
In the USA the Situationist International is mostly known, if it is known at all,
as a small group of dadaist provocateurs that had something to do with the May
1968 uprising in France. The name has been batted around in reference to punk,
because Sex Pistol Svengali Malcolm McLaren was supposedly connected with
the situationists—or was it that, like a lot of 1960s UK art students, he favored
the situationist rhetoric about revolution arising out of the boredom of everyday
life? The situationists were, ah, sort of like the Yippies, one hears. Or New York’s
Motherfuckers, who once tore into Berkeley, firebombed a cop, and left a black
bystander holding the bag. Or the Frankfurt School—not known for its fire-
bombings, but the ideas were similar, right?

1

I first became intrigued with the Situationist International in 1979, when I
struggled through “Le bruit et la fureur,” one of the anonymous lead articles in
the first issue of the journal Internationale situationniste. The writer reviewed the
exploits of artistic rebels in the postwar West as if such matters had real political
consequences, and then said this:

The Long Walk of the Situationist International
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The rotten egg smell exuded by the idea of God envelops the mys-
tical cretins of the American “Beat Generation,” and is not even en-
tirely absent from the declarations of the Angry Young Men. . . .
They have simply come to change their opinions about a few social
conventions without even noticing the whole 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
their attribution of a privileged, redemptive value to the practice of
literature: they are defending a mystification that was denounced in
Europe around 1920 and whose survival today is of greater counter-
revolutionary significance than that of the British Crown.

Mystical cretins . . . finally, I thought (forgetting the date of the publication
before me), someone has cut through the suburban cul-de-sac that passed for cul-
tural rebellion in the 1950s. But this wasn’t “finally”—it was 1958, in a sober, care-
fully printed magazine (oddly illustrated with captionless photos of women in
bathing suits), in an article that concluded:“If we are not surrealists it is because we
don’t want to be bored. . . . Decrepit surrealism, raging and ill-informed youth, well-
off adolescent rebels lacking perspective but far from lacking a cause—boredom
is what they all have in common. The situationists will execute the judgment con-
temporary leisure is pronouncing against itself.”1

Strange stuff—almost mystifying for an American—but there was a power
in the prose that was even more seductive than the hard-nosed dismissal of the
Beat Generation. This was the situationist style—what one commentator called
“a rather irritating form of hermetic terrorism,” a judgment situationist Raoul
Vaneigem would quote with approval. Over the next decade it never really
changed, but only became more seductive and more hard-nosed, because it dis-
covered more seductive and hard-nosed opponents. Beginning with the notion
that modern life was boring and therefore wrong, the situationists sought out
every manifestation of alienation and domination and every manifestation of the
opposition produced by alienation and domination. They turned out original
analyses of the former (whether it was the Kennedy-era fallout shelter program
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in “The Geopolitics of Hibernation”—what a title!—or the Chinese cultural
revolution in “The Explosion Point of Ideology in China”) and mercilessly criti-
cized the timidity and limits of the latter. In every case they tried to link specif-
ics to a totality—why was the world struggling to turn itself inside out, and how
could it be made to succeed? What were the real sources of revolution in post-
war society, and how were they different from any that had come before?

2

The attack on the Beat Generation and the Angry Young Men—in 1958, it is
worth remembering, considered in the English-speaking world the very summa
of “anti-Establishment” negation—was an opening round in a struggle the situ-
ationists thought was already going on, and a move toward a situation they meant
to construct. “Our ideas are in everyone’s mind,” they would say more than once
over the next ten years. They meant that their ideas for a different world were in
everyone’s mind as desires, but not yet as ideas. Their project was to expose the
emptiness of everyday life in the modern world and to make the link between
desire and idea real. They meant to make that link so real it would be acted upon
by almost everyone, since in the modern world, in the affluent capitalist West and
the bureaucratic state-capitalist East, the split between desire and idea was part of
almost everyone’s life.

Throughout the next decade, the situationists argued that the alienation
which in the nineteenth century was rooted in production had, in the twentieth
century, become rooted in consumption. Consumption had come to define hap-
piness and to suppress all other possibilities of freedom and selfhood. Lenin had
written that under communism everyone would become an employee of the
state; that was no less capitalism than the Western version, in which everyone was
first and foremost a member of an economy based in commodities. The cutting
edge of the present-day contradiction—that place where the way of life almost
everyone took for granted grated most harshly against what life promised and
what it delivered—was as much leisure as work. This meant the concepts behind
“culture” were as much at stake as the ideas behind industry.
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Culture, the situationists thought, was “the Northwest Passage” to a su-
perseding of the dominant society. This was where they started; this was the sig-
nificance of their attack on the Beat Generation. It was a means to a far more
powerful attack on the nature of modern society itself: on the division of labor,
the fragmentation of work and thought, the manner in which the material suc-
cess of modern life had leaped over all questions of the quality of life, in which
“the struggle against poverty . . . [had] overshot its ultimate goal, the liberation
of man from material cares,” and produced a world in which, “faced with the al-
ternative of love or a garbage disposal unit, young people of all countries have
chosen the garbage disposal unit.”2

Unlike many with whom they shared certain notions—Norman Mailer,
the Marxist sociologist Henri Lefebvre, the gauchiste review Socialisme ou Barba-
rie—the situationists were bent on discovering the absolute ability to criticize
anyone, anywhere—without restraint, without the pull of alliances, and without
self-satisfaction. And they were bent on turning that criticism into events.

3

The situationists thought of themselves as avant-garde revolutionaries, linked as
clearly to dada as to Marx. One could trace them back to Saint-Just—the twenty-
two-year-old who arrived in Paris in 1789 with a blasphemous epic poem, Organt
(an account of the raping of nuns and of endless sexual adventures), and became
the coldest, most romantic, most brilliant, most tragic administrator of the Terror.
Prosecutor of Louis XVI, he gave his head to the same guillotine a year later.

More directly, situationist thinking began in Paris in the early 1950s, when
Guy Debord and a few other members of the Lettrist International—a group,
known mostly to itself, which had split off from the lettrists, a tiny, postwar neo-
dada movement of anti-art intellectuals and students—devoted themselves to
dérives: to drifting through the city for days, weeks, even months at a time, look-
ing for what they called the city’s psychogeography. They meant to find signs of
what lettrist Ivan Chtcheglov called “forgotten desires”—images of play, eccen-
tricity, secret rebellion, creativity, and negation. That led them into the Paris cat-
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acombs, where they sometimes spent the night. They looked for images of re-
fusal, or for images society had itself refused, hidden, suppressed, or “recuper-
ated”—images of refusal, nihilism, or freedom that society had taken back into
itself, coopted or rehabilitated, isolated or discredited. Rooted in similar but in-
tellectually (and physically) far more limited surrealist expeditions of the 1920s,
the dérives were a search, Guy Debord would write many years later, for the
“supersession of art.” They were an attempt to fashion a new version of daily
life—a new version of how people organized their wishes, pains, fears, hopes,
ambitions, limits, social relationships, and identities, a process that ordinarily
took place without consciousness.

The few members of the grandiosely named Lettrist International wanted
to reshape daily life according to the desires discovered and affirmed by modern
art. Dada, at the Cabaret Voltaire, “a laboratory for the rehabilitation of everyday
life” in which art as art was denounced and scattered, “wanted to suppress art
without realizing it,” Debord wrote in 1967, in his book The Society of the Spec-
tacle. “Surrealism wanted to realize art without suppressing it.”3 In other words,
dada wanted to kill off the claim that art was superior to life and leave art for dead.
Surrealism wanted to turn the impulses that led one to create art into a recreation
of life, but it also wanted to maintain the production of art works. Thus surreal-
ism ended up as just another debilitated, gallery-bound art movement, a fate dada
avoided at the price of being almost completely ignored. The Lettrist Interna-
tional thought art had to be both suppressed as separate, special activity, and
turned into life. That was the meaning of supersession, and that was the mean-
ing of a group giving itself up to the pull of the city. It was also the meaning of
the LI’s attack on art as art. Debord produced a film without images; with the
Danish painter Asger Jorn, he created a book “‘composed entirely of prefabri-
cated elements,’ in which the writing on each page runs in all directions and the
reciprocal relations of the phrases are invariably uncompleted.” Not only was the
book supposedly impossible to “read,” it featured a sandpaper jacket, so that when
placed in a bookshelf it would eat other books.

In 1952, at the Ritz, the LI broke up a Charlie Chaplin press conference,
part of the huge publicity campaign for Limelight. “We believe that the most
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urgent expression of freedom is the destruction of idols, especially when they
present themselves in the name of freedom,” they explained. “The provocative
tone of our leaflet was an attack against a unanimous, servile enthusiasm.”
(Provocative was perhaps not the word. “No More Flat Feet,” the leaflet Debord
and others scattered in the Ritz, read:“Because you [Chaplin] identified yourself
with the weak and the oppressed, to attack you was to strike the weak and op-
pressed, but in the shadow of your rattan cane some could already discern the
nightstick of the cop.”) The lettrist radicals practiced graffiti on the walls of Paris
(one of their favorite mottoes, “Never work!,” would show up fifteen years later
during May 1968, and thirteen years after that in Bow Wow Wow’s “W.O.R.K.,”
written by Malcolm McLaren). They painted slogans on their ties, shoes, and
pants, hoping to walk the streets as living examples of détournement—the diver-
sion of an element of culture or everyday life (in this case, simply clothes) to a
new and displacing purpose. The band “lived on the margins of the economy. It
tended toward a role of pure consumption”—not of commodities, but “of time.”4

From On the Passage of a Few People through a Rather Brief Period of Time,
Debord’s 1959 film on the group:

Voice 1: That which was directly lived reappears frozen in the distance, fit
into the tastes and illusions of an era carried away with it.
Voice 2: The appearance of events we have not made, that others have
made against us, obliges us from now on to be aware of the passage of time,
its results, the transformation of our own desires into events. What differ-
entiates the past from the present is precisely its out-of-reach objectivity;
there is no more should-be; being is so consumed that it has ceased to ex-
ist. The details are already lost in the dust of time. Who was afraid of life,
afraid of the night, afraid of being taken, afraid of being kept?
Voice 3: That which should be abolished continues, and we continue to
wear away with it. Once again the fatigue of so many nights passed in the
same way. It is a walk that has lasted a long time.
Voice 1: Really hard to drink more.5
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This was the search for that Northwest Passage, that unmarked alleyway
from the world as it appeared to the world as it had never been, but which the art
of the twentieth century had promised it could be: a promise shaped in countless
images of freedom to experiment with life and of freedom from the banality and
tyranny of bourgeois order and bureaucratic rule. Debord and the others tried to
practice, he said, “a systematic questioning of all the diversions and works of a so-
ciety, a total critique of its idea of happiness.”6 “Our movement was not a literary
school, a revitalization of expression, a modernism,” a Lettrist International pub-
lication stated in 1955, after some years of the pure consumption of time, various
manifestos, numerous jail sentences for drug possession and drunk driving, suicide
attempts, and all-night arguments. “We have the advantage of no longer expect-
ing anything from known activities, known individuals, and known institutions.”7

They tried to practice a radical deconditioning: to demystify their envi-
ronment and the expectations they had brought to it, to escape the possibility that
they would themselves recuperate their own gestures of refusal. The formation
of the Situationist International—at first, in 1957, including fifteen or twenty
painters, writers, and architects from England, France, Algeria, Denmark, Hol-
land, Italy, and Germany—was based on the recognition that such a project, no
matter how poorly defined or mysterious, was either a revolutionary project or
it was nothing. It was a recognition that the experiments of the dérive, the at-
tempts to discover lost intimations of real life behind the perfectly composed face
of modern society, had to be transformed into a general contestation of that so-
ciety, or else dissolve in bohemian solipsism.

4

Born in Paris in 1931, Guy Debord was from beginning to end at the center of
the Situationist International, and the editor of its journal. The Society of the Spec-
tacle, the concise and remarkably cant-free (or cant-destroying, for that seems to
be its effect) book of theory he published after ten years of situationist activity,
begins with these lines: “In societies where modern conditions of produc-
tion prevail, all of life presents itself as an immense accumulation of spectacles.
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Everything that was lived has moved away into a representation.”8 Determined
to destroy the claims of twentieth-century social organization, Debord was echo-
ing the first sentence of Capital: “The wealth of societies in which the capitalist
mode of production prevails appears as an ‘immense collection of commodities.’”
To complain, as French Marxist critics did, that Debord misses Marx’s qualifi-

cation, “appears as,” is to miss Debord’s own apparent qualification, “presents
itself as”—and to miss the point of situationist writing altogether. Debord’s qual-
ification turned out not to be a qualification at all, but rather the basis of a the-
ory in which a society organized as appearance can be disrupted on the field of
appearance.

Debord argued that the commodity—now transmuted into “spectacle,” or
seemingly natural, autonomous images communicated as the facts of life—had
taken over the social function once fulfilled by religion and myth, and that ap-
pearances were now inseparable from the essential processes of alienation and
domination in modern society. In 1651, the cover of Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan
presented the manifestation of a nascent bourgeois domination: a picture of a gi-
gantic sovereign being, whose body—the body politic—was made up of count-
less faceless citizens. This was presented as an entirely positive image, as a utopia.
In 1967, Internationale situationniste no. 11 printed an almost identical image,
“Portrait of Alienation”: in a huge stadium, countless Chinese performing a card
trick that produced the gigantic face of Mao Zedong.9

If society is organized around consumption, one participates in social life
as a consumer; the spectacle produces spectators, and thus protects itself from
questioning. It induces passivity rather than action, contemplation rather than
thinking, and a degradation of life into materialism. It is no matter that in ad-
vanced societies, material survival is not at issue (except for those who are kept
poor in order to represent poverty and reassure the rest of the population that
they should be satisfied). The “standard of survival,” like its twin, the “standard
of boredom,” is raised but the nature of the standard does not change. Desires are
degraded or displaced into needs and maintained as needs. A project precisely the
opposite of that of modern art, from Lautréamont and Rimbaud to dada and sur-
realism, is fulfilled.
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The spectacle is not merely advertising, or propaganda, or television. It
is a world. The spectacle as we experience it, but fail to perceive it, “is not 
a collection of images, but a social relationship between people, mediated by
images.”10 In 1928 in One-Way Street, writing about German inflation, Walter
Benjamin anticipated the argument:

The freedom of conversation is being lost. If earlier it was a matter
of course to take interest in one’s partner, this is now replaced by in-
quiry into the price of his shoes or his umbrella. Irresistibly intrud-
ing upon any convivial exchange is the theme of the conditions of
life, of money. What this theme involves is not so much the concerns
and sorrows of individuals, in which they might be able to help one
another, as the overall picture. It is as if one were trapped in a theater
and had to follow the events on the stage whether one wanted to or
not, had to make them again and again, willingly or unwillingly, the
subject of one’s thought and speech.11

Raoul Vaneigem defined the terrain of values such a situation produced:
“Rozanov’s definition of nihilism is the best:‘The show is over. The audience get
up to leave their seats. Time to collect their coats and go home. They turn
around. . . . No more coats and no more home.’”12 “The spectator feels at home
nowhere,” Debord wrote, “because the spectacle is everywhere.”13

The spectacle is “the diplomatic representation of hierarchic society to it-
self, where all other expression is banned”14—which is to say where all other ex-
pression makes no sense, appears as babble (this may be the ironic, protesting
meaning of dada phonetic poems, in which words were reduced to sounds, and
of lettrist poetry, in which sounds were reduced to letters). The spectacle says
“nothing more than ‘that which appears is good, that which is good appears.’”15

(In a crisis, or when the “standard of survival” falls, as in our own day, hierarchic
society retreats, but maintains its hegemony, the closing of questions. The spec-
tacle “no longer promises anything,” Debord wrote in 1979, in a new preface to
the fourth Italian edition of his book. “It simply says, ‘It is so.’”) The spectacle
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organizes ordinary life (consider the following in terms of making love): “The
alienation of the spectator to the profit of the contemplated object is expressed
in the following way: the more he contemplates the less he lives; the more he ac-
cepts recognizing himself in the dominant images of need, the less he understands
his own existence and his own desires. The externality of the spectacle in rela-
tion to the active man appears in the fact that his own gestures are no longer his
but those of another who represents them to him.”16

Debord summed it up this way:“The first phase of the domination of the
economy over social life brought into the definition of all human realization the
obvious degradation of being into having. The present phase of total occupation
of social life by the accumulated results of the economy”—by spectacle—“leads
to a generalized sliding of having into appearing.”17 We are twice removed from
where we want to be, the situationists argued—yet each day still seems like a nat-
ural fact.

5

This was the situationists’ account of what they, and everyone else, were up
against. It was an argument from Marx’s 1844 Economic and Philosophical Manu-
scripts, an argument that the “spectacle-commodity society,” within which one
could make only meaningless choices and against which one could seemingly
not intervene, had succeeded in producing fundamental contradictions between
what people accepted and what, in ways they could not understand, they wanted.

This was the precise opposite of social science, developed at precisely the
time when the ideology of the end of ideology was conquering the universities
of the West. It was an argument about consciousness and false consciousness, not
as the primary cause of domination but as its primary battleground.

If capitalism had shifted the terms of its organization from production
to consumption, and its means of control from economic misery to false con-
sciousness, then the task of would-be revolutionaries was to bring about a recog-
nition of the life already lived by almost everyone. Foreclosing the construction
of one’s own life, advanced capitalism had made almost everyone a member of a
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new proletariat, and thus a potential revolutionary. Here again, the discovery of
the source of revolution in what “modern art has sought and promised” served
as the axis of the argument. Modern art, one could read in Internationale situa-
tionniste no. 8, in January of 1963, had “made a clean sweep of all the values and
rules of everyday behavior,” of unquestioned order and the “unanimous, servile
enthusiasm” Debord and his friends had thrown up at Chaplin; but that clean
sweep had been isolated in museums. Modern revolutionary impulses had been
separated from the world, but “just as in the nineteenth century revolutionary
theory arose out of philosophy”—out of Marx’s dictum that philosophy, having
interpreted the world, must set about changing it—now one had to look to the
demands of art.18

At the time of the Paris Commune in 1871, workers discussed matters that
had previously been the exclusive province of philosophers—suggesting the pos-
sibility that philosophy could be realized in daily life. In the twentieth century,
with “survival”conquered as fact but maintained as ideology, the same logic meant
that just as artists constructed a version of life in words, paint, or stone, men and
women could themselves begin to construct their own lives out of desire. In scat-
tered and barely noticed ways, the desire to construct one’s own life was shaping
the twentieth century, or the superseding of it (“Ours is the best effort so far
toward getting out of the twentieth century,” an anonymous situationist wrote in
1964, in one of the most striking lines in the twelve issues of Internationale situation-
niste).19 It was the desire more hidden, more overwhelmed and confused by spec-
tacle, than any other. It had shaped the lettrist adventures. It was the Northwest
Passage. If the spectacle was “both the result and the project of the existing mode
of production,”20 then the construction of life as artists constructed art—in terms
of what one made of friendship, love, sex, work, play, and suffering—was under-
stood by the situationists as both the result and the project of revolution.

6

To pursue this revolution, it was necessary to take all the partial and isolated in-
cidents of resistance and refusal of things as they were, and then link them. It was
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necessary to discover and speak the language of these incidents, to do for signs of
life what the Lettrist International had tried to do for the city’s signs of “forgot-
ten desires.” This demanded a theory of exemplary acts. Society was organized as
appearance, and could be contested on the field of appearance;what mattered was
the puncturing of appearance—speech and action against the spectacle that
was, suddenly, not babble, but understood. The situationist project, in this sense,
was a quest for a new language of action. That quest resulted in the urgent, daring
tone of even the lengthiest, most solemn essays in Internationale situationniste—the
sense of minds engaged, quickened beyond rhetoric, by emerging social contra-
dictions—and it resulted in such outrages as a six-word analysis of a leading
French sociologist. (“M. GEORGES LAPASSADE,” announced almost a full
page of IS no. 9, “EST UN CON.”)21 It led as well to a style of absurdity and play,
and to an affirmation that contestation was fun: a good way to live. The situa-
tionists delighted in the discovery that dialectics caused society to produce not
just contradictions but also endless self-parodies. Their journal was filled with
them—my favorite is a reproduction of an ad for the Peace o’ Mind Fallout Shel-
ter Company. And the comics that illustrated IS led to détournement of the puta-
tive heroes of everyday life. Characters out of Steve Canyon and True Romance
were given new balloons, and made to speak passionately of revolution, alien-
ation, and the lie of culture—as if even the most unlikely people actually cared
about such things. In the pages of IS, a kiss suggested not marriage but fantasies
of liberation: a sigh for the Paris Commune.

The theory of exemplary acts and the quest for a new language of action
also brought the situationists’ pursuit of extremism into play. IS no. 10, March
1966, on the Watts riots:“All those who went so far as to recognize the ‘apparent
justifications’ of the rage of the Los Angeles blacks . . . all those ‘theorists’ and
‘spokesmen’ of international Left, or rather of its nothingness, deplored the irre-
sponsibility, the disorder, the looting (especially the fact that arms and alcohol
were the first targets for plunder). . . . But who has defended the rioters of Los
Angeles in the terms they deserve? We will.”22 The article continued:“The loot-
ing of the Watts district was the most direct realization of the distorted principle,
‘To each according to his false needs’ . . . [but] real desires begin to be expressed
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in festival, in the potlatch of destruction. . . . For the first time it is not poverty
but material abundance which must be dominated [and of course it was the rel-
ative affluence of the Watts rioters, at least as compared to black Americans in
Harlem, that so mystified the observers of this first outbreak of violent black
rage]. . . . Comfort will never be comfortable enough for those who seek what
is not on the market.”23

“The task of being more extremist than the SI falls to the SI itself,” the sit-
uationists said;24 that was the basis of the group’s continuation. The situationists
looked for exemplary acts which might reveal to spectators that that was all they
were. They cited, celebrated, and analyzed incidents which dramatized what
they saw as the contradictions of modern society, and which contained sugges-
tions of what forms a real contestation of that society might take. Such acts in-
cluded the Watts riots; the resistance of students and workers to the Chinese
cultural revolution (a struggle, the situationists wrote, of “the official owners of the
ideology against the majority of the owners of the apparatus of the economy and the
state”);25 the burning of the Koran in the streets of Baghdad in 1959; the expo-
sure of a site meant to house part of the British government in the event of nu-
clear war; the “kidnapping” of art works by Caracas students, who used them to
demand the release of political prisoners; the Free Speech Movement in Berke-
ley in 1964; the situationist-inspired disruption of classes taught by French cy-
berneticians in 1966 at Strasbourg, and by sociologists at Nanterre in 1967 and
1968; and the quiet revolt of Berlin actor Wolfgang Neuss, who in 1963 “perpe-
trated a most suggestive act of sabotage . . . by placing a notice in the paper Der
Abend giving away the identity of the killer in a television serial that had been
keeping the masses in suspense for weeks.”

Some of these actions led nowhere; some, like the assaults on the cyber-
neticians and sociologists, led to May 1968, when the idea of general contesta-
tion on the plane of appearances was realized.

The situationist idea was to prevent the recuperation of such incidents by
making theory out of them. Once the speech of the spectacle no longer held a mo-
nopoly, it would be heard as babble—as mystification exposed. Those who took
part in wildcat strikes or practiced cultural sabotage, the situationists argued, acted
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out of boredom, rage, disgust—out of an inchoate but inescapable perception that
they were not free and, worse, could not form a real image of freedom. Yet there
were tentative images of freedom being shaped which, if made into theory, could
allow people to understand and maintain their own actions. Out of this, a real im-
age of freedom would appear, and it would dominate: the state and society would
begin to dissolve. Resistance to that dissolution would be stillborn, because work-
ers, soldiers, and bureaucrats would act on new possibilities of freedom no less than
anyone else—they would join in a general wildcat strike that would end only when
society was reconstructed on new terms. When the theory matched the pieces of
practice from which the theory was derived, the world would change.

7

The situationist program—as opposed to the situationist project, the situationist
practice—came down to Lautréamont and workers’ councils. On one side, the
avant-garde saint of negation, who had insisted that poetry “must be made by
all”;on the other, the self-starting, self-managing organs of direct democracy that
had appeared in almost every revolutionary moment of the twentieth century,
bypassing the state and allowing for complete participation (the Russian sovi-
ets of 1905 and 1917, the German Räte of 1919, the anarchist collectives of
Barcelona in 1936, the Hungarian councils of 1956). Between those poles, the
situationists thought, one would find the liberation of everyday life, the part of
experience that was omitted from the history books.

These were the situationist touchstones—and, oddly, they were left unex-
amined. The situationists’ use of workers’ councils reminds me of those moments
in D. W. Griffith’s Abraham Lincoln when, stumped by how to get out of a scene,
he simply had Walter Huston gaze heavenward and utter the magic words, “The
Union!” It is true that the direct democracy of workers’ councils—where any-
one was allowed to speak, where representation was kept to a minimum and del-
egates were recallable at any moment—was anathema to Bolsheviks and fascists
both, not to mention the managers of representative democracies. It may also
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have been only the crisis of a revolutionary situation that produced the energy
necessary to sustain council politics. The situationists wrote that no one had tried
to find out how people had actually lived during those brief moments when rev-
olutionary contestation had found its form—a form that would shape the new
society—but they did not try either. They spoke endlessly about “everyday life,”
but ignored work that examined it both politically and in its smallest details
( James Agee’s Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, Foucault’s Madness and Civilization,
the books of the Annales school, Walter Benjamin’s One-Way Street and A Berlin
Chronicle), and produced nothing to match it.

But if Lautréamont, workers’ councils, and everyday life were more sign-
posts than true elements of a theory, they worked as signposts. The very distance
of such images from the world as it was conventionally understood helped
expose what that world concealed. What appeared between the signposts of
Lautréamont and workers’ councils was the possibility of critique.

Pursued without compromise or self-censorship, that critique liberated the
situationists from the reassurances of ideology as surely as the experiments of the
Lettrist International had liberated its members from the seductions of the bour-
geois art world. It opened up a space of freedom and was a necessary preface to the
new language of action the situationists were after. A single example will do: the
situationist analysis of Vietnam, published in IS no. 11, in March 1967—almost
frightening in its prescience, and perhaps even more frightening in its clarity.

“It is obviously impossible to seek, at the moment, a revolutionary solution
to the Vietnam war,” said the anonymous writer:

It is first of all necessary to put an end to the American aggression in
order to allow the real social struggle in Vietnam to develop in a nat-
ural way; that is to say, to allow the Vietnamese workers and peasants
to rediscover their enemies at home; the bureaucracy of the North
and all the propertied and ruling strata of the South. The withdrawal
of the Americans will mean that the Stalinist bureaucracy will im-
mediately seize control of the whole country: this is the unavoidable
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conclusion. Because the invaders cannot indefinitely sustain their
aggression; ever since Talleyrand, it has been a commonplace that
one can do anything with a bayonet except sit on it. The point,
therefore, is not to give unconditional (or even conditional) support
to the Vietcong, but to struggle consistently and without any con-
cessions against American imperialism. . . . The Vietnam war is
rooted in America and it is from there that it must be rooted out.26

This was a long way from the situationists’ rejection of the Beat Generation, but
the road had been a straight one.

If the situationists were fooled, it was only by themselves; they were not
fooled by the world. They understood, as no one else of their time did, why ma-
jor events—May 1968, the Free Speech Movement, or, for that matter, Malcolm
McLaren’s experiment with what Simon Frith has called the politicization of con-
sumption—arise out of what are, seemingly, the most trivial provocations and the
most banal repressions. They understood why the smallest incidents can lead, with
astonishing speed, to a reopening of all questions. Specific, localized explanations
tied to economic crises and political contexts never work, because the reason such
events developed as they did was what the situationists said it was: people were
bored, they were not free, they did not know how to say so. Given the chance,
they would say so. People could not form a real image of freedom, and they would
seize any opportunity that made the construction of such an image possible.

8

The role of the Situationist International, its members wrote, was not to act as
any sort of vanguard party. (“The task of any avant-garde,” they wrote, “is to keep
abreast of reality.”) The situationists “had to know how to wait,” and to be ready
to disappear in a common festival of revolt. Their job was not to “build” the SI,
as the job of a Trotskyist or Bolshevik militant is to build his or her organization,
trimming all thoughts and all pronouncements to that goal, careful not to offend
anyone who might be seduced or recruited. Their job was to think and speak as

G M

16



clearly as possible—not to get people to listen to speeches, they said, but to get
people to think for themselves.

Rather than expanding their group, the situationists worked to make it
smaller, expelling careerist, backsliding, or art-as-politics (as opposed to politics-
as-art) members almost from the day the group was formed. By the time of the
May 1968 revolt, the Situationist International was composed mostly of Parisians
hardly more numerous—perhaps less numerous—than those who walked the
streets as the Lettrist International. Behind them they had eleven severely elegant
numbers of their journal, more than a decade of fitting theory to fragments of
practice, and the student scandals, university explosions set off by situationist
readers, in Strasbourg and Nanterre, which gained the group a far wider audi-
ence than it had ever had before. And so, in May, they made a difference. They
defined the mood and the spirit of the event: almost all of the most memorable
graffiti from that explosion came, as inspiration or simply quotation, from situa-
tionist books and essays. “Those who talk about revolution and class struggle,
without understanding what is subversive about love and positive in the refusal
of constraints,” ran one apparently spontaneous slogan, in fact a quote from
Raoul Vaneigem, “such people have corpses in their mouths.”

At the liberated Sorbonne and later in their own Council for Maintaining the
Occupations, the situationists struggled against reformism, working to define the
most radical possibilities of the May revolt—“[This] is now a revolutionary move-
ment,” read their “Address to All Workers” of May 30, 1968, “a movement which
lacks nothing but the consciousness of what it has already done in order to triumph”—
which meant, in the end, that the situationists would leave behind the most radical
definition of the failure of that revolt. It was an event the situationists had con-
structed, in the pages of their journal, long before it took place. One can look
back to January 1963 and read in IS no. 8:“We will only organize the detonation.”27

9

What to make of this strange mix of postsurrealist ideas about art, Marxian con-
cepts of alienation, an attempt to recover a forgotten revolutionary tradition,
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millenarianism, and plain refusal of the world combined with a desire to smash
it? Nothing, perhaps. The Situationist International cannot even be justified by
piggybacking it onto official history, onto May 1968, not because that revolt
failed, but because it disappeared. If three hundred books on May 1968 were
published within a year of the event, as IS no. 12 trumpeted, how many were
published in the years to follow? If the situationist idea of general contestation
was realized in May 1968, the idea also realized its limits. The theory of the
exemplary act—and May was one great, complex, momentarily controlling ex-
emplary act—may have gone as far as such a theory or such an act can go. The
group managed one more number of its journal, in 1969; it dissolved, moribund,
in 1972.

What one can make of the material in Internationale situationniste is perhaps
this: out of the goals and the perspectives the situationists defined for themselves
came a critique so strong it forces one to try to understand its sources and its
shape, no matter how much of it one might see through. In an attack on the Sit-
uationist International published in 1978, Jean Barrot wrote that it had wound
up “being used as literature.” This is undoubtedly true, and it is as well a rather
bizarre dismissal of the way in which people might use literature. “An author who
teaches a writer nothing,” Walter Benjamin wrote in “The Author as Producer,”
“teaches nobody anything. The determining factor is the exemplary character of
a production that enables it, first, to lead other producers to this production, and
secondly to present them with an improved apparatus for their use. And this ap-
paratus is better to the degree that it leads consumers to production, in short that
it is capable of making co-workers out of readers or spectators.” The fact is that
the writing the situationists left behind makes almost all present-day political and
aesthetic thinking seem cowardly, self-protecting, careerist, and satisfied. It re-
mains a means to the recovery of ambition.

N

Revised version of an essay that first appeared in the Voice Literary Supplement 7 (May 1982),

12–18.
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