc. These developments arise anarchically, by
chance, without anyone having foreseen their interrelations or conse-
quences. But there is no denying that, on the whole, this introduction
of technology into everyday life ultimately takes place within the
framework of modern bureaucratized capitalism and tends to reduce
people’s independence and creativity. The new prefabricated cities
clearly exemplify the totalitarian tendency of modern capitalism’s or-
ganization of life: the isolated inhabitants (generally isolated within
the framework of the family cell) see their lives reduced to the pure
triviality of the repetitive combined with the obligatory consumption
of an equally repetitive spectacle.

One can thus conclude that if people censor the question of their
own everyday life, it is both because they are aware of its unbearable
impoverishment and because sooner or later they sense—whether they
admit it or not—that all the real possibilities, all the desires that have
been frustrated by the functioning of social life, are focused there,
and not at all in the various specialized activities and distractions.
Awareness of the profound richness and energy abandoned in everyday
life is inseparable from awareness of the poverty of the dominant or-
ganization of this life. The awareness of this untapped richness leads
to the contrasting definition of everyday life as poverty and as prison;
which in turn leads to the repression of the whole problem.

In these conditions, repressing the political question posed by the
poverty of everyday life means repressing the most profound demands
bearing on the possible richness of this life—demands that can lead to
nothing less than a reinvention of revolution. Of course an evasion of
politics at this level is in no way incompatible with being active in the
Unified Socialist Party, for example, or with reading L’Humanité with
confidence.

Everything really depends on the level at which this problem is
posed: How is our life? In what ways are we satisfied with it? In
what ways are we dissatisfied with it? Without for a moment letting
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ourselves be intimidated by the various advertisements designed to
persuade us that we can be happy because of the existence of God or
Colgate toothpaste or the National Center for Scientific Research.

It seems to me that the phrase “critique of everyday life” could and
should also be understood in this reverse sense: as everyday life’s
sovereign critique of everything that is external or irrelevant to itself.

The question of the use of technological means, in everyday life and
elsewhere, is a political question. Out of all the potential technological
means, those that actually get implemented are selected in accordance
with the goal of maintaining the rule of a particular class. When one
imagines a future such as that presented in science-fiction, in which
interstellar adventures coexist with a terrestrial everyday life kept in the
same old material poverty and archaic morality, this implies precisely
that there is still a class of specialized rulers maintaining the prole-
tarian masses of the factories and offices in their service; and that the
interstellar adventures are nothing but the particular enterprise cho-
sen by those rulers, the way they have found to develop their irrational
economy, the pinnacle of specialized activity.

Someone posed the question, “What is private life [vie privée]
deprived [privée] of?” Quite simply of life itself, which is cruelly absent.
People are as deprived as possible of communication and of self--
fulfillment; deprived of the opportunity to personally make their own
history. Positive responses to this question about the nature of the
privation can thus only take the form of projects of enrichment; the
project of developing a style of life different from the present one (if
the present way of life can even be said to have a “style”). Or to put it
another way, if we regard everyday life as the frontier between the dom-
inated and the undominated sectors of life, and thus as the terrain of
chance and uncertainty, it would be necessary to replace the present
ghetto with a constantly moving frontier; to work ceaselessly toward
the organization of new chances.

The question of intensity of experience is posed today—with drug
use, for example—in the only terms in which the society of alienation
is capable of posing any question: namely, in terms of false recognition
of a falsified project, in terms of fixation and attachment. It should
also be noted how much the image of love elaborated and propagated
in this society has in common with drugs. A passion is first of all
presented as a denial of all other passions; then it is frustrated, and
finally reappears only in the compensations of the reigning spectacle.
La Rochefoucauld wrote: “What often prevents us from abandoning
ourselves to a single vice is that we have several.”* This can be taken as
a very positive observation if we ignore its moralistic presuppositions
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and put it back on its feet as the basis of a program for the realization
of human capacities.

All these questions are now relevant because our time is clearly
dominated by the emergence of the project borne by the working
class—the abolition of every class society and the inauguration of
human history—and is thus also dominated by the fierce resistance to
this project and by the distortions and failures it has encountered up
till now.

The present crisis of everyday life takes its place among the new
forms of the crisis of capitalism, forms that remain unnoticed by those
who cling to classical calculations of the dates of the next cyclical crises
of the economy.

The disappearance in developed capitalism of all the old values and
of all the frames of reference of past communication; and the impos-
sibility of replacing them with any others before having rationally
dominated, within everyday life and everywhere else, the new industrial
forces that escape us more and more—these facts give rise not only
to the virtually official dissatisfaction of our time, a dissatisfaction
particularly acute among young people, but also to the self-negating
tendency of art. Artistic activity had always been alone in expressing
the clandestine problems of everyday life, albeit in a veiled, deformed,
and partially illusory manner. Modern art now provides us with un-
deniable evidence of the destruction of all artistic expression.

If we consider the whole extent of the crisis of contemporary
society, I don’t think it is possible to still regard leisure activities as a
negation of the everyday. It has been recognized here that it is neces-
sary to study “wasted time.” But let us look at the recent evolution of
this notion of wasted time. For classical capitalism, wasted time was
time that was not devoted to production, accumulation, saving. The
secular morality taught in bourgeois schools has instilled this rule of
life. But it so happens that by an unexpected turn of events modern
capitalism needs to increase consumption and “raise the standard of
living” (bearing in mind that that expression is completely meaning-
less). Since at the same time production conditions, compartmental-
ized and clocked to the extreme, have become indefensible, the new
morality already being conveyed in advertising, propaganda and all the
forms of the dominant spectacle now frankly admits that wasted time
is the time spent at work, the only purpose of which is earn enough to
enable one to buy rest, consumption and entertainments—a daily pas-
sivity manufactured and controlled by capitalism.

If we now consider the artificiality of the consumer needs prefabri-
cated and ceaselessly stimulated by modern industry—if we recognize
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the emptiness of leisure activities and the impossibility of rest—we can
pose the question more realistically: What would not be wasted time?
Or to put it another way, the development of a society of abundance
should lead to an abundance of what?

This can obviously serve as a touchstone in many regards. When,
for example, in one of those papers where the flabby thinking of
“leftist intellectuals” is displayed (France-Observateur) one reads a title
like “The Little Car Out to Conquer Socialism” heading an article
that explains that nowadays the Russians are beginning to pursue an
American-style private consumption of goods, beginning naturally
with cars, one cannot help thinking that one need not have mastered
all of Hegel and Marx to realize that a socialism that gives way in the
face of an invasion of the market by small cars is in no way the social-
ism for which the workers movement fought. The bureaucratic rulers
of Russia must be opposed not because of their particular tactics or
dogmas, but more fundamentally: because the meaning of people’s
lives has not really changed. And this is not some obscure, inevitable
fate of an everyday life supposedly doomed to remain reactionary. It is
a fate imposed on everyday life from the outside by the reactionary
sphere of specialized rulers, regardless of the label under which they
plan and regulate poverty in all its aspects.

The present depoliticization of many former leftist militants, their
withdrawal from one type of alienation to plunge into another, that of
private life, represents not so much a return to privacy, a flight from
“historical responsibility,” but rather a withdrawal from the special-
ized political sector that is always manipulated by others—a sector
where the only responsibility they ever took was that of leaving all
responsibility to uncontrolled leaders; a sector where the communist
project was sidetracked and betrayed. Just as one cannot simplistically
oppose private life to public life without asking: what private life? what
public life? (for private life contains the factors of its negation and
supersession, just as collective revolutionary action harboured the fac-
tors of its degeneration), so it would be a mistake to assess the alien-
ation of individuals within revolutionary politics when it is really a
matter of the alienation of revolutionary politics itself. The problem of
alienation should be tackled dialectically, so as to draw attention to the
constantly recurring possibilities of alienation arising within the very
struggle against alienation; but we should stress that this applies to the
highest level of research (to the philosophy of alienation as a whole, for
example) and not to the level of Stalinism, the explanation of which is
unfortunately more gross.

Capitalist civilization has not yet been superseded anywhere, but it



98 INTERNATIONALE SITUATIONNISTE #6 (1961)

continues to produce its own enemies everywhere. The next rise of the
revolutionary movement, radicalized by the lessons of past defeats and
with a program enriched in proportion to the practical potentials of
modern society (potentials that already constitute the material basis
that was lacked by the “utopian” currents of socialism)—this next at-
tempt at a total contestation of capitalism will know how to invent
and propose a different use of everyday life, and will immediately base
itself on new everyday practices and on new types of human relation-
ships (being no longer unaware that any conserving, within the revo-
lutionary movement, of the relations prevailing in the existing society
imperceptibly leads to a reconstitution of one or another variant of
that society).

Just as the bourgeoisie, in its ascendant phase, had to ruthlessly
liquidate everything that transcended earthly life (heaven, eternity), so
the revolutionary proletariat—which can never, without ceasing to be
revolutionary, recognize itself in any past or any models—will have to
renounce everything that transcends everyday life. Or rather, every-
thing that claims to transcend it: the spectacle, “historical” acts or
pronouncements, the “greatness” of leaders, the mystery of specializa-
tions, the “immortality” of art and its supposed importance outside of
life. In other words, it must renounce all the by-products of eternity
that have survived as weapons of the world of the rulers.

The revolution in everyday life, breaking its present resistance to
the historical (and to every kind of change), will create conditions in
which the present dominates the past and the creative aspects of life always
predominate over the repetitive ones. We must therefore expect that
the side of everyday life expressed by the concepts of ambiguity (mis-
understandings, compromises, misuses) will decline considerably in
importance in favour of their opposites: conscious choices and gam-
bles.

The present artistic calling in question of language—appearing at
the same time as that metalanguage of machines which is nothing
other than the bureaucratized language of the bureaucracy in power—
will then be superseded by higher forms of communication. The pres-
ent notion of a decipherable social text will lead to new methods of
writing this social text, in the direction my situationist comrades are
presently seeking with unitary urbanism and some preliminary ven-
tures in experimental behaviour. The central aim of an entirely recon-
verted and redirected industrial production will be the organization of
new configurations of everyday life, the free creation of events.

The critique and perpetual re-creation of the totality of everyday
life, before being carried out naturally by everyone, must be under-
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taken within the present conditions of oppression, in order to destroy
those conditions.

An avant-garde cultural movement, even one with revolutionary
sympathies, cannot accomplish this. Neither can a revolutionary party
on the traditional model, even if it accords a large place to criticism of
culture (understanding by that term the entirety of artistic and con-
ceptual means through which a society explains itself to itself and
shows itself goals of life). This culture and this politics are both worn
out and it is not without reason that most people take no interest in
them. The revolutionary transformation of everyday life—which is not
reserved for some vague future but is placed immediately before us
by the development of capitalism and its unbearable demands (the
only alternative being the reinforcement of the modern slavery)—this
transformation will mark the end of all unilateral artistic expression
stocked in the form of commodities, at the same time as the end of all
specialized politics.

This is going to be the task of a new type of revolutionary organi-
zation, from its inception.

GUY DEBORD
May 1961
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Geopolitics of Hibernation

The “balance of terror” between two rival groups of states—the most
visible basic aspect of global politics at the present moment—is also a
balance of resignation: the resignation of each antagonist to the per-
manence of the other; and within their frontiers, the resignation of
people to a fate that is so far out of their control that the very existence
of the planet is far from certain, hinging on the prudence and skill of
inscrutable strategists. This in turn reinforces a more general resigna-
tion to the existing order, to the coexisting powers of the specialists
who organize this fate. These powers find an additional advantage in
this balance since it facilitates the rapid liquidation of any original
liberatory experience arising on the margin of their systems, particu-
larly within the current movement of the underdeveloped countries.
The same method of neutralizing one menace with another—regard-
less of who the victorious protector may be in any particular case—can
be seen in the crushing of the revolutionary impetus of the Congo by
sending in the United Nations Expeditionary Corps (two days after
their arrival in early July 1960 the Ghanian troops, the first on the
scene, were used to break a transportation strike in Leopoldville) and
in the crushing of the revolutionary impetus of Cuba by the formation
of a one-party system (in March 1962 General Lister, whose role in the
repression of the Spanish revolution is well known, was named Assis-
tant Chief of Staff to the Cuban Army).

In reality the two camps are not actually preparing for war, but for
the indefinite preservation of this balance, which mirrors the internal
stabilization of their power. It goes without saying that this will entail
an enormous mobilization of resources, since it is imperative to con-
tinually escalate the spectacle of possible war. Thus Barry Commoner,
head of the scientific committee assigned by the United States govern-
ment to estimate the destruction that would result from a thermo-
nuclear war, announces that after one hour of such a war 80 million
Americans would be killed and that the survivors would have no hope
of living normally afterwards. The Chiefs of Staff, who in their pro-
jections now count only in megabodies (one megabody = one million
corpses), have admitted the impossibility of calculating beyond the
first half day since experimental evidence is lacking to make any mean-
ingful estimates at such a level of destruction. According to Nicolas
Vichney (Le Monde, S January 1962), one extremist faction of American
defense doctrine has gone so far as to argue that “the best deterrent
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would consist of the possession of an enormous thermonuclear bomb
buried underground. If the enemy attacked, the bomb would be deto-
nated and the Earth would be blown apart.”

The theorists of this “Doomsday System” have certainly found the
ultimate weapon for enforcing submission; they have for the first time
translated the refusal of history into precise technological powers. But
the rigid logic of these doctrinaires only responds to one aspect of the
contradictory needs of the society of alienation, whose indissoluble
project is to prevent people from living while it organizes their survival
(see the opposition of the concepts of life and survival described by
Vaneigem in “Basic Banalities”). Thus the Doomsday System, through
its contempt for survival—which is still the indispensable condition for
the present and future exploitation of human labor—can only play the
role of last resort for the ruling bureaucracies: the insane proof of their
seriousness. But in order to be fully effective in reinforcing people’s
submission, the spectacle of a war to come must henceforth extend its
sway over the organization of our present peacetime existence, while
simultaneously accommodating itself to the basic requirements of
that organization.

In this regard the extraordinary development of fallout shelters
during 1961 is certainly a decisive turning point in the Cold War, a
qualitative leap that will one day be seen as of immense importance in
the formation of a cybernetized totalitarian society on a global scale. It
began in the United States, where Kennedy in his State of the Union
Address last January was already able to assure the Congress: “The
nation’s first serious civil defense shelter program is under way, iden-
tifying, marking and stocking fifty million spaces; and I urge your
approval of federal incentives for the construction of public fallout
shelters in schools and hospitals and similar centers.” This state-
controlled organization of survival has rapidly spread, more or less
secretly, to other major countries of the two camps. West Germany, for
example, was first of all concerned with the survival of Chancellor
Adenauer and his team (the disclosure of the plans to this end led to
the seizure of the Munich magazine Quick). Sweden and Switzerland
are in the process of installing collective shelters under their moun-
tains, where workers buried with their factories will be able to continue
to produce without interruption until the grand finale of the Dooms-
day System. But the home base of the civil defense policy is the United
States, where a number of flourishing companies, such as the Peace o’
Mind Shelter Company (Texas), the American Survival Products Cor-
poration (Maryland), Fox Hole Shelter, Inc. (California) and the Bee
Safe Manufacturing Company (Ohio), are advertising and installing
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countless individual shelters built as private property to ensure the
survival of each family. This fad is giving rise to a new interpretation of
religious morality, certain clergymen expressing the opinion that one’s
duty will clearly consist of refusing entry to friends or strangers, even
by means of arms, in order to guarantee the salvation of one’s own
family. Morality has had to be adapted to this process of intensifying
the terrorism of conformity that underlies all the publicity of modern
capitalism. It was already hard, faced with one’s family and neighbors,
not to have the given model of automobile which a given salary level
enables one to buy on credit (a salary level always recognizable in the
American-type urban housing developments because the location of
the dwelling is precisely determined by the level of salary). It will be
even more difficult not to guarantee one’s family’s survival status once
that commodity is on the market.

It is generally estimated that in the United States since 19SS the
relative saturation of the demand for “durable goods” has led to an
insufficiency of the consumer stimulus necessary for economic expan-
sion. Hence the enormous vogue for trendy gadgets of all sorts, which
represent an easily manipulable development in the semidurable
goods sector. It is easy to see the shelters’ important role in this neces-
sary boost of expansion. With the installation of shelters and their
foreseeable offshoots and by-products, all the appurtenances of life on
the surface will need to be duplicated for the new duplicate life under-
ground. These investments in subterranean strata as yet unexploited
by the affluent society are boosting the sale both of semidurable goods
already in use on the surface (as with the boom in canned foods, of
which each shelter needs a huge supply) and of particular new gadgets,
such as plastic bags for the bodies of people who will die in the shelter
and, naturally, continue to lay there with the survivors.

It is easy to see that these (already widespread) individual shelters
could not possibly work, if only because of such gross technical over-
sights as the absence of an independent oxygen supply; and that even
the most sophisticated collective shelters would offer only the slightest
possibility for survival if a thermonuclear war was actually accidentally
unleashed. But here, as in every racket, “protection” is only a pretext.
The real purpose of the shelters is to test—and thereby reinforce—
people’s submissiveness, and to manipulate this submissiveness to the
advantage of the ruling society. The shelters, as a creation of a new con-
sumable commodity in the society of abundance, prove more than any
previous commodity that people can be made to work to satisfy highly
artificial needs, needs that most certainly “remain needs without ever
having been desires” (Preliminaries Toward Defining a Unitary Revolu-
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tionary Program) and that do not have the slightest chance of becoming
desires. The power of this society, its formidable automatic genius,
can be measured by this extreme example. If this system were to go to
the point of bluntly proclaiming that it imposes such an empty and
hopeless existence that the best solution for everyone would be to go
hang themselves, it would still succeed in managing a healthy and
profitable business by producing standardized ropes. But regardless of
all its capitalist wealth, the concept of survival means suicide on the in-
stallment plan, a renunciation of life every day. The network of shelters—
which are not intended to be used for a war, but right now—presents a
bizarre caricatural picture of existence under a perfected bureaucratic
capitalism. A neo-Christianity has revived its ideal of renunciation
with a new humility compatible with a new boost of industry. The
world of shelters acknowledges itself as an air-conditioned vale of tears.
The coalition of all the managers and their various types of priests will
be able to agree on one unitary program: mass hypnosis plus super-
consumption.

Survival as the opposite of life, if rarely voted for so clearly as by the
buyers of shelters in 1961, can be found at all levels of the struggle
against alienation. It is found in the old conception of art, which
stressed survival through one’s works, an admission of a renunciation
of life—art as excuse and consolation (especially since the bourgeois era
of aesthetics, that secular substitute for the religious otherworld). And
it is found just as much at the level of the most basic needs, those of
food and shelter, with the “blackmail of utility” denounced in the
“Basic Program of Unitary Urbanism” (Internationale Situationniste #6),
the blackmail that eliminates any human critique of the environment
“with the simple argument that one needs a roof over one’s head.”

The new habitat that is now taking shape with the large housing
developments is not really distinct from the architecture of the
shelters; it merely represents a less advanced level of that architecture.
(The two are closely related and the direct passage from one to the
other is already envisaged: the first example in France is a development
presently being built in Nice, the basement of which is designed to
serve as an atomic shelter for its inhabitants.) The concentration-camp
organization of the surface of the earth is the normal state of the pres-
ent society in formation; its condensed subterranean version merely
represents that society’s pathological excess. This subterranean sick-
ness reveals the real nature of the “health” at the surface. The urban-
ism of despair is rapidly becoming dominant on the surface, not only
in the population centers of the United States but also in those of
much more backward countries of Europe and even, for example, in
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the Algeria of the neocolonialist period proclaimed since the
“Constantine Plan.” At the end of 1961 the first version of the national
plan for French territorial development (whose formulation was later
toned down) complained in its chapter on Paris of “an inactive popu-
lation’s stubborn insistence on living in the capital” despite the fact
that the authors of the report, licensed specialists of happiness and
practicality, pointed out that “they could live more agreeably outside
Paris.” They therefore urged the elimination of this distressing irra-
tionality by the enactment of legal measures to “systematically dis-
courage this inactive population from living in Paris.”

Since the main worthwhile activity in this society obviously consists
in systematically discouraging the plans made by its managers (until
such point as the latter are concretely eliminated), and since those
managers are much more constantly aware of this danger than are the
drugged masses of underlings, the planners are erecting their defenses
in all the modern projects of territorial organization. The planning of
shelters for the population, whether in the normal form of dwellings
or in the “affluent” form of family tombs for preventive habitation,
in reality serves to shelter the planners’ own power. The rulers who
control the architectural incarceration and isolation of their subjects
also know how to entrench themselves for strategic purposes. The
Haussmanns of the twentieth century no longer stop at facilitating the
deployment of their repressive forces by partitioning the old urban
clusters into manageable city blocks divided by wide avenues. At the
same time that they disperse the population over a vast area in the new
prefabricated cities which represent this partitioning in its purest state
(where the inferiority of the masses, disarmed and deprived of means
of communication, is sharply increased compared with the continually
more technically equipped police), they erect inaccessible capital cities
where the ruling bureaucracy, for greater security, can constitute the
whole of the population.

Different stages of development of these government-cities can be
noted. The “Military Zone” of Tirana is a section cut off from the city
and defended by the army, wherein are concentrated the homes of the
rulers of Albania, the Central Committee building, and the schools,
hospitals, stores and diversions for this autarkic elite. The administra-
tive city of Rocher Noir, which was built in a single year to serve as the
capital of Algeria when it became evident that the French authorities
were no longer capable of maintaining themselves normally in a large
city, has exactly the same function as the “Military Zone” of Tirana,
though it was erected in open country. Finally, there is the supreme
example, Brasilia, the bureaucratic capital that is also the classic
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expression of functionalist architecture. Parachuted into the center of
avast desert, its inauguration came just at the moment when President
Quadros was dismissed by his military and there were premonitions of
civil war in Brazil.

Things having gone this far, many specialists are beginning to
denounce a number of disturbing absurdities. This is due to their hav-
ing failed to comprehend the central rationality (the rationality of a
coherent delirium) that governs these partial, apparently accidental
absurdities, to which their own activities inevitably contribute. Their
denunciations of the absurd are thus themselves inevitably absurd,
both in their forms and in their means. What is one to think of the
naiveté of the nine hundred professors of all the universities and
research institutes of the New York-Boston region who in the New
York Herald Tribune (30 December 1961) solemnly addressed them-
selves to President Kennedy and Governor Rockefeller—a few days
before Kennedy proudly issued an initial order for fifty million shelter
spaces—in order to convince them of the perniciousness of “civil
defense” development? Or of the horde of sociologists, judges, archi-
tects, policemen, psychologists, teachers, hygienists, psychiatrists and
journalists who never cease gathering in congresses, conferences and
committee meetings of all sorts, all urgently seeking some way to
humanize the housing developments? Humanizing housing develop-
ments is as ridiculous a notion as humanizing atomic war, and for the
same reasons. The shelters reduce not war but the threat of war
to “human proportions”—“human” in modern capitalist terms: mar-
ketable human consumption. This sort of investigation of possible
humanization strives quite explicitly for a joint working out of the
most effective lies for the repression of people’s resistance. While bore-
dom and total lack of social life characterize the suburban housing
developments in a way as immediate and tangible as a Siberian cold
wave, some women’s magazines now go to those new suburbs to pho-
tograph their fashion models and interview satisfied people. Since the
stupefying power of such environments is discernable in the intellec-
tual underdevelopment of the children, their maladjustment is blamed
on their previous slum upbringing. The latest reformist theory places
its hopes in a sort of culture center—though without using that par-
ticular term so as not to scare anyone away. In the plans of the Seine
Architects Union (Le Monde, 22 December 1961) the prefabricated
“bistro-club” that will everywhere humanize their work is presented as
a cubic “plastic cell” (28 x 18 x 4 meters) comprising “a stable element:
the bistro, which will sell tobacco and magazines, but not alcohol; the
remainder will be reserved for various craft activities. . . . It should
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become a seductive showcase. Hence the aesthetic conception and the
quality of the materials will be carefully designed to give their full
effect night and day. The play of lights should in fact communicate the
life of the bistro-club.”

Thus is presented to us, in profoundly revealing terms, a discovery
that “could facilitate social integration on a level that would forge the
spirit of a small city.” The absence of alcohol will be little noticed: in
France youth gangs no longer need alcohol to inspire them to go on
rampages. The French delinquents seem to have broken with the
French tradition of mass alcoholism, which is still so important in the
“hooliganism” of the Eastern bloc, while not having yet come around,
like American youth, to the use of marijuana or stronger drugs.
Though stuck in such an empty transitional period, between the stim-
ulants of two distinct historical stages, they are nevertheless expressing
a sharp violence in response to this world we are describing and to the
horrible prospect of occupying their dismal niche in it. In any case, if
we leave aside the factor of revolt, the unionized architects’ project has
a certain coherence: their glass bistros are intended as a means of sup-
plementary control on the way to that total surveillance of production
and consumption that actually constitutes the famous integration
they aim at. The candidly avowed recourse to the aesthetics of the
show-window is perfectly illuminated by the theory of the spectacle: in
these nonalcoholic bars the consumers themselves become as spectac-
ular as the objects of consumption, for lack of any other attraction.
Totally reified man has his place in the show-window as a desirable
image of reification.

The internal defect of the system is that it cannot totally reify
people; it also needs to make them act and participate, without which
the production and consumption of reification would come to a stop.
The reigning system is thus in conflict with history—including its own
history, which is at once the history of its reinforcement and the his-
tory of the opposition to it.

Today (after a century of struggles and after the traditional or newly
formed rulers’ liquidation, between the two world wars, of the entire
classical workers movement which represented the force of general
contestation), in spite of certain appearances, the dominant world
more than ever presents itself as permanent on the basis of an enrichment
and an infinite extension of an irreplaceable model. We can compre-
hend this world only by contesting it. And this contestation is neither
true nor realistic except insofar as it is a contestation of the totality.

This explains the astonishing lack of ideas evident in all the acts of
culture, of politics, of the organization of life, and in everything else—
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the lameness of the modernist builders of functionalist cities is only a
particularly glaring example. The intelligent specialists are intelligent
only in playing the game of specialists; hence the timid conformity and
fundamental lack of imagination that make them grant that this or
that product is useful, or good, or necessary. The root of the prevailing
lack of imagination cannot be grasped unless one is able to imagine what
is lacking—that is, what is missing, hidden, forbidden, and yet possible,
in modern life.

This is not a theory without links to the way people see their own
lives; it is, on the contrary, a reality in the minds of people as yet with-
out links with theory. Those who really “cohabit with the negative” (in
the Hegelian sense) and explicitly recognize this lack as their platform
and their power will bring to light the only positive project that can over-
throw the wall of sleep; and the measures of survival; and the dooms-
day bombs; and the megatons of architecture.

The Bad Days Will End+*

As the world of the spectacle extends its reign it approaches the climax
of its offensive, provoking new resistances everywhere. These resist-
ances are very little known precisely because the reigning spectacle is
designed to present an omnipresent hypnotic image of unanimous
submission. But they do exist and are spreading.

Everyone talks about the youth rebellion in the advanced industrial
countries, though without understanding much about it (see “Un-
conditional Defense” in issue #6 of this journal). Militant publications
such as Socialisme ou Barbarie (Paris) and Correspondence (Detroit) have
published well-documented articles on workers’ continual on-the-job
resistance to the whole organization of work and on their depoliticiza-
tion and their disillusionment with the unions, which have become a
mechanism for integrating workers into the society and a supplemen-
tary weapon in the economic arsenal of bureaucratized capitalism. As
the old forms of opposition reveal their ineffectiveness, or more often
their complete inversion into complicity with the existing order, an
irreducible dissatisfaction spreads subterraneanly, undermining the
edifice of the affluent society. The “old mole”* that Marx evoked in his
“Toast to the Proletarians of Europe” is still digging away, the specter
is reappearing in all the nooks and crannies of our televised Elsinore
Castle, whose political mists are dissipated as soon as workers councils
come into existence and for as long as they continue to reign.



108 INTERNATIONALE SITUATIONNISTE #7 (1962)

Just as the first organization of the classical proletariat was pre-
ceded, during the end of the eighteenth century and the beginning of
the nineteenth, by a period of isolated “criminal” acts aimed at destroy-
ing the machines of production that were depriving people of their
work, we are presently witnessing the first appearance of a wave of
vandalism against the machines of consumption that are just as certainly
depriving us of our life. In both cases the significance obviously does
not lie in the destruction itself, but in the rebelliousness which could
potentially develop into a positive project going to the point of re-
converting the machines in a way that increases people’s real power
over their lives. Leaving aside the havoc perpetrated by groups of
adolescents, we can point out a few examples of actions by workers
that are in large part incomprehensible from the classical “protests and
demands” perspective.

On 9 February 1961 in Naples factory workers coming off the day
shift found that the streetcars that ordinarily took them home were
not running, the drivers having launched a lightning strike because
several of them had just been laid off. The workers demonstrated their
solidarity with the strikers by throwing various projectiles at the com-
pany offices, and then bottles of gasoline which set fire to part of the
streetcar station. They then burned several buses while successfully
holding off police and firemen. Several thousand of them spread
through the city, smashing store windows and electric signs. During
the night troops had to be called in to restore law and order, and
armored cars moved on Naples. This aimless and totally spontaneous
demonstration was obviously a direct revolt against commuting time,
which is such a burdensome addition to wage slavery time in modern
cities. Sparked by a chance minor incident, this revolt immediately
began to extend to the whole consumer-society decor (recently plas-
tered over the traditional poverty of southern Italy): the store windows
and neon signs, being at once its most symbolic and most fragile
points, naturally drew the first attacks, just as happens during the
rampages of rebellious youth.

On August 4 in France striking miners at Merlebach attacked
twenty-one cars parked in front of the management buildings. All the
commentators pointed out dumbfoundedly that nearly all these auto-
mobiles belonged to the workers’ fellow employees at the mine. Who can
fail to see in this action—over and beyond the innumerable reasons
that always justify aggression on the part of the exploited—a gesture of
self-defense against the central object of consumer alienation?

The strikers of Liege [Belgium] who attempted to destroy the
machinery of the newspaper La Meuse on 6 January 1961 attained one
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of the peaks of consciousness of their movement in thus attacking the
means of information held by their enemies. (Since the means of trans-
mitting information are jointly monopolized by the government and
the leaders of the socialist and union bureaucracies, this is precisely the
crucial point of the struggle, the barrier that continues to bar workers’
“wildcat” struggles from any perspective of power and thus condemns
them to disappear.) Another symptom, though less interesting because
more contingent on the de Gaulle regime’s clumsy propagandistic
excesses, is nevertheless worth noting in the following communiqué of
the unions of French journalists and radio and television technicians
last February 9: “Our fellow reporters and technicians who were cover-
ing the demonstration Thursday evening were attacked by the crowd
merely because they were bearing the ‘Radio-Télévision Frangaise’ insignia.
This fact is significant. This is why the SJRT and SUT unions consider
themselves justified in stressing in all seriousness that the lives of our
fellow reporters and technicians depend on the respect in which their reports are
held” Of course, along with the first concrete reactions against the
forces of conditioning we cannot close our eyes to the extent to which
this conditioning continues to prove successful, even within very com-
bative workers’ actions. Thus, when at the beginning of the year the
Decazeville miners delegated twenty of their number to go on a hunger
strike, they were fighting on the spectacular terrain of the enemy by
relying on the tear-jerking potential of twenty stars. They thus in-
evitably lost, since their only chance of success would have been to do
whatever was necessary to extend their collective intervention beyond
their limited sector (the only industry they were blocking having
already been losing money anyway). Capitalist social organization and
its oppositional by-products have so effectively propagated parliamen-
tary and spectacular ideas that revolutionary workers often tend to for-
get that representation must always be kept to the essential minimum
and used as little as possible. But it isn’t only industrial workers who
are fighting against brutalization. The Berlin actor Wolfgang Neuss
perpetrated a most suggestive act of sabotage last January by placing a
notice in the paper Der Abend giving away the identity of the killer in a
television detective serial that had been keeping the masses in suspense
for weeks.

The assault of the first workers movement against the whole orga-
nization of the old world came to an end long ago, and nothing can
bring it back to life. It failed. Certainly it achieved immense results,
but not the ones it had originally intended. No doubt such devia-
tion toward partially unexpected results is the general rule in human
actions; but the one exception to this rule is precisely the moment of
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revolutionary action, the moment of the all-or-nothing qualitative
leap. The classical workers movement must be reexamined without any
illusions, particularly without any illusions regarding its various po-
litical and pseudotheoretical heirs, because all they have inherited is
its failure. The apparent successes of this movement are actually its
fundamental failures (reformism or the establishment of a state bu-
reaucracy), while its failures (the Paris Commune or the 1934 Asturian
revolt) are its most promising successes so far, for us and for the
future. This movement must be precisely delineated in time. The clas-
sical workers movement can be considered to have begun a couple
decades before the official formation of the International * with the
first linkup of communist groups of several countries that Marx and
his friends organized from Brussels in 1845. And it was completely fin-
ished after the defeat of the Spanish revolution, that is, after the
Barcelona May days of 1937.

We need to rediscover the whole truth of this period and to re-
examine all the oppositions between revolutionaries and all the
neglected possibilities, without any longer being impressed by the fact
that some won out over others and dominated the movement; for we
now know that the movement within which they were successful was
an overall failure. Marx’s thought is obviously the first which must be
rediscovered—a task that should not present much difficulty in view of
the extensive existing documentation and the crudeness of the lies
about it. But it is also necessary to reassess the anarchist positions in
the First International, Blanquism, Luxemburgism, the council move-
ment in Germany and Spain, Kronstadt, the Makhnovists, etc.*
Without overlooking the practical influence of the utopian socialists.
All this, of course, not with the aim of scholarship or academic eclecti-
cism, but solely in order to contribute toward the formation of a new,
profoundly different revolutionary movement, a movement of which
we have seen so many premonitory signs over the last few years, one of
which is our own existence. We must understand these signs through
the study of the classical revolutionary project, and vice versa. It is
necessary to rediscover the history of the very movement of history,
which has been so thoroughly hidden and distorted. It is, moreover,
only in this enterprise (and in a few experimental artistic groups gen-
erally linked to it) that seductive modes of behavior have appeared—
modes that enable one to take an objective interest in modern society
and the possibilities it contains.

There is no other way to be faithful to, or even simply to under-
stand, the actions of our comrades of the past than to profoundly
reconceive the problem of revolution, which has been increasingly
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deprived of thought as it has become posed more intensely in concrete
reality. But why does this reconception seem so difficult? Starting
from an experience of free everyday life (that is, from a quest for free-
dom in everyday life) it is not so difficult. It seems to us that this ques-
tion is quite concretely felt today among young people. And to feel it
with enough urgency enables one to rediscover lost history, to salvage
and rejudge it. It is not difficult for thought that concerns itself with
questioning everything that exists. It is only necessary not to have aban-
doned philosophy (as have virtually all the philosophers), not to have
abandoned art (as have virtually all the artists), and not to have aban-
doned contestation of present reality (as have virtually all the militants).
When they are not abandoned, these questions all converge toward the
same supersession. The specialists, whose power is geared to a society
of specialization, have abandoned the critical truth of their disciplines
in order to preserve the personal advantages of their function. But all
real researches are converging toward a totality, just as real people are
going to come together in order to try once again to escape from their
prehistory.

Many people are skeptical about the possibility of a new revolu-
tionary movement, continually repeating that the proletariat has been
integrated or that the workers are now satisfied, etc. This means one of
two things: either they are declaring themselves satisfied (in which case
we will fight them without any equivocation); or they are identifying
themselves with some category separate from the workers, such as
artists (in which case we will fight this illusion by showing them that
the new proletariat is tending to encompass virtually everybody).

There are related misconceptions about the Third World. Apocalyp-
tic fears or hopes regarding the movements of revolt in the colonized
or semicolonized countries overlook this central fact: the revolution-
ary project must be realized in the industrially advanced countries.
Until it is, the movements in the underdeveloped zone seem doomed
to follow the model of the Chinese revolution, which began just as the
classical workers movement was being destroyed and whose entire
subsequent evolution has been dominated by the mutation it suffered
due to that destruction. It remains true that the existence of these
anticolonialist movements, even if they are polarized around the bu-
reaucratic Chinese model, creates a disequilibrium in the external con-
frontation of the two great counterbalanced blocs, destabilizing any
division of the world by their rulers and owners. But the security of the
stakes in the planetary poker game is threatened just as much by the
internal disequilibrium that still prevails in the factories of Manches-
ter and East Berlin.



112 INTERNATIONALE SITUATIONNISTE #7 (1962)

The radical minorities that in obscurity managed to survive the
crushing of the classical workers movement (whose force the ruse of
history transformed into state police) have handed down the truth of
that movement, but only as an abstract truth of the past. Their honor-
able resistance to force has succeeded in preserving a maligned tradi-
tion, but not in redeveloping it into a new force. The formation of new
organizations depends on a deeper critique, translated into acts. There
must be a complete break with ideology, in which revolutionary groups
think they possess official titles guaranteeing their function (that is,
we must resume the Marxian critique of the role of ideologies). It is
thus necessary to leave the terrain of specialized revolutionary activ-
ity—the terrain of the self-mystification of “serious politics”—because
it has long been seen that such specialization encourages even the best
people to demonstrate stupidity regarding all other questions, with the
result that they end up failing even in their merely political struggles,
since the latter are inseparable from all other aspects of the overall
problem of our society. Specialization and pseudoseriousness are
among the primary defensive outposts that the organization of the old
world occupies in everyone’s mind. A revolutionary association of a
new type will also break with the old world by permitting and demand-
ing of its members an authentic and creative participation, instead of
expecting a participation of militants measurable in attendance time,
which amounts to recreating the sole control possible in the dominant
society: the quantitative criterion of hours of labor. A genuine en-
thusiastic participation on the part of everyone is necessitated by the
fact that the classical political militant, who “devotes himself” to his
radical duties, is everywhere disappearing along with classical politics
itself; and even more by the fact that devotion and sacrifice always
engender authority (even if only purely moral authority). Boredom is
countervevolutionary. In every way.

The groups that recognize the fundamental (not merely circum-
stantial) failure of the old politics must also recognize that they can
claim to be an ongoing avant-garde only if they themselves exemplify a
new style of life, a new passion. There is nothing utopian about this
lifestyle criterion: it was constantly evident during the emergence and
rise of the classical workers movement. We believe that in the coming
period this will not only hold true to the extent it did in the nineteenth
century, but will go much further. Otherwise the militants of these
groups would only constitute dull propaganda societies, proclaiming
quite correct and basic ideas but with virtually no one listening.
The spectacular unilateral transmission of a revolutionary teaching—
whether within an organization or in its action directed toward the
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outside—has lost all chance of proving effective in the society of the
spectacle, which simultaneously organizes a completely different spec-
tacle and infects every spectacle with an element of nausea. Such
specialized propaganda thus has little chance of leading to timely and
fruitful intervention during situations when the masses are compelled
to wage real struggles.

It is necessary to recall and revive the nineteenth-century social war
of the poor. The word can be found everywhere, in songs and in all the
declarations of the people who worked for the objectives of the classi-
cal workers movement. One of the most urgent tasks confronting the
SI and other comrades now advancing along convergent paths is to
define the new poverty. Certain American sociologists* over the last few
years have played a role in the exposure of this new poverty analogous
to that played by the first utopian philanthropists vis-a-vis workers’
action in the previous century: The problem is revealed, but in an
idealistic and artificial way; because since understanding resides in
praxis alone, one can really comprehend the nature of the enemy only
in the process of fighting it (this is the terrain on which are situated,
for example, G. Keller’s* and R. Vaneigem’s projects of introducing the
aggressiveness of the delinquents onto the plane of ideas).

Defining the new poverty also entails defining the new wealth. To
the image propagated by the dominant society—according to which it
has evolved (both on its own and in response to acceptable reformist
pressure) from an economy of profit to an economy of needs—must be
counterposed an economy of desires, which could be defined as: techno-
logical society plus the imagination of what could be done with it. The
economy of needs is falsified in terms of habit. Habit is the natural
process by which fulfilled desire is degraded into need and is con-
firmed, objectified and universally recognized as need. The present
economy is directly geared to the fabrication of habits, and manipu-
lates people by forcing them to repress their desires.

Complicity with the world’s false opposition goes hand in hand
with complicity with its false wealth (and thus with a retreat from
defining the new poverty). Sartre’s disciple Gorz is a good case in
point. In Les Temps Modernes #188 he confesses how embarrassed he is
that, thanks to his career as a journalist (which indeed is nothing to
write home about), he can afford the good things of this society;
among which he respectfully mentions taxis and trips abroad—at a
time when taxis inch forward behind the mass of cars that everyone
has been forced to buy; and when foreign travel presents us with the
same boring spectacle of the same alienation endlessly duplicated
around the world. He also waxes enthusiastic—like Sartre did once
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upon a time about the “total freedom of criticism in the USSR”—about
“the youth” of the only “revolutionary generations,” those of Yugo-
slavia, Algeria, Cuba, China and Israel. The other countries are old,
says Gorz, in order to justify his own senility. He thus relieves himself
of the necessity of makingany more precise analyses of, or distinctions
among, “the youth” of those or other countries, where not everyone is
so old or so visible, and where not every revolt is so Gorz.

Fougeyrollas, the latest thinker to have “gone beyond” Marxism, is
somewhat disconcerted over the fact that while all previous major
stages of historical development were characterized by a change in the
mode of production, the communist society heralded by Marx, if it
were to come about, would seem to be no more than a continuation
of the society of industrial production. Go to the back of the class,
Fougeyrollas. The next form of society will not be based on industrial
production. It will be a society of realized art. The “absolutely new type
of production supposedly in gestation in our society,” whose absence
Fougeyrollas laments in Marxisme en question, is the construction of
situations, the free construction of the events of life.

The Fifth SI Conference in Géteborg

(excerpts)

The 5th Conference of the Situationist International was held in Gote-
borg [Gothenburg], Sweden, 28-30 August 1961, eleven months after
the London Conference. The situationists of nine countries were repre-
sented by Ansgar-Elde, Debord, J. de Jong, Kotanyi, D. Kunzelmann,
S. Larsson, J.V. Martin, Nash, Prem, G. Stadler, Hardy Strid, H. Sturm,
R. Vaneigem, Zimmer. |[. . .]

Next the Conference hears an orientation report by Vaneigem, who
says notably:

The Situationist International finds itself, due both to the present his-
torical conjuncture and to its internal evolution, at a stage of develop-
ment such that the activity it considers itself capable of carrying out,
within the world of bureaucratization and reification, depends hence-
forth on its ability to maintain critical rigor, a rigor that will serve as a
cohesive force. Its weakness in the face of the tasks to come and of the
foreseeable repression can be turned into a strength only if each of its
members is clearly aware of what threatens him personally and what
threatens the nature and aims of the SI itself. This is the price of sec-
tional autonomy.
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The existing world, in both its capitalist and its supposedly anti-
capitalist variants, organizes life in the form of spectacles. . .. The point
is not to elaborate a spectacle of refusal, but to refuse the spectacle. In
order for their elaboration to be artistic in the new and authentic sense
defined by the SI, the elements of the destruction of the spectacle must
precisely cease to be works of art. There is no such thing as situationism,
or a situationist work of art, or a spectacular situationist. Once and for
all.

Such a perspective means nothing if it is not directly linked to revo-
lutionary praxis, to the desire to change life (which is not at all the same
as merely changing the bosses of existing occupations). [. . .]

Our position is that of combatants between two worlds—one that
we don’t acknowledge, the other that does not yet exist. We have to
bring the two together, to hasten the end of a world, the disaster where
the situationists will recognize their own.

[. . .] The second session begins with reports from the various sec-
tions, primarily concerning the publication and translation of SI texts.
The Scandinavian section also raises the issue of the production of ex-
perimental films in Sweden, in which several of its members have been
collectively involved. The Swedes present in Goteborg have been dis-
cussing among themselves which of these films attain alevel worthy of
being termed “situationist,” and ask the Conference to help settle this
question. Debord replies that since he himself has never made a situa-
tionist film, he is in no position to judge.*

Kunzelmann expresses a strong skepticism as to the powers the SI
can bring together in order to act on the level envisaged by Vaneigem.
Kotanyi responds to Nash and Kunzelmann: “Since the beginning of
the movement there has been a problem as to what to call artistic
works by members of the SI. It was understood that none of them was
a situationist production, but what to call them? I propose a very sim-
ple rule: to call them ‘antisituationist.” We are against the dominant con-
ditions of artistic inauthenticity. I don’t mean that anyone should stop
painting, writing, etc. I don’t mean that that has no value. I don’t mean
that we could continue to exist without doing that. But at the same
time we know that such works will be coopted* by the society and used
against us. Our impact lies in the elaboration of certain truths which
have an explosive power as soon as people are ready to struggle for
them. The movement is only in its infancy regarding the elaboration of
these essential points. It has yet to attain the degree of purity found in
modern explosives. Until we attain this purity, ie. this necessary degree
of clarity, we cannot count on the explosive effects of our approaches
to everyday life and to the critique of everyday life. I urge you not to
forget that our present productions are antisituationist. The clarity
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that comes from recognizing this fact is indispensable for attaining
any greater clarification. If we sacrifice this principle, Kunzelmann
would be right in a negative sense: the SI would be unable to attain the
most meager power.”

The responses to Kotanyi’s proposal are all favorable. It is noted
that would-be avant-garde artists are beginning to appear in various
countries who have no connection with the SI but who refer to them-
selves as adherents of “situationism” or describe their works as being
more or less situationist. This trend is obviously going to increase and
it would be hopeless for the SI to try and prevent it. While various
confused artists nostalgic for a positive art call themselves situation-
ist, antisituationist art will be the mark of the best artists, those of the
SI, since genuinely situationist conditions have as yet not at all been
created. Admitting this is the mark of a situationist.

With one exception, the Conference unanimously decides to adopt
this rule of antisituationist art,binding on all members of the SI. Only
Nash objects, his spite and indignation having become increasingly
sharp throughout the whole debate, to the point of uncontrolled rage.

Prem resumes in more detail the objections of his friends to
Kotdnyi’s perspectives. He agrees with calling our art antisituationist;
and also with the project of organizing a situationist base. But he does
not think the SI’s tactics are good. There is talk of people’s dissatis-
faction and revolt, but in his view, as his tendency already expressed it
at London, “most people are still primarily interested in comfort and
conveniences.” He feels that the SI systematically neglects its real
chances in culture. It rejects favorable occasions to intervene in exist-
ing cultural politics, whereas, in his view, the SI has no power but its
power in culture—a power which could be very great and which is visi-
bly within our reach. The SI majority sabotages the chances for effec-
tive action on the terrain where it is possible. It castigates artists who
might be capable of accomplishing something, and it throws them out
the moment they get in a position to accomplish anything. [. . ]

Other German situationists strongly oppose Prem, some of them
accusing him of having expressed positions in their name that they do
not share (but it seems, rather, that Prem simply had the frankness to
clearly express the line that dominates in the German section). Finally
the Germans come around to agreeing that none of them conceives of
theory as separate from its practical results. With this the third session
is adjourned in the middle of the night, not without violent agitation
and uproar (from one side there are shouts of “Your theory is going to
fly right back in your faces!” and from the other, “Cultural pimps!”).
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[..]

The German situationists stress the urgency, already made evident
by the Conference, for them to unify their positions and projects with
the rest of the SI. Kunzelmann feels that a useful focus for this discus-
sion could be Vaneigem’s report, which they will carefully study when
they are back in Germany. The Germans also commit to rapidly aug-
menting their propagation and elaboration of situationist theory, as
they have already begun to do in issues #5 and #6 of their journal Spur.
On their request, the Conference adds Attila Kotdnyi and J. de Jong to
the editorial committee of Spur in order to verify this process of unifi-
cation. (But in January this decision is flouted by their putting out,
without Kotinyi and de Jong’s knowledge, an issue #7 marking a dis-
tinct regression from the preceding ones—which leads to the exclusion
of those responsible.) [. . .]

It is voted to hold the 6th Conference at Anvers, after the rejection
of the Scandinavian proposal to hold it secretly in Warsaw. The Con-
ference does decide, however, to send a delegation of three situationists
to Poland to develop our contacts there. [. . .]

Basic Banalities
(Part 1)

1

Bureaucratic capitalism has found its legitimation in Marx. I am not
referring here to orthodox Marxism’s dubious merit of having rein-
forced the neocapitalist structures whose present reorganization is an
implicit homage to Soviet totalitarianism; I am stressing the extent to
which crude versions of Marx’s most profound analyses of alienation
have become generally recognized in the most commonplace realities—
realities which, stripped of their magical veil and materialized in each
gesture, have become the sole substance of the daily lives of an increas-
ing number of people. In a word, bureaucratic capitalism contains the
tangible reality of alienation; it has brought it home to everybody far
more successfully than Marx could ever have hoped to do, it has banal-
ized it as the reduction of material poverty has been accompanied by a
spreading mediocrity of existence. As poverty has been reduced in
terms of survival, it has become more profound in terms of our way of
life—this is at least one widespread feeling that exonerates Marx from
all the interpretations a degenerate Bolshevism has made of him. The
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“theory” of peaceful coexistence has accelerated this awareness and
revealed, to those who were still confused, that exploiters can get along
quite well with each other despite their spectacular divergences.

2

“Any act,” writes Mircea Eliade, “can become a religious act. Human
existence is realized simultaneously on two parallel planes, that of tem-
porality, becoming, illusion, and that of eternity, substance, reality.” In
the nineteenth century the brutal divorce of these two planes demon-
strated that power would have done better to have maintained reality
in a mist of divine transcendence. But we must give reformism credit
for succeeding where Bonaparte had failed, in dissolving becoming in
eternity and reality in illusion. This union may not be as solid as the
sacraments of religious marriage, but it lasts, which is all that the man-
agers of coexistence and social peace can ask of it. This is also what
leads us to define ourselves—in the illusory but inescapable perspective
of duration—as the end of abstract temporality, as the end of the
reified time of our acts; to define ourselves—does it have to be spelled
out?—at the positive pole of alienation as the end of social alienation,
as the end of humanity’s term of social alienation.

3

The socialization of primitive human groups reveals a will to struggle
more effectively against the mysterious and terrifying forces of nature.
But struggling in the natural environment, at once with it and against
it, submitting to its most inhuman laws in order to wrest from it an
increased chance of survival—doing this could only engender a more
evolved form of aggressive defense, a more complex and less primitive
attitude, manifesting on a higher level the contradictions that the
uncontrolled and yet influenceable forces of nature never ceased to
impose. In becoming socialized, the struggle against the blind domi-
nation of nature triumphed inasmuch as it gradually assimilated prim-
itive, natural alienation, but in another form. The struggle against
natural alienation gave rise to social alienation. Is it by chance that a
technological civilization has developed to such a point that this social
alienation has been revealed by its conflict with the last areas of natu-
ral resistance that technological power hadn’t managed (and for good
reasons) to subjugate? Today the technocrats propose to put an end to
primitive alienation: with a stirring humanitarianism they exhort us to
perfect the technical means that “in themselves” would enable us to
conquer death, suffering, discomfort and boredom. But to eliminate
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death would be less of a miracle than to eliminate suicide and the
desire to die. There are ways of abolishing the death penalty than can
make one miss it. Up till now the particular uses that have been made
of technology—or more generally the socio-economic context in which
human activity is confined—while quantitatively reducing the number
of occasions of pain and death, have allowed death itself to eat like a
cancer into the heart of each person’s life.

4

The prehistoric food-gathering age was succeeded by the hunting age
during which clans formed and strove to increase their chances of
survival. Hunting grounds and preserves were staked out from which
outsiders were absolutely excluded—the welfare of the whole clan de-
pended on it. As a result, the freedom gained by settling down more
safely and comfortably within the natural environment engendered its
own negation outside the boundaries laid down by the clan and forced
the group to modify its customary rules in organizing its relations
with excluded and threatening groups. From the moment it appeared,
socially engendered economic survival implied the existence of boun-
daries, restrictions, conflicting rights. It should never be forgotten that
until now both history and our own nature have developed in accor-
dance with the development of private appropriation: the seizing of
control by a class, group, caste or individual of a general power over a
socio-economic survival whose form remains complex, ranging from
ownership of land, territory, factories or capital to the “pure” exercise
of power over people (hierarchy). Beyond the struggle against regimes
whose vision of paradise is a cybernetic welfare state lies the necessity
of a still vaster struggle against a fundamental and initially natural
state of things, in the development of which capitalism plays only an
incidental, transitory role; a state of things that will only disappear
with the disappearance of the last traces of hierarchical power—along
with the “swine of humanity,” of course.

S

To be an owner is to claim a good one prevents others from using—
while at the same time acknowledging everyone’s abstract, potential
right to ownership. By excluding people from a real right of ownership,
the owner extends his dominion over those he has excluded (absolutely
over nonowners, relatively over other owners), without whom he is
nothing. The nonowners have no choice in the matter. The owner
appropriates and alienates them as producers of his own power, while
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the necessity of ensuring their own physical existence forces them
despite themselves to collaborate in producing their own exclusion
and to survive without ever being able to live. Excluded, they par-
ticipate in ownership through the mediation of the owner, a mystical
participation characterizing from the outset all the clan and social
relationships that gradually replaced the principle of obligatory cohe-
sion in which each member was an integral part of the group (“organic
interdependence”). Their guarantee of survival depends on their activ-
ity within the framework of private appropriation; they reinforce a
property right from which they are excluded. Due to this ambiguity
each of them sees himself as participating in ownership, as a living
fragment of the right to possess, and this belief in turn reinforces their
condition as excluded and possessed. (Extreme cases of this alienation:
the faithful slave, the cop, the bodyguard, the centurion—creatures
who, through a sort of union with their own death, confer on death a
power equal to the forces of life and identify in a destructive energy the
negative and positive poles of alienation, the absolutely submissive
slave and the absolute master.) It is of vital importance to the exploiter
that this appearance is maintained and made more sophisticated; not
because he is especially Machiavellian, but simply because he wants to
stay alive. The organization of appearances depends on the survival of
the owner and his privileges, which in turn depend on the physical sur-
vival of the nonowner, who can thus remain alive while being exploited
and excluded from being a real person. Private appropriation and
domination are thus originally imposed and felt as a positive right, but
in the form of a negative universality. Valid for everyone, justified in
everyone’s eyes by divine or natural law, the right of private appropria-
tion is objectified in a general illusion, in a universal transcendence, in
an essential law under which everyone individually manages to tolerate
the more or less narrow limits assigned to his right to live and to the
conditions of life in general.

6

In this social context the function of alienation must be understood as
a condition of survival. The labor of the nonowners is subject to the same
contradictions as the right of private appropriation. It transforms
them into possessed beings, into producers of their own expropriation
and exclusion, but it represents the only chance of survival for slaves,
for serfs, for workers—so much so that the activity that allows their
existence to continue by emptying it of all content ends up, through
a natural and sinister reversal of perspective, by taking on a positive
appearance. Not only has value been attributed to work (as a form
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of self-sacrifice during the old regime, and in its most mentally de-
grading forms in bourgeois ideology and in the so-called People’s
Democracies), but very early on to work for a master, to alienate one-
self willingly, became the honorable and scarcely questioned price of
survival. The satisfaction of basic needs remains the best safeguard of
alienation; it is best dissimulated by being justified on the grounds of
undeniable necessities. Alienation multiplies needs because it can
satisfy none of them; nowadays lack of satisfaction is measured in the
number of cars, refrigerators, TVs: the alienating objects have lost the
ruse and mystery of transcendence, they are there in their concrete
poverty. To be rich today is to possess the greatest quantity of poor
objects.

Up till now surviving has prevented us from living. This is why
much is to be expected of the increasingly obvious impossibility of sur-
vival, an impossibility that will become all the more obvious as the glut
of conveniences and elements of survival reduces life to a single choice:
suicide or revolution.

7

The sacred presides even over the struggle against alienation. As soon
as the relations of exploitation and the violence that underlies them
are no longer concealed by the mystical veil, there is a breakthrough, a
moment of clarity—the struggle against alienation is suddenly revealed
as a ruthless hand-to-hand fight with naked power, power exposed in
its brute force and its weakness, a vulnerable giant whose slightest
wound confers on the attacker the infamous notoriety of an Ero-
stratus.* Since power survives, the event remains ambiguous. Praxis
of destruction, sublime moment when the complexity of the world
becomes tangible, transparent, within everyone’s grasp; inexpiable
revolts—those of the slaves, the Jacques, the iconoclasts, the Enragés,
the Fédérés,* Kronstadt, the Asturias, and—promises of things to
come—the hooligans of Stockholm and the wildcat strikes. Only the
destruction of all hierarchical power will allow us to forget these. We
intend to make sure that it does.

The deterioration of mythical structures and their slowness in
regenerating themselves, which make possible the awakening of con-
sciousness and the critical penetration of insurrection, are also respon-
sible for the fact that once the “excesses” of revolution are past, the
struggle against alienation is grasped on a theoretical plane, subjected
to an “analysis” that is a carryover from the demystification prepara-
tory to revolt. It is at this point that the truest and most authentic
aspects of a revolt are reexamined and repudiated by the “we didn’t
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really mean to do that” of the theoreticians charged with explaining
the meaning of an insurrection to those who made it—to those who
aim to demystify by acts, not just by words.

All acts contesting power call for analysis and tactical development.
Much can be expected of:

a) the new proletariat, which is discovering its destitution amid
consumer abundance (see the development of the workers’
struggles presently beginning in England, and the attitudes of
rebellious youth in all the modern countries);

b) countries that have had enough of their partial, sham revolu-
tions and are consigning their past and present theorists to the
museums (see the role of the intelligentsia in the Eastern bloc);

c) the Third World, whose mistrust of technological myths has
been kept alive by the colonial cops and mercenaries, the last,
over-zealous militants of a transcendence against which they are
the best possible vaccination;

d) the force of the SI (“our ideas are in everyone’s mind”), capa-
ble of forestalling remote-controlled revolts, “crystal nights”*
and sheepish resistance.

8

Private appropriation is linked to the dialectic of particular and gen-
eral. In the mystical realm where the contradictions of the slave and
feudal systems are resolved, the nonowner, excluded as a particular
individual from the right of ownership, strives to ensure his survival
through his labor: the more he identifies with the interests of the mas-
ter, the more successful he is. He knows the other nonowners only
through their joint plight: the compulsory surrender of their labor
power (Christianity recommended voluntary surrender: once the slave
“willingly” offered his labor power, he ceased to be a slave), the search
for the optimum conditions of survival, and mystical identification.
Struggle, though born of a universal will to survive, takes place on the
level of appearances where it brings into play identification with the
desires of the master and thus introduces a certain individual rivalry
that reflects the rivalry between the masters. Competition develops on
this plane as long as the exploitive relations remain dissimulated
behind a mystical veil and as long as the conditions producing this veil
persist; or to put it another way, as long as the degree of slavery deter-
mines the slave’s consciousness of the degree of lived reality. (We are
still at the stage of calling “objective consciousness” what is in reality
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the consciousness of being an object.) The owner, for his part, depends
on the general acknowledgment of a right from which he alone is not
excluded, but which is seen on the plane of appearances as a right
accessible to each of the excluded taken individually. His privileged
position depends on such a belief, and this belief is also the basis for
the strength that is essential if he is to hold his own among the other
owners; it is his strength. If he seems to renounce exclusive appropria-
tion of everything and everybody, if he poses less as a master than as a
servant of the public good and defender of collective security, then his
power is crowned with glory and to his other privileges he adds that of
denying, on the level of appearances (which is the only level of refer-
ence in the world of one-way communication), the very notion of per-
sonal appropriation. Denying that anyone has this right, he repudiates
the other owners. In the feudal perspective the owner is not integrated
into appearances in the same way as the nonowners, slaves, soldiers,
functionaries and servants of all kinds. The lives of the latter are so
squalid that the majority can live only as a caricature of the Master (the
feudal lord, the prince, the major-domo, the taskmaster, the high
priest, God, Satan). But the master himself is also forced to play one of
these caricatural roles. He can do so without much effort since his pre-
tension to total life is already so caricatural, isolated as he is among
those who can only survive. He is already one of our own kind (with the
added grandeur of a past epoch, which adds a poignant savor to his
sadness); he, like each of us, was anxiously seeking the adventure where
he could find himself on the road to his total perdition. Could the
master, at the very moment he alienates the others, see that he has
reduced them to dispossessed and excluded beings, and thus realize
that he is only an exploiter, a purely negative being? Such an awareness
is unlikely, and would be dangerous. By extending his dominion over
the greatest possible number of subjects, isn’t he enabling them to sur-
vive, giving them their only chance of salvation? (“What would become
of the workers if the capitalists weren’t kind enough to employ them?”
the high-minded souls of the nineteenth century liked to ask.) In fact,
the owner officially excludes himself from all claim to private appro-
priation. To the sacrifice of the nonowner, who through his labor
exchanges his real life for an apparent one (thus avoiding immediate
death by allowing the master to determine his variety of living death),
the owner replies by appearing to sacrifice his nature as owner and
exploiter; he excludes himself mythically, he puts himself at the service
of everyone and of myth (at the service of God and his people, for
example). With an additional gesture, with an act whose gratuitous-
ness bathes him in an otherworldly radiance, he gives renunciation its
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pure form of mythical reality: renouncing the common life, he is the
poor man amidst illusory wealth, he who sacrifices himself for every-
one while all the other people only sacrifice themselves for their own
sake, for the sake of their survival. He turns his predicament into pres-
tige. The more powerful he is, the greater his sacrifice. He becomes the
living reference point of the whole illusory life, the highest attainable
point in the scale of mythical values. “Voluntarily” withdrawn from
common mortals, he is drawn toward the world of the gods, and his
more or less recognized participation in divinity, on the level of
appearances (the only generally acknowledged frame of reference),
consecrates his rank in the hierarchy of the other owners. In the orga-
nization of transcendence the feudal lord—and through association
with him the other owners of power or means of production, in vary-
ing degrees—is led to play the principal role, the role that he really does
play in the economic organization of the group’s survival. As a result,
the existence of the group is bound on every level to the existence of
the owners as such, to those who, owning everything because they
own everybody, force everyone to renounce their lives on the pretext of
the owners’ unique, absolute and divine renunciation. (From the god
Prometheus, punished by the gods, to the god Christ, punished by
men, the sacrifice of the Owner becomes vulgarized, it loses its sacred
aura, becomes humanized.) Myth thus unites owner and nonowner,
enveloping them in a common form in which the necessity of survival,
whether mere physical survival or survival as a privileged being, forces
them to live on the level of appearances and of the inversion of real life,
the inversion of the life of everyday praxis. We are still there, waiting to
live a life less than or beyond a mystique against which our every ges-
ture protests while submitting to it.

9

Myth—the unitary absolute in which the contradictions of the world
find an illusory resolution, the harmonious and constantly harmo-
nized vision that reflects and reinforces the reigning order—is the
sphere of the sacred, the extrahuman zone where an abundance of
revelations are manifested but where the revelation of the process of
private appropriation is carefully suppressed. Nietzsche saw this when
he wrote “All becoming is a criminal revolt from eternal being, and
its price is death.” When the bourgeoisie claimed to replace the pure
Being of feudalism with Becoming, all it really did was to desacralize
Being and resacralize Becoming to its own profit. It elevated its own
Becoming to the status of Being, no longer that of absolute ownership
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but rather that of relative appropriation: a petty democratic and
mechanical Becoming, with its notions of progress, merit and causal
succession. The owner’s life hides him from himself; bound to myth by
a life-and-death pact, he cannot see himself in the positive and exclu-
sive enjoyment of any good except through the lived experience of his
own exclusion. (And isn’t it through this mythical exclusion that the
nonowners will come to grasp the reality of their own exclusion?) He
bears the responsibility for a group, he takes on the burden of a god.
Submitting himself to its benediction and its retribution, he swathes
himself in austerity and wastes away. Model of gods and heroes, the
master, the owner, is the true reality of Prometheus, of Christ, of all
those whose spectacular sacrifice has made it possible for “the vast
majority of people” to continue to sacrifice themselves to the extreme
minority, to the masters. (Analysis of the owner’s sacrifice should be
examined more carefully: isn’t the case of Christ really the sacrifice of
the owner’s son? If the owner can never sacrifice himself except on the
level of appearances, then Christ stands for the real immolation of the
owner’s son when circumstances leave no other alternative. As a son he
is only an owner at an early stage of development, an embryo, little
more than a dream of future ownership. In this mythic dimension
belongs Maurice Barrés’s famous remark in 1914, when war had
arrived and made his dreams come true at last: “Our youth, as is
proper, has gone to shed torrents of our blood.”) This rather distasteful
little game, before it became transformed into a symbolic rite, knew a
heroic period when kings and tribal chiefs were ritually put to death
according to their “will.” Historians assure us that these august mar-
tyrs were soon replaced by prisoners, slaves or criminals. The penalty
was delegated, but the rulers kept the halo.

10

The concept of a common fate is based on the sacrifice of the owner
and the nonowner. Put another way, the notion of a “human condi-
tion” is based on an ideal and tormented image whose purpose is to try
to resolve the irresolvable opposition between the mythical sacrifice of
the minority and the really sacrificed life of everyone else. The function
of myth is to unify and eternalize, in a succession of static moments,
the dialectic of “will-to-live” and its opposite. This universally domi-
nant factitious unity attains its most tangible and concrete represen-
tation in communication, particularly in language. Ambiguity is most
manifest at this level; it leads to a lack of real communication, it puts
the analyst at the mercy of ridiculous phantoms, at the mercy of
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words—eternal and changing instants—whose content varies according
to who pronounces them, as does the notion of sacrifice. When lan-
guage is put to the test, it can no longer dissimulate the misrepresen-
tation and thus it provokes the crisis of participation. In the language
of an era one can follow the traces of total revolution, unfulfilled
but always imminent. They are the exalting and terrifying signs of the
upheavals they foreshadow, but who takes them seriously? The dis-
credit striking language is as deeply rooted and instinctive as the
suspicion with which myths are viewed by people who at the same time
remain firmly attached to them. How can key words be defined by
other words? How can phrases be used to point out the signs that
refute the phraseological organization of appearances? The best texts
still await their justification. When a poem by Mallarmé becomes the
sole explanation for an act of revolt, then poetry and revolution will
have overcome their ambiguity. To await and prepare for that moment
is to manipulate information not as the last shock wave whose signifi-
cance escapes everyone, but as the first repercussion of an act still to
come.

11

Born of man’s will to survive the uncontrollable forces of nature, myth
is a public welfare policy that has outlived its necessity. It has con-
solidated its tyrannical force by reducing life to the sole dimension of -
survival, by negating it as movement and totality.

When contested, myth homogenizes the diverse attacks on it;
sooner or later it engulfs and assimilates them. Nothing can withstand
it, no image or concept that attempts to destroy the dominant spiri-
tual structures. It reigns over the expression of facts and of lived
experience, on which it imposes its own interpretive structure (drama-
tization). Private consciousness is the consciousness of lived experi-
ence that finds its expression on the level of organized appearances.

Myth is sustained by rewarded sacrifice. Since every individual life
is based on its own renunciation, lived experience must be defined as
sacrifice and recompense. As a reward for his asceticism, the initiate
(the promoted worker, the specialist, the manager—new martyrs
canonized democratically) is granted a niche in the organization of
appearances; he is made to feel at home in alienation. But collective
shelters disappeared with unitary societies, all that’s left is their later
concrete embodiments for the use of the general public: temples,
churches, palaces . .. memorials of a universal protection. Shelters are
private nowadays, and even if their protection is far from certain there
can be no mistaking their price.
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12

“Private” life is defined primarily in a formal context. It is, to be sure,
engendered by the social relations created by private appropriation,
but its essential form is determined by the expression of those rela-
tions. Universal, incontestable but constantly contested, this form
makes appropriation a right belonging to everyone and from which
everyone is excluded, a right one can obtain only by renouncing it. As long
as it fails to break free of the context imprisoning it (a break that is
called revolution), the most authentic experience can be grasped,
expressed and communicated only by way of an inversion through
which its fundamental contradiction is dissimulated. In other words,
if a positive project fails to sustain a praxis of radically overthrowing
the conditions of life—which are nothing other than the conditions of
private appropriation—it does not have the slightest chance of escap-
ing being taken over by the negativity that reigns over the expression of
social relationships: it is coopted like an inverted mirror image. In the
totalizing perspective in which it conditions the whole of everyone’s
life, and in which its real and its mythic power can no longer be distin-
guished (both powers being both real and mythical), the process of
private appropriation has made it impossible to express life any way
except negatively. Life in its entirety is immersed in a negativity that
corrodes it and formally defines it. To talk of life today is like talking
of rope in the house of a hanged man. Since the key of will-to-live
has been lost we have been wandering in the corridors of an endless
mausoleum. The dialogue of chance and the throw of the dice* no
longer suffices to justify our lassitude; those who still accept living in
well-furnished weariness picture themselves as leading an indolent
existence while failing to notice in each of their daily gestures a living
denial of their despair, a denial that should rather make them despair
only of the poverty of their imagination. Forgetting life, one can iden-
tify with a range of images, from the brutish conqueror and brutish
slave at one pole to the saint and the pure hero at the other. The air in
this shithouse has been unbreathable for a long time. The world and
man as representation stink like carrion and there’s no longer any god
around to turn the charnel houses into beds of lilies. After all the ages
men have died while accepting without notable change the explana-
tions of gods, of nature and of biological laws, it wouldn’t seem un-
reasonable to ask if we don’t die because so much death enters—and
for very specific reasons—into every moment of our lives.
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13

Private appropriation can be defined notably as the appropriation of
things by means of the appropriation of people. It is the spring and the
troubled water where all reflections mingle and blur. Its field of action
and influence, spanning the whole of history, seems to have been char-
acterized until now by a fundamental double behavioral determina-
tion: an ontology based on sacrifice and negation of self (its subjective
and objective aspects respectively) and a fundamental duality, a divi-
sion between particular and general, individual and collective, private
and public, theoretical and practical, spiritual and material, intellec-
tual and manual, etc. The contradiction between universal appropria-
tion and universal expropriation implies that the master has been seen
for what he is and isolated. This mythical image of terror, destitution
and renunciation presents itself to slaves, to servants, to all those who
can’t stand living as they do; it is the illusory reflection of their partici-
pation in property, a natural illusion since they really do participate in
it through the daily sacrifice of their energy (what the ancients called
pain or torture and we call labor or work) since they themselves pro-
duce this property in a way that excludes them. The master can only
cling to the notion of work-as-sacrifice, like Christ to his cross and his
nails; it is up to him to authenticate sacrifice, to apparently renounce
his right to exclusive enjoyment and to cease to expropriate with purely
human violence (that is, violence without mediation). The sublimity of
the gesture obscures the initial violence, the nobility of the sacrifice
absolves the commando, the brutality of the conqueror is bathed in
the light of a transcendence whose reign is internalized, the gods are
the intransigent guardians of rights, the short-tempered shepherds of
a peaceful, law-abiding flock of owners and owner wannabes. The gam-
ble on transcendence and the sacrifice it implies are the masters’ great-
est conquest, their most accomplished submission to the necessity of
conquest. Anyone who intrigues for power while refusing the purifica-
tion of renunciation (the brigand or the tyrant) will sooner or later be
tracked down and killed like a mad dog, or worse: as someone who
only pursues his own ends and whose blunt disdain for “work” lacks
any tact toward others’ feelings: serial killers like Troppmann, Landru,
Pétiot were doomed to defeat because they murdered people without
justifying it in the name of defending the Free World, the Christian
West, the State or Human Dignity. By refusing to play the rules of the
game, pirates, gangsters and outlaws disturb those with good con-
sciences (whose consciences are a reflection of myth); but the masters,
by killing the encroacher or enrolling him as a cop, reestablish the
omnipotence of the “eternal truth”: namely, that those who don’t sell
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themselves lose their right to survive and those who do sell themselves
lose their right to live. The sacrifice of the master is the essence of
humanism, which is what makes humanism—and let this be under-
stood once and for all—the miserable negation of everything human.
Humanism is the master taken seriously at his own game, acclaimed by
those who see in his apparent sacrifice (that caricatural reflection of
their real sacrifice) a reason to hope for salvation. Justice, Dignity,
Nobility, Freedom . .. these words that yap and howl, are they anything
but household pets who have continued to reliably return home to
their masters since the time when heroic lackeys won the right to walk
them on the streets? To use them is to forget that they are the ballast
that enables power to rise out of reach. And if we imagine a regime
deciding that the mythical sacrifice of the masters should not be pro-
moted in such universal forms, and setting about tracking down these
word-concepts and wiping them out, we could well expect the Left to
be incapable of combating it with anything more than a plaintive bat-
tle of words whose every phrase, invoking the “sacrifice” of a previous
master, calls for an equally mythical sacrifice of a new one (a leftist
master, a regime mowing down workers in the name of the proletariat).
Bound to the notion of sacrifice, humanism is born of the mutual fear
of masters and slaves: it is nothing but the solidarity of a shit-scared
humanity. But those who reject all hierarchical power can use any word
as a weapon to punctuate their action. Lautréamont and the illegalist
anarchists were already aware of this; so were the dadaists.

The appropriator thus becomes an owner from the moment he puts
the ownership of people and things in the hands of God or of some
universal transcendence, whose omnipotence is reflected back on him
as a grace sanctifying his slightest gesture. To oppose an owner thus
consecrated is to oppose God, nature, the fatherland, the people. In
short, to exclude oneself from the whole physical and spiritual world.
“We must neither govern nor be governed,” writes Marcel Havrenne so
neatly. For those who add an appropriate violence to his humor, there
is no longer any salvation or damnation, no place in the universal
order, neither with Satan, the great coopter of the faithful, nor in any
form of myth, since they are the living proof of the uselessness of all
that. They were born for a life yet to be invented; insofar as they lived,
it was on this hope that they finally came to grief.

Two corollaries of singularization in transcendence:

a) If ontology implies transcendence, it is clear that any ontology
automatically justifies the being of the master and the hierar-
chical power wherein the master is reflected in degraded, more
or less faithful images.
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b) Over the distinction between manual and intellectual work,
between practice and theory, is superimposed the distinction
between work-as-real-sacrifice and the organization of work in
the form of apparent sacrifice.

It would be tempting to explain fascism—among other reasons for
it—as an act of faith, the auto-da-fé of a bourgeoisie haunted by the
murder of God and the destruction of the great sacred spectacle, dedi-
cating itself to the devil, to an inverted mysticism, a black mysticism
with its rituals and its holocausts. Mysticism and high finance.

It should not be forgotten that hierarchical power is inconceivable
without transcendence, without ideologies, without myths. Demysti-
fication itself can always be turned into a myth: it suffices to “omit,”
most philosophically, demystification by acts. Any demystification so
neutralized, with the sting taken out of it, becomes painless, euthana-
sic, in a word, humanitarian. Except that the movement of demystifi-
cation will ultimately demystify the demystifiers.

RAOUL VANEIGEM

(Concluded in the next issue)

* What will become of the totality inherent in unitary society when
it comes up against the bourgeois demolition of that society?

* Will an artificial reconstitution of unity succeed in hoodwinking
the worker alienated in consumption?

+ But what can be the future of totality in a fragmented society?

+ What unexpected supersession of this society and of its whole
organization of appearances will finally bring us to a happy
ending?

IFYOU DON’T ALREADY KNOW, FIND OUT IN PART TWO!
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Ideologies, Classes, and
the Domination of Nature

The human appropriation of nature is the real adventure we have em-
barked on. It is the central, indisputable project, the issue that encom-
passes all other issues. What is always fundamentally in question in
modern thought and action is the possible use of the dominated sector
of nature. A society’s basic perspective on this question determines the
choices among the alternative directions presented at each moment
of the process, as well as the rhythm and duration of productive ex-
pansion in each sector. The lack of such a comprehensive, long-term
perspective—or rather the monopoly of a single untheorized perspec-
tive automatically produced by the present power structure’s blind
economic growth—is at the root of the emptiness of contemporary
thought during the last forty years.

The advances in production and in constantly improving techno-
logical potentials are proceeding even faster than nineteenth-century
communism predicted. But we have remained at a stage of over-
equipped prehistory. A century of revolutionary attempts has failed:
human life has not been rationalized and impassioned; the project of a
classless society has yet to be achieved. We find ourselves caught up in
an endless expansion of material means that continues to serve funda-
mentally static interests and notoriously obsolete values. The spirit of
the dead weighs very heavily on the technology of the living. The eco-
nomic planning thatreigns everywhere is insane, not so much because
of its academic obsession with organizing the enrichment of the years
to come as because of the rotten blood of the past that circulates
through its veins, continually pumped forth with each artificial pulsa-
tion of this “heart of a heartless world.”

Material liberation is only a precondition for the liberation of
human history, and can only be judged as such. A country’s decision
regarding which kind of minimum level of development is to be given
priority depends on the particular project of liberation chosen, and
therefore on who makes this choice—the autonomous masses or the
specialists in power. Those who accept the ideas of one or another type
of specialist organizers regarding what is indispensable may be liberated
from any deprivation of the objects those organizers choose to pro-
duce, but they will never be liberated from the organizers themselves.
The most modern and unexpected forms of hierarchy will always turn
out to be nothing but costly remakes of the old world of passivity,
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impotence and slavery—the antithesis of humanity’s mastery of its his-
tory and its surroundings—regardless of the material forces abstractly
possessed by the society.

Because of the fact that in present-day society the domination of
nature presents itself both as an increasingly aggravated alienation and
as the single great ideological justification for this social alienation, it
is criticized 