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s e r i e s  p r e Fa C e

‘Marxism and Culture’ is the name of our book series. The Situationists stand askew to 
both these terms and that is why they are of interest to us. The Situationists ingested 
Marx, his dialectics, his commitment to revolution, his searing tones of critique and 
caustic prose, his chiasmic formulations. But they were not Marxologists, defenders of 
the faith. Marxism came back to life in their raging analyses. They were interested in 
slamming into their moment, making it liveable, handling Marx as if handling stolen 
goods. And, as for culture, that was something they made, destroyed, rated above all else 
and despised, sometimes sequentially, sometimes all at the same time. They were more 
aesthetic than the aesthetes, more luxurious than the deluxe-edition types. But in a way 
that junked, mocked, remixed or scorned the culture of the past and present. They paid 
homage to a few and upset more. 

The Situationists remain a resource and a rebuke to any efforts to think and act as 
revolutionaries in the field of culture. Despite their critique of recuperation, they provide 
a touchstone for attempts to give cultural expression to revolutionary ideas – even after 
the designation of Guy Debord’s archive as a ‘National Treasure’ of France, when it was 
acquired, in 2011, by the Bibliothèque nationale de France. History may have rendered 
positive the most negative of critics and the movement he mobilized, but their successes 
and failure, which is a social one, still provide many pertinent lessons. 

The Situationists were the most cultured of all and the most revolutionary. It was the 
force-field between these two aspects that powered their thought. Even when art was 
ostensibly abandoned in favour of theoretical-political analysis, it shadowed the political 
theory as a – or its – negative image. Too frequently the counter-parts of art and politics 
have been broken apart in interpretations of the Situationist legacy: artists alight on the 
aesthetic aspects, the avant-garde techniques, the questions of recuperation of culture; 
politicos debate the questions of form, the analysis of the state, the legitimacy or not of 
the vanguard party. Sometimes the praxis and theory of the Situationists floats free of 
the demands of its moment, in dehistoricized accounts. Frances Stracey’s Constructed 
Situations holds it all in play and, more than that, it observes the shingling of aesthetics 
in politics and sets everything firmly in specific ‘constructed situations’ that constitute 
Situationist theoretical practice. These collective acts of counter-cultural and political 
assault include photo-graffiti, industrial painting, the Jorn–Debord collaboration 
Mémoires, the first and only Situationist group exhibition titled Destruktion af RSG-6, 
held at the Galerie EXI in Odense, Denmark in June 1963, writing and editing a journal, 
inventing strategies for evading the archive, and theorizing and advocating riots. The 
scintillating moments of cultural and revolutionary collaboration that comprise the 
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chapters here explore the Situationists’ mode of ‘phenomeno-praxis’, in which art and 
politics are united in a lived event. 

The ideas in this book began life as a thesis at University College London, titled ‘Pursuit 
of the Situationist Subject’. They evolved substantially after the thesis’ submission in 2001, 
as Stracey, who had studied art and had worked as a medical photographer and librarian, 
spent several years turning parts of the chapters into journal articles or contributions 
to edited volumes. In 2005, she reconceived the thesis as a book organized around the 
notion of ‘constructed situations’. She managed to complete a full draft of the book before 
dying of cancer in November 2009. 

The fact that it has taken some time for the book to be published is no disadvantage. 
The pressure points of our moment are caught here as they form, rendering the book 
prescient, yet not sectarian. There is exploration of what a materialist Marxist feminism 
might look like and how it might relate to representations of sexuality. There are 
discussions of labour and its refusal, which address some of the debates around modes 
of labouring, immaterial labour, over- and under-employment and art making as a form 
of industry, in all senses. Under the motto ‘Never Work’, a critical cartography of shifting 
work relations proposes how the production of life might appear at the heart of a critique 
of capital’s management of alienated labour – a proposal that only gains in urgency. 
There are investigations of social reproduction and the role of women in reproducing 
the conditions of the future. There is dedication to exploring and advocating modes 
of revolutionary subjectivity, an ever re-articulated quest so necessary to overcome 
the tedium of much leftist politicking. There are contributions to debates around the 
party form and political organization – which segue with those now taking place in an 
ever more fissiparous left, in which new accords between anarchists, communists and 
socialists occur. There is sustained reflection on the stakes of being archived, which is 
now most definitely not an academic question posed regarding the Situationist legacy. 
The book ends at a point when the ideas that are now more familiar to some of us – some 
even fading into memory – struck the world as incipient forms, as revivals of Situationist 
thought and practice: Reclaim the Streets, early digital art hacktivism, the forces that 
would combine in Occupy. To recover the potential that those movements offered in 
their time allows us, now, to invent new modes of vivification of these still charged ideas. 

Frances Stracey’s own thought moved, after completing the work on this volume, 
towards art and teratology, as she began a project on ‘Monstrous Aesthetics’. One 
published essay resulted from this, ‘Bio-Art: The Ethics behind the Aesthetics’, which 
appeared in Nature: Reviews, Molecular Cell Biology, in 2009. In publishing this book, 
perhaps we at least allow her to bequeath us an embryo of this, in her outlining of the 
monstrosity of capitalism, as well as her giving hints at the types of monsters who might 
be needed to vanquish it. A review of Asger Jorn’s tapestry, ‘The Long Voyage’, by Michèle 
Bernstein, in 1960, states the following: 

Travelling, between continents or galaxies, or in the labyrinths of everyday life, is 
what explains Jorn best. In his n-dimensional continuum (the dimension of time is 
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the funniest and the most beautiful), Jorn looks like the painter of Science Fiction 
— UFO, Unidentified Flying Objects, 1955. But, contrary to the general spirit of this 
genre, which is the uneasy transposition of aggressive class and race domination into 
space, the traveling creatures encountered in Jorn’s paintings are well met. Inheritor of 
revolutionary universalism, Jorn is the first to proclaim the fraternal slogan: ‘Monsters 
of all planets, unite!’ The long voyage is not finished.

The long voyage is yet ongoing.
We wish to acknowledge the work of Stewart Martin and Andy Fisher in helping to 

prepare the manuscript for publication.

Esther Leslie and Mike Wayne
June 2014
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The wave of anti-capitalist protest movements since the end of the Cold War, from 
the international alliances against the agencies of neo-liberal globalization, to the mass 
demonstrations against the ‘war on terror’ cynically prosecuted in Iraq, to the struggles 
against the acute economic inequalities exposed through the financial crisis, has resulted 
in a resurgent activist culture. This new culture, especially in its striking aesthetico-polit-
ical strategies, finds one of its most brilliant precedents in the Situationist International. 
The ideas and activities of this radical avant-garde group, perhaps most famously 
associated with the ‘events’ in Paris, May 1968, generated sparks that have landed far and 
wide. One of them set me on fire and this book is the result. It is my attempt to contribute 
to this anti-capitalist culture, to illuminate what can be learnt from the Situationist 
International. 

This project led me deep into the Situationists’ world. It may appear that it simply 
led me back into the past, but my goal was always to put the Situationists to work in 
the here and now. The problem has been to cut through the vagaries and clichés that 
typically attend their reception and to expose what is singular and vivid about them. This 
has involved uncovering what has not been remembered or what has been neglected, 
such as the social context of their appropriation or détournement of images, or the 
contribution of women to the group. But it has also involved pressing what has become 
somewhat familiar beyond this familiarity. The Situationist International attempted to 
realize a historic avant-garde ambition to be an agent of revolution. Their actions were 
designed to instigate a revolution against capitalism, which they saw as colonizing the 
whole of life, and to institute, in allegiance with all proletarians, a non-authoritarian 
communism based in part on the model of workers’ councils. I have tried to approach 
them as such, and resist the tendency to slip into non-revolutionary criteria for specialist 
disciplines, whether art or politics or anything else. The Situationists called their 
actions ‘constructed situations’. This was a formal principle for a revolution of life in any 
particular event or circumstance. Its significance is exposed by the fact the group took its 
very name from it. The history of the Situationist International’s actions should therefore 
be a history of its constructed situations. This is the history I have tried to write. It is not 
a history of celebrated personalities, or cultural influences, or political circumstances, 
or any other of the typical objects of historiography. I offer the first historiography of 
constructed situations.

Establishing the meaning and significance of constructing situations, examining their 
specific instances, elaborating the new ideas they disclose, and attempting to open them 
up to the present: these are the tasks that structure this book. To revitalize the afterlife of 
the Situationist International we need to reconstruct its constructed situations. We need 
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to retrace the specific ways in which they were variously generated and conducted. In 
particular, we need to re-establish their collective form, which has been overshadowed 
by the seemingly irresistible fascination with individual Situationists, such as Debord, 
Jorn or Constant. I propose a different archive of collaborative Situationist practices, 
reintroducing repressed or forgotten partisans of the ‘collective star’ known as the 
Situationist International.
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a C k n o w l e d g e m e n t s

The following parts of Constructed Situations first appeared as articles and are reproduced 
here with the kind permission of their publishers as indicated. It should be noted that 
there are a number of minor revisions to these articles as they appear here. Largely, these 
concern the routine consistency of form and content required of a monograph, but there 
are some occasions of significant elaboration or refinement in argumentation. Chapter 
6 was first published as ‘The Situation of Women’, in Re/New Marxist Art History, 
edited by Warren Carter, Barnaby Haran and Frederic J. Schwartz, Art/Books: London, 
2013, pp. 420–45; chapter 4 as ‘Consuming the Spectacle: The Watts Revolt and a New 
Proletariat’, in As Radical as Reality Itself: Essays on Marxism and Art for the 21st Century, 
edited by Matthew Beaumount, Andrew Hemingway, Esther Leslie and John Roberts, 
Peter Lang: Oxford, 2007, pp. 251–82; chapter 3 as ‘Destruction RSG-6: Towards a 
Situationist Avant-Garde Today’, in Neo-Avant-Garde, edited by David Hopkins, Editions 
Rodopi: Amsterdam and New York, 2006, pp. 311–29; chapter 2 as ‘Pinot-Gallizio’s 
Industrial Painting: Towards a Surplus of Life’, Oxford Art Journal Vol. 28, no. 3, 2005, 
pp. 391–405; chapter 5 as ‘Situationist Radical Subjectivity and Photo-Graffiti’, in 
Photography and Literature in the Twentieth Century, edited by David Cunningham, Andy 
Fisher and Sas May, Cambridge Scholars Publishing: Newcastle, 2005, pp. 123–44; 
chapter 1 as ‘Surviving History: A Situationist Archive’, in Art History, vol. 26, no. 1, 2003, 
pp. 56–77, reproduced with kind permission from the Association of Art Historians.
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I n t r o d u c t I o n

Lessons in Failure

[I]t is first of all necessary to recognize, without holding onto any consoling illusions, 
the full extent of the defeat of the entire revolutionary project …1

To understand the formation of the Situationist International in July 1957, and its project 
to construct a new revolutionary praxis of life, requires recognizing failure as its point of 
departure. In fact, two failures were at stake. One was the inability of preceding avant-garde 
movements to achieve a revolution of life through art, and, moreover, the decay of 
avant-gardism in the post-Second World War period into decorative and theatrical forms 
of radicalism. The other was the exhaustion of the revolutionary communist movement, 
symbolized latterly by the Soviet suppression of emancipatory uprisings, such as in 
Hungary in 1956. The Situationist International (hereafter SI) formed itself as an agent 
for combating these failures and for renewing these revolutionary projects. The new 
forms of action it pursued in politics and art, including the very relationship of politics to 
art, need to be understood in terms of this agency.

Grasping the formation of the SI also requires recognizing how their response to 
these failures was conditioned by new social and economic formations. In 1957 the 
European Common Market was launched. (The initial six signatories were Belgium, 
France, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands and West Germany.) In this post-war climate 
of international economic bonding the foundations for new international cultural and 
political associations were also being forged, particularly in relation to the return of 
repressed or forgotten avant-garde movements. These had variously suffered repression 
by the ‘socialist realist’ style promoted by Soviet Zhdanovism in the mid 1930s, which 
pervaded the cultural logic of official communist parties, such as the Parti Communiste 
Français (PCF), or had been exiled as ‘degenerate’ during the Nazi occupation of Europe, 
or stifled by the false divisions between ‘abstraction or social realism’ that permeated 
the cultural and political rhetoric of the Cold War period more generally. The SI was 
the outcome of a search for a new, united and international avant-garde, the proposal 
of which was announced at a 1956 art congress held in Alba, Italy, organized by Asger 
Jorn and Giuseppe Pinot-Gallizio under the auspices of their International Movement 
for an Imaginist Bauhaus.2 According to a written account of the event entitled ‘The 
Alba Platform’, representatives of various pre-, inter- and post-war avant-gardes from 
eight countries (including Algeria, Belgium, Denmark, France, UK, Italy, Holland and 
Czechoslovakia) met to lay the foundations for a united front against the emerging 
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consumer society and its processes of social banalization. What emerged was a common 
critical approach to urbanism, a ‘unitary urbanism’, which Gil Wolman, the Lettrist 
International delegate, announced as follows:

creation can now be nothing less than a synthesis aiming at an integral construction of 
an atmosphere, of a style of life…. A unitary urbanism – the synthesis that we call for, 
incorporating arts and technology – must be created in accordance with new values of 
life, values which it is henceforth necessary to distinguish and disseminate …3

This revolution in urban cultural and technical values was seen as coinciding with the 
resurgence of revolutionary political struggles in the late 1950s in Poland and Hungary, 
the major workers’ strikes in Spain, and the anti-colonial struggles in Indochina, Korea 
and later in Algiers and the Congo.

The seeds were hence sown for the formation of the SI the following year, July 1957, 
in Cosio d’Arroscia, a small Ligurian town in Italy where Piero Simondo’s family owned a 
hotel. At this stage the SI consisted of members from the three following movements: the 
Lettrist International; the Movement for an Imaginist Bauhaus; and the London Psycho-
Geographical Association (whose sole member was Ralph Rumney). A key text emerging 
from this founding conference was the ‘Report on the Construction of Situations and on 
the International Situationist Tendency’s Conditions of Organization and Action’, signed 
by Debord.4 It proposed a search for revolutionary forms that would be collective, creative 
events, in which life would be lived differently from its banalization, and it examines the 
failures and ensuing lessons of previous avant-gardes that aimed to change the world, not 
just its art, such as Futurism, Dadaism, Surrealism, CoBrA (see note 3), Lettrism and the 
theatre of Brecht. (A notable omission from this critical history of the avant-garde is an 
analysis of Soviet Constructivism or German Productivism, although I think elements of 
both re-appear in certain of the SI’s tactical gestures.)5 The SI concluded that it was an 
abandonment of the avant-garde ambition of total social revolution that had condemned 
contemporary artists to ‘doing art as one does business’.6 It was the SI’s commitment to 
a total transformation of life that informed their rejection of all artists and movements 
that only offered new artistic forms and media, without an equal commitment to a 
revolutionary politics aimed at overturning capitalism. This accounts for their dismissal 
of contemporary ‘neo-dadaists’, such as those involved in Happenings, Fluxus, Nouveau 
Realisme, Tashisme, Pop art and even members of the SI movement itself, such as the 
mainly German Gruppe Spur, who were expelled in 1961 due to their insistence that the 
SI had no power other than its power in the realm of culture. The SI were ‘artists’ only 
insofar as ‘we are no longer artists: we come to realize art’, by incorporating the ‘survival 
of art into the art of life’.7

The ‘Report on the Construction of Situations’ announced that one of the principal 
tasks of a new avant-garde should be to transpose into their sphere of activity 
‘organizational methods created by revolutionary politics’, so that their actions were 
‘inconceivable without some connection with political critique’.8 At this early stage the SI 
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were certain about avoiding what they saw as the hierarchical fate of most revolutionary 
political parties (be they Leninist, Stalinist, Trotskyist or Maoist), which tended to set 
up a divide between leaders or ‘order-givers’, and followers or ‘order-takers’. In the case 
of the Soviet Communist Party, the SI diagnosed a bureaucratic state class representing 
a perverted dictatorship over the proletariat, as opposed to a dictatorship of, by and for 
it. But they saw no solution to this in Maoism.9 The SI wanted to initiate a new style of 
political relationship to ‘partisans’, to the extent that they absolutely refused ‘disciples’. 
They were only interested in the participation of equals, and in ‘setting autonomous 
people loose in the world’.10 To avoid ‘the specialized activity of heads of groups and 
parties who derive from the organized passivity of their militants the oppressive force of 
their future power’, the SI initially imagined the possibility of a unification or infiltration 
with parallel militant groups.11 

But the SI was not conceived as a reduction of art into politics. As early as 1960, 
Debord co-wrote a pamphlet Preliminaries Toward Defining a Unitary Revolutionary 
Program with Daniel Blanchard, a member of Socialisme ou Barbarie.12 This text reaffirms 
the impossibility of sustaining a revolutionary artistic movement without a revolutionary 
political movement, and vice versa.13 Almost every history of the SI splits it into an early 
artistic phase up until around 1962, followed by a so-called political phase. As I hope 
to show, this is misleading.14 In fact, the SI’s first and last group art show, Destruktion 
af RSG-6, was in 1963. Furthermore, their mission statement of ‘new forms of action 
in politics or art’ continued to operate in their, always illustrated, journal internationale 
situationniste (1958–69), and through posters, books, graffiti, comics and street protests. 
This unity of artistic and political forms of action within the SI’s activities is the focus of 
the chapters of this book. 

This early collaboration between Debord and Blanchard, the SI and Socialisme ou 
Barbarie, did not lead to a unification or cross-membership alliance between the groups. 
The same fate met the SI’s other brief correspondences with various anarchist groups: 
including Guy Bodson of the Fédération Anarchiste; L’Union des Groupes Anarchiste-
Communistes; and exchanges with the journal Informations et Correspondences Ouvrières. 
The exception was in May 1968, when the SI was joined by the Enragés group, and 
together they founded the Conseil Pour le Maintien des Occupations.15 

In fact, despite these searches for collaborators, throughout the SI’s lifetime 
(1957–1972) it was notorious for its continuous expulsions. This may seem out of 
kilter with their supposed anti-hierarchical ambitions, and more in keeping with the 
political excesses and exclusions of a Stalinist Party. The difference, however, resides in 
the organizational constitution of these political bodies and their uses of exclusion. The 
SI stated that they should not be understood as a model of revolutionary organization as 
such, with dogmas, leaders and disciples, but rather as a specific organization, made up 
of a loose association of autonomous individuals committed to a shared revolutionary 
perspective and precise tasks.16 Another organizational prerequisite for the SI was its 
international scope, and it included members from Europe, America and Africa. The 
record of the SI’s membership involves 19 resignations, 2 ‘scissionists’ and 45 exclusions. 

Stracey T02909 01 text   3 02/09/2014   11:39



4  |  c o n s t r u c t e d  s I t u at I o n s

At any one time, however, the SI averaged 10 to 20 members. In total, the SI comprised 
63 men, 7 women and one transsexual, from 16 different countries.17 

The SI’s critique of the organized left had specific organizational precedents, especially 
the pre-Leninist Soviets and forms of generalized self-management associated with 
workers’ councils.18 The agent for the SI’s revolution remained the proletariat, although, 
as the SI explained, their gestures of refusal and signs of revolutionary creativity were 
parts of a project to redefine ‘the new contours of the proletariat, the irreducible will to 
freedom’.19 Although, following Marx, the SI affirmed that the ‘proletariat is revolutionary 
or it is nothing’, what the SI thought needed to be transformed was no longer merely the 
economic base, but the whole of life itself: ‘the proletariat wants to possess all its life, to 
possess it as life, as the totality of its possible realization’.20 At stake was the realization of 
oneself, not via a special domain of art or politics, or reorganized labour, but through a 
revolution of the whole life of society. 

In order to fundamentally understand how the SI grasped their situation and how 
they sought to respond to it, we need to examine precisely what they meant by the 
‘society of the spectacle’ and the ‘construction of situations’. I will turn to this task 
now, in the following excurses, in which I hope to dig beneath the familiarity and 
thoughtlessness that typically accompany these notions. This will enable me finally to 
explain why and how I have chosen to view the history of the SI through the lens of its 
‘constructed situations’. Understanding what constitutes a constructed situation is vital 
to understanding the SI. The fact that it constitutes part of their very name is testimony 
to this. And yet, remarkably, most literature on the SI tends to overlook or neglect this 
key concept or strategy. Typically, it is not scrutinized because it is taken for granted, as 
if it is self-explanatory. My contention is that it is not, and that a considerable amount of 
reconstructive work is required in order to grasp what it means, its significance and its 
diverse realizations within the SI’s activities. But this task of reconstruction must begin 
by scrutinizing the SI’s diagnosis of the society of the spectacle, since this was the specific 
target at which constructed situations were aimed. 

Excursus I: The society of the spectacle

The SI’s revolutionary forms of action in politics and art were to be derived from ‘a 
coherent critique of the society as it was developing now’.21 This ‘now’ and its coherent 
critique found its most complete articulation in 1967, ten years after the formation 
of the SI, when Debord published his Das Kapital for a new generation, The Society of 
the Spectacle.22 This book aimed to comprehensively, if a little obtusely, map out a new 
moment of capitalist development and expansion, namely capital’s colonization or 
subsumption of, not just labour or economic activity, but the whole of life. Whereas 
Lukács had sought to generalize Marx’s account of commodity fetishism as characteristic 
of the ‘reification’ of all social relations under capital, the SI understood this reification to 
have taken on a new ‘imagist’ form, in which social relations are reduced to their image 
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or spectacle. Paraphrasing Marx, the opening paragraph of The Society of the Spectacle 
begins: ‘the whole life of those societies in which the modern conditions of production 
prevail presents itself as an immense accumulation of spectacles. All that was directly lived 
has become mere representation.’23

Debord’s substitution of the word ‘spectacles’ for Marx’s ‘commodities’ signals a 
search for a new diagnostic terminology, befitting the SI’s historical moment, namely, the 
developed world’s burgeoning post-war consumer societies of the late 1950s and 1960s. 
This was characterized by a shift in labour from factories to the newly developing ‘tertiary 
sector’ of the economy, so-called service and leisure industries, which were increasingly 
dependent on the use of mass media communications to sell the accumulation of 
new products and leisure activities that were generated to meet the demands of the 
new consumers of a booming economy. Here the issue was no longer scarcity, but 
abundance.24 It was this so-called leisure industry climate that enabled Debord to declare 
that the proletarian class struggle could now be called a ‘battle for leisure’: a fight over 
the uses and abuses of leisure-time as ‘an already dominant feature in capitalist society’.25

At stake here was the emergence of a new type of image-based exchange mechanism. 
For Marx, the commodity is defined as the form a product takes when production is 
organized through exchange. Debord develops this further by claiming that under 
modern conditions of ‘spectacular’ (spectacliste) production the process of exchange has 
undergone a transformation. This process now demands the use of intermediary ‘image-
objects’, in the form of packaging and advertising that not only promote the goods for 
sale but also market an attendant fantasy, typically an aspirant ‘lifestyle’, in order to 
facilitate the required consumption of commodities. In this climate, the spectacle – 
defined variously by Debord as the indispensable packaging of things produced, as the 
general gloss on the rationality of the system, and as the advanced economic sector 
responsible for the manufacture of a growing mass of image-objects – becomes the ‘chief 
product’ of contemporary society.26 Spectacles are the new lubricants for the mechanism 
of commodity and social exchange.

The spectacle presents a new form of exchange value, displacing its manifestation in 
money. Following Marx, the spectacle is understood as a new form of abstract general 
equivalence between all products. But, whereas for Marx the money-form enabled the 
exchange of diverse goods whose use is not otherwise compatible, via a quantitative 
reduction of qualitative differences according to the abstract logic of money; for the SI, 
the image-form of the spectacle represents the totality of the social world. Hence, the 
spectacle is ‘the general equivalent of whatever society as a whole can be and do’.27 The 
society of the spectacle thus corresponds to the historical moment in which commodifica-
tion completes its colonization of everyday life, leaving nothing else to see: ‘commodities 
are now all that there is to see; the world we see is the world of the commodity’.28

What needs to be avoided, however, in any definition of the spectacle is the all too 
familiar reduction in the majority of literature on the SI, whereby the term ‘spectacle’ 
becomes just another name for images, or mass media images.29 Mass media images are 
merely its most ‘stultifying superficial manifestation’.30 Whether in its specific guises of 
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‘news propaganda, advertising or the actual consumption of entertainment’, the spectacle’s 
monopolization of the realm of appearances is not superficial or epiphenomenal.31 On 
the contrary, it has a deep structuring function, responsible not only for the production 
and consumption of image-objects, but also of new subjects of capital or image-subjects, 
interpellated by this new spectaclist economy. As Debord succinctly explains: ‘The 
spectacle is not a collection of images; rather it is a social relationship between people that 
is mediated by images’ (my emphasis).32 It is precisely the formation (or deformation) 
of social life under the conditions of that spectacle that is the main focus of the SI’s 
critical or revolutionary project. As clarified in the opening paragraph of The Society of 
the Spectacle, it is no longer Marx’s ‘whole wealth’ of society that is now under scrutiny, 
but the ‘whole life’ of society, that is, the totality of lived social experience under the 
alienating conditions of the spectacle.

However, the spectacle, like Marx’s commodity, behaves in mysterious ways. Drawing 
explicitly on Lukács’s concept of generalized fetishism as reification – namely, the 
process by which products of human labour appear as an independent and uncontrolled 
reality apart from the people who created them – the spectacle too appears to circulate 
as an autonomous or supernatural phenomenon, as if it was not dependent on concrete, 
material, social conditions of production and distribution. This, of course, is the illusion 
or fetishism of the spectacle. However, I would prefer to describe this process somewhat 
differently, as a form of dissimulation that conceals what exists in the guise of a ‘counterfeit 
semblance’, given that the spectacle is simultaneously, ‘a faithful mirror held up to the 
production of things and a distorting objectification of the producers’.33 It is this false or 
illusory life that dissembles or disavows the concrete social conditions that reproduce 
the spectacle, as well as leading us astray from searching out alternative, non-reified 
forms of living. The spectacle is a counterfeit picture of life according to the distorting 
logic of its mirror. What it mystifyingly presents as eternal and inevitable, a life of passive 
consumption, is in fact nothing other than a particular historical situation, ‘one particular 
economic and social formation’, and so transformable.34 Hence, to maintain such a 
counterfeit life requires constant false justifications. Even if these justifications occur at 
the superficial level of the mass media, such invasions into everyday life do not function 
as part of a neutral apparatus. As Debord emphasizes, there is nothing neutral about the 
dynamics of the spectacle’s techniques of control, communication and dissemination.35 
As the symbolic ruling class, the spectacle perpetuates its image, ‘the self portrait of power 
in the age of power’s totalitarian rule over conditions of existence’.36 Rather than being 
viewed merely as the product of a technology for the mass dissemination of images, or a 
simple distortion of the world, the spectacle is better understood as a Weltanschauung, ‘a 
world view transformed into an objective force’.37 

The spectacle is a radical alienation of life. To him who is subjected to it: ‘the more 
he contemplates, the less he lives; the more readily he recognizes his own needs in the 
images of need proposed by the dominant system, the less he understands his own 
existence and his own desire’.38 Insofar as the image of life displaces real life, people see 
themselves in a ‘reality’ that is false. The spectacle is the completion of alienation, the 
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‘perfection of separation’, the ‘perfected denial of man’.39 Therefore, any critique capable 
of apprehending the spectacle must expose it as ‘a visible negation of life – and as a 
negation of life that has invented a visual form for itself’.40 

The task that the SI set itself was to create new forms of action to combat the society 
of the spectacle. This required a mode of criticism appropriate to its object, ‘spectacle 
analysis’, or what could perhaps be termed a form of ‘spectacle-clasm’. Since it was not 
possible to find an external point free from the totality of the spectacle economy, the SI 
developed an immanent mode of critique. That is, the spectacle, as the historical situation 
within which the SI lived and operated, could not simply be stepped outside of, and so 
its critique entailed speaking its ‘language’ to some extent, but in ways that re-functioned 
its meanings and uses. The value of re-using and re-functioning already circulating 
spectacles is that new products or image-objects do not need to be invented with which 
to challenge the habits of everyday life. Instead, habituated spectacles could be led astray. 

But if the spectacle was not just an image or collection of images, but a social 
relationship between people that is mediated by images, then challenging the spectacle 
must involve an alternative form of social relationship. This is why the SI’s relation to the 
images they used and produced needs to be understood in terms of the social relations 
they represent and the political struggles surrounding these relations. Indeed, this is 
why art and politics are inseparable for the SI’s project. If we lose sight of the radical 
transformation of life at stake in the SI’s images, we lose sight of what they were trying to 
do. Keeping this in sight is what I have tried to do in this book. 

However, this objective seems to be trapped. If, as Debord diagnoses, ‘all of 
lived experience has become mere representation’, then how can a life beyond this 
representation be recovered?41 The SI’s answer of ‘immanent critique’ only makes sense 
if we go back to Debord’s opening sentence of The Society of the Spectacle. In fact, he does 
not use the verb ‘to become’ (devenir) or ‘to be’ (être), but instead the self-reflexive verb 
‘s’éloigner’: ‘Tout ce qui était directement vécu s’est éloigné dans une representation.’42 

To date, literature on the SI typically (mis)translates this as: ‘all that was directly lived 
has become mere representation’. The latter implies that life has become an image, a final 
destination with no recovery. But the reflexive verb s’éloigner does not mean ‘to become’, 
as would devenir or être. Rather, it has the sense of ‘to go away from’, ‘to absent oneself 
from’, ‘to withdraw’, ‘to digress’, ‘to deviate’, ‘to differ’, ‘to be estranged or alienated’, ‘to be 
diverted’. A new meaning emerges: ‘all that was directly lived is diverted in a representation’. 
To be diverted by a representation implies the possibility of a re-diversion, that is, life as 
lived is not lost, gone forever, but estranged, merely on a detour or digression via the 
spectacle’s process of representation, from which it can be re-diverted or reverted. One 
may not be able to extricate and untangle lived experience from the realm of semblance, 
but you can challenge the ways in which it is made to appear. For example, the SI’s tactic 
of détournement, meaning to hijack and re-function an already existing element, works 
by de-familiarizing the spectacle’s already estranged images in order to bring about 
unexpected re-appearances. It does this by damaging and polluting given spectacles so as 
to trigger or re-mediate a different social imaginary based on non-alienated relationships. 
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The SI developed a variety of anti-spectacular tactics such as détournement, dérive, 
unitary urbanism, psycho-geography, examples of which will be explicated and shown in 
different chapters of this book. 

These tactics, however, were singular operations or perspectives that formed part of 
the SI’s overarching strategy to revolutionize the totality of the society of the spectacle 
through ‘constructed situations’ (situations construites).43 Hence, the most familiar 
legacies of the SI, their overall critique of the society of the spectacle and their tactics of 
détournement, dérive, etc., need to be understood in terms of a strategy that has tended to 
be overshadowed. Bringing this to light is one of the main impulses of this book.

Excursus II: Constructed situations

The origins of the notion of constructed situations may be traced back to its first 
appearance in Debord’s 1952 film, Hurlement en Faveur de Sade, created while he was 
still a member of the Lettrist International.44 Near the beginning of the film, which is 
without images, ‘voice 2’ utters: ‘the art of the future will be the overturning of situations 
or nothing’. And later, following one minute of silence during which the screen remains 
dark, ‘voice 1’ states: ‘a science of situations is to be created, which will borrow elements 
from psychology, statistics, urbanism and ethics. These elements have to run together to 
an absolutely new conclusion: the conscious creation of situations.’45 Even though many 
elements of the idea are already present here, it remains little more than a projection. 

It is six years later that it takes on its rigorous formulation in the first issue of the 
newly formed SI’s journal, internationale situationniste, June 1958. Under the section 
‘Definitions’, the word ‘situationist’ is given to mean: ‘that which relates to the theory 
or to the practical activity of a construction of situations; those engaged in constructing 
situations; members of the Situationist International’.46 The last part of this definition is 
self-sufficient and explanatory. The first two parts, however, rely on the mediating concept 
of a ‘situation construite’, which has its own definition as: ‘a moment of life, concretely and 
deliberately constructed by a collective organization of a unitary ambiance and a game 
of events’.47 

This definition was in fact appropriated from the SI’s 1957 preliminary mission 
statement by Debord, ‘Report on the Construction of Situations and on the 
International Situationist Tendency’s Conditions of Organization and Action’. In the 
final section, under the heading ‘Towards a Situationist International’, the central model 
of a ‘constructed situation’ is provisionally formulated as: ‘the concrete construction 
of momentary ambiances of life and their transformation into a superior passionate 
quality’; and as ‘collective ambiances, ensembles of impressions determining the quality 
of the moment’.48 These were component parts of the SI’s still developing methodology, 
aimed at revolutionizing the ‘material environment of life’ and the ‘comportments which 
it gives rise to and which radically transform it’.49 To this end, the SI developed a range 
of interventionist tactics or action-events, referred to as ‘operatives’ or ‘perspectives’ 
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that were parts of, but not in and of themselves, constructed situations. These included 
‘unitary urbanism’ stemming from acoustic, spatial, architectural, gestural, poetic and 
cinematic actions realized at the level of the urban environment. This led in turn to the 
practice of ‘psycho-geography’, defined as the study of the specific effects and affects of 
the altered or détourned urban geographies or environments, consciously organized or 
not, on the emotions and behaviours of individual participants. This in turn fed into the 
practice of the dérive or ‘drift’ conceived as a mode of experimental behaviour linked 
to the conditions of modern, urban society, specifically a technique of transient passage 
through rapidly changing ambiances, ‘as a means of study of psycho-geography and of 
situationist psychology’.50 Common to all these tactics was the transient, momentary 
temporality of constructed situations that the SI defined as ephemeral, without a future, 
mere ‘passageways’.51

Further elaborations were presented in the essay preceding the ‘Definitions’ section of 
internationale situationniste, no.1, cautiously titled, ‘Preliminary Problems in Constructing 
a Situation’.52 Beginning with an extract from the 1957 ‘Report on the Construction of 
Situations’, we are reminded that the construction of situations begins on the ruins of 
the modern spectacle. Destruction was conceived of as a precursory event enabling the 
necessary ground clearing required for the revolutionary reconstruction of a non-spec-
tacular society. And it was through such creative-destructive experiments in urban living 
and culture that the spectacle’s principle of ‘non-intervention’ or passive consumption 
was to be broken or actively refused.53 The constructed situation was thus envisaged as 
a ‘lived’, embodied, dynamic event, the outcome of which (its success or failure) was 
not knowable in advance of its particular manifestations. Constructed situations were 
therefore a gamble. Such risk and uncertainty is perhaps indicated by the multifarious 
tactics deployed, which seem to defy any careful calculations as to expected outcomes. 
These included the use of graffiti in urban environments to create a ‘transitory décor’; 
the use of rioting to engender new ways of experiencing the world; and the subjection 
of these new experiences to Situationist-oriented psychoanalysis that, in contrast to 
various Freudian currents, would entice the participants to discover precise desires in 
order to realize them.54 Any techniques or technologies might be tactically deployed. 
And constructed situations should be anti-hierarchical, non- or trans-disciplinary, 
amateurish or non-specialized, itinerant, ephemeral and, most importantly, collectively 
prepared and developed. This was reflected in the use of anonymous texts which, initially 
at least, helped prevent a cult of individual celebrities, and so ideally to present ‘the whole 
of the SI as a collective star’.55 Finally, the most common or unitary aspect was the SI’s 
deployment of these tactics as part of a coherent programme targeted at revolutionizing 
the totality of life under the conditions of spectacle.

Care was taken to distinguish such revolutions in everyday living from the 
deconstructed theatrics of Brecht and Pirandello, whose main interest was a revolution 
in the art of theatre, whereas the SI sought the end of art (and the arts) as a separate 
domain. At this stage, the constructed situation was an experimental ‘game of revolution’ 
where what was at stake was a transformation of the social totality – from capitalist 
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spectacle to non-authoritarian communism.56 Only the collective takeover of the world 
would enable active, autonomous and politically engaged agents to emerge, in contrast to 
the spectacle’s ‘spectres haunting the things anarchically presented to them by others’.57 
Constructed situations were envisaged as incendiary devices heralding an unpredictable 
eruption of an alternative, non-capitalist and poetic life.

Distinctions

Historical precedents for the idea of a ‘constructed situation’ are obscure in the SI’s 
writings. They have to be teased out from a medley of SI texts and cultural experiments. 
The most frequent allusion is to Marx, often via Hegel; specifically to his idea that 
history is made, albeit under conditions that are not chosen. In other words, history is 
constructed from its situatedness. As early as 1956, Debord and Wolman discuss in a 
pre-Situationist text called ‘Methods of Détournement’ the ultimate goal of constructed 
situations, which they anticipate being the collective détournement of situations, that is, 
appropriating and transforming the conditions of a state of affairs in a deliberate act.58 
Constructed situations are, as the members of the SI announce in 1961, a means to 
liberate ‘inexhaustible energies trapped in a petrified daily life’, which, with the advent 
of unitary urbanism, was sought through the replacement of ‘present city planning (that 
geology of lies) … by a technique for defending the permanently threatened conditions 
of freedom’, enabling individuals to ‘begin freely constructing their own history’.59 In 
its guise as a form of ‘praxis’ – that is, as the actualization of a situation, rather than a 
theoretical application – the SI are also explicitly indebted to Marx. As Debord noted: 
‘I believe that the importance of dialectical materialism, its decisive (but still barely 
exploited) progress in the history of ideas, is above all the supremacy of practice, the 
notion of praxis that contains and supersedes theoretical reflection, and which itself is 
always inseparable from a praxis’.60 

However, this debt to Marx was qualified. For example, where Marx imagined the 
transformation of capitalism through the seizure of the means of production by the 
working-class proletariat, the SI conjured up a new, more inclusive proletariat, namely all 
those so-called ‘order-takers’, including Marx’s despised ‘lumpenproletariat’, drop-outs, 
refusniks, even certain technocrats. Rather than a rational reorganization of labour, 
the SI’s motley crew would qualitatively détourn the whole of urban life into a space of 
collective play or poetry. As Debord confirmed in a letter to Patrick Straram, the SI were 
all for a new poetics, but not just in art, rather in life itself.61

Lefebvre’s moments

A more direct, yet consistently overlooked influence on the SI’s model of a situation 
is Henri Lefebvre’s ‘theory of moments’, presented in his autobiographical book Le 
Somme et le Reste, which was published in 1959, after he had left the French Communist 
Party.62 Lefebvre was 56 years old when he met Debord in 1957, via Lefebvre’s girlfriend, 
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Évelyne Chastel, who knew Michèle Bernstein. Lefebvre was also an acquaintance of 
Raoul Vaneigem. Debord had been impressed by Lefebvre’s Critique of Everyday Life, 
the first volume of which was published in 1947, with volume two following in 1961. 
So much so, that in May 1961 Debord agreed to give a talk (or rather its tape-recorded 
version) to the Group for Research on Everyday Life convened by Lefebvre at the Centre 
of Sociological Studies at the Centre National de la Researche Scientifique. The taped 
presentation was aptly entitled ‘Perspectives for Conscious Alterations of Everyday Life’.63 
These themes were made more explicit in Vaneigem’s Traité de Savoir-vivre à l’Usage des 
Jeunes Generations (1967) translated as The Revolution of Everyday Life.64 Although much 
productive work came out of this encounter with Lefebvre, it was in the latter’s words ‘a 
love story that did not end well’.65 An acrimonious ending came about after reciprocal 
accusations of plagiarism concerning a collaborative text on the Paris Commune.66

Before the split, however, the SI had already attempted to distance their model of the 
‘constructed situation’ from Lefebvre’s theory of ‘moments’. Or rather ‘moments’ became 
the negative determinant of ‘situations’. This operation occurs in an unsigned text entitled 
‘Théorie des Moments et Construction des Situations’, published in June 1960.67 It begins 
with a possible point of contact, in that the situation and the moment are both envisaged 
as created, a shared desire revealed by Lefebvre’s expression: ‘the free act defined as the 
capacity … to change a “moment” in metamorphosis, and perhaps to create one’.68 Yet, 
unlike the moment, which Lefebvre separates out into distinct, repeatable categories, 
such as moments of play, rest, justice, poetry or love, the situation comprises of perishable 
instants that are unique, in the sense of being unrepeatable – hence the later description 
of situations as ephemeral, as mere passageways. The transience of the situation is in 
part derived from the realm of artistic production, unlike the moment; in particular, an 
avant-garde destruction of durable artworks.

More problematic for the SI is Lefebvre’s ability to draw up a prescriptive and somewhat 
programmatic list of self-contained moments, such as play, justice, rest, etc. The SI ask: 
why 10 and not 25? According to them, such separations produce ‘absolute moments’, 
types of self-enclosed modalities or ends in themselves. In contrast, the situation has no 
prescribed limits or ends. Its success or failure, its coordinates and parameters, cannot be 
known in advance of its actual execution. Its ‘praxial’ instantiation is particular in time 
and place. Unlike the moment, the situation is not a re-discoverable, universal category. 
For example, Lefebvre considers the moment of love as a universal category, while, 
for the SI, one can only speak of a particular love for a particular person in particular 
circumstances. The constructed situation is a singularity.

Towards the end of ‘Théorie des Moments et Construction des Situations’, Lefebvre’s 
analysis of the moment is commended for revealing ‘the fundamental conditions of a new 
field of action across which a revolutionary culture may now proceed’.69 But it remains 
distinct from the situation, insofar as the moment is diagnosed as ‘a zone of temporality 
(not pure but dominant)’, while the situation is also a relation to a given place, making it 
‘completely spatio-temporal’ in structure.70 If moments were constructed into situations 
they would appear as moments of rupture, of acceleration, of revolutions in everyday 
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life, in opposition to Lefebvre’s ‘civilizing’ model of moments as trying to resolve social 
conflicts, to impose order onto chaos.71 Finally, the problem of ‘the encounter’ in the 
theory of moments and the operational formulation of the construction of situations 
suggests the following question: ‘what admixture, what interactions ought to occur 
between the flux (and resurgence) of the “natural moment”, in Henri Lefebvre’s sense, 
and certain artificially constructed elements, introduced into this flux, perturbing it, 
quantitatively and, above all, qualitatively?’72 The question is left unanswered.

What the SI’s essay neglects to discuss is the different sections in Lefebvre’s ‘The 
Inventory’. The first half of the text discusses the moment as a sociological form, 
concentrating on the groups which create them; while the second half focuses on 
a theory of moments that operates on another level, that of philosophy. It is in the 
sociological section that we get a model of moments as ‘forms that impose some order’ 
on civilization; and the list of separate moments, those that try to fix a habitus, to develop 
rituals of everyday life to be followed by a social group, belongs to this section. Lefebvre 
characterizes this as part of a ‘theory of civilization not praxis’.73 In contrast, when he 
moves to the philosophical analysis of the moment, it knows no boundaries: ‘the theory 
of moments excludes the idea of a boundary between nature and society (or nature and 
culture) … there is no separation between them’.74 The model of a repetition of moments 
is also more ambiguous in this section than the SI admit. The moment is not simply 
repeatable, as in the re-enactment of the same moment, but rather, each repetition 
produces a moment of difference, since it (re)occurs at a different time and place: ‘the re-
presentation of a form, rediscovered and reinvented on each occasion, exceeds previous 
conceptions of repetition’.75

Somewhat surprisingly, what the SI also fail to mention is the Hegelian bent of 
Lefebvre’s theory of moments, according to which different moments are re-integrated 
or sublated at a higher level in a way that suggests reconciling social conflicts rather than 
revolutionizing them.76 The SI’s conception of constructed situations is more akin to a 
permanent revolution of everyday life. 

Sartre’s existential situations

In 1964, in response to a ‘Questionnaire’ that asked, ‘what does the word “situationist” 
mean?’ another negative determinant of the constructed situation appears briefly but 
significantly. Here, the SI’s active ‘making’ of situations is contrasted with the passive 
‘recognizing’ of given situations that is attributed to existentialism: ‘we replace existential 
passivity with the construction of moments of life, and doubt with playful affirmation’.77 
Although not named, the target is probably Sartre. And elsewhere, in various Situationist 
texts, Sartre was frequently named and debunked.78

Sartre’s model of an existential situation is presented in Being and Nothingness, in a section 
called ‘Freedom and Facticity: The Situation’.79 Although the SI make no direct reference to 
this text in the ‘Questionnaire’, they find it necessary to distance their constructivist model 
of a situation from the given reality of a particular phenomenological, existential situation. 
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Again, as with the criticism of Lefebvre, the argumentation that follows is not concerned 
with the SI’s accurate or improper interpretation of a Sartrean existential situation, but the 
fact that it was deemed necessary to make such a particular distinction. The SI, drawing on 
Marx (uncited), direct his critique of philosophers to existential phenomenology, claiming 
that it offers only an ‘interpretation’ of situations, whereas the point, however, should 
be to transform them. To do this requires replacing ‘the fixed frontier of the borderline 
situations that phenomenology has limited itself to describing [with] the practical creation 
of situations’.80 Thus a new situation does not emerge ex nihilo, but is constructed out of 
the SI’s détournements or recombinations, and therefore re-functioning of already existing 
social, political, economic and imaginary codes or systems of practice. It is perhaps here 
that a link could be made to the artistic Constructivism of the likes of Tatlin, Rodchenko 
and Moholy-Nagy, who also fabricated a ‘new objectivity’ out of the re-articulation of 
already given materials exemplified in their sculptural reliefs. These new objects were 
not conceived as mere artworks, but rather as imaginary models for a new revolutionary 
construction of life. 

Yet, somewhat paradoxically, the SI named this constructivist operation as a type 
of ‘phenomeno-praxis’, displaying an adherence to, rather than outright rejection of, 
phenomenology as such.81 Such ambiguity needs careful unpacking. The phenomeno-
logical situation that they set themselves against was derived from their somewhat limited 
understanding of it as ‘given’, as ‘facticity’. That is, the SI object to how the freedom of the 
existential subject, an unlimited ability to choose or create anything, or act ‘for-itself ’, 
which presupposes its opposition to a given situation, existing ‘in-itself ’, into which 
it is thrown. Freedom is constituted within and against its encounter with an already 
existing world. As Sartre puts it: ‘there can be a free for-itself only as engaged in a resisting 
world. Outside of this engagement the notions of freedom, of determination, of necessity 
lose all meaning.’82 This is evident in Sartre’s example of the rocky crag: it can appear as 
an obstacle or as something to scale depending on our projected choice to climb it or 
not. What is not questioned is its givenness. The SI read this as an unquestioning and 
effectively passive grasp of the given situation.83 Contrary to Sartre, the SI dispute this 
givenness of the situation, grasping it instead as something created that can therefore be 
re-created. 

This is, however, a somewhat reductive reading. For Sartre, the autonomy of the subject 
to choose freedom is actually closer to the SI’s free activity of constructing situations. As 
in the SI’s ‘situation’, freedom for Sartre is exercised or realized only through a practical, 
concrete manifestation of choice: ‘our description of freedom, since it does not distinguish 
between choosing and doing, compels us to abandon at once the distinction between the 
intention and the act’.84 That is why for Sartre ‘there is freedom only in a situation, and 
there is a situation only through freedom’.85 Also, as with the SI’s constructed situation, 
the outcome of a Sartrean freely chosen situation is uncertain, in that the given can be 
surpassed or ‘nihilated’.86 The phrase ‘to nihilate the given’ suggests the latter’s possible 
destruction and so an opening up or clearing for an alternative givenness to emerge. This 
resonates with the SI’s agenda of not just negating the given situation but of creating a 
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new situation out of a former situation’s ruins. However, there remains a sense in which 
Sartre presupposed the givenness of the situation in a way the SI did not. 

The SI’s relation to Freud and the unconscious is another way to grasp their relation to 
Sartre, although this is ambiguous. On the one hand, the SI recognized the significance 
of unconscious desire in the realization of alternative situations, whereas Sartre was 
famously critical of any recourse to the unconsciousness. However, the SI were also 
critical of Freud, and sought to approach desire as consciously realizable, material force 
or dynamic drive that can be directed to radically re-institute the social as well as the 
psychic and somatic.87

The positive aspect of phenomenology for the SI seems to stem partly from its 
specificity, such as Sartre’s displacement of general conditions by individual conditions: 
my place, my past, my environment, my fellow man, my death. However, the SI sought 
to approach this specificity collectively, not individually. However, the motivation for 
the SI to adopt the idea of ‘phenomeno-praxis’ seems to be above all their interest in 
how existential phenomenology sought a praxis that concerns an embodied, ‘lived’ 
perspective. This might be thought of as the SI’s carnate radicalism.88 This lived aspect 
informs the SI’s insistence that any theory of revolutionary change must be tested 
through lived, praxial experiences of concrete revolutionary contestations or events. 
Such a praxis was not deployed in an instrumental way, in the sense that the outcome 
of the constructed situations could not be predicted in advance. Constructed situations 
may succeed or fail. Therefore each action-event was in turn reflected on, analysed; that 
is, practice was in turn subjected to theorizing. The SI thus sets in motion an endless 
looping of action, reflection, action, etc. In other words, revolutionary theory can only 
propagate itself ‘through a new practice’, in the form of a permanent, ongoing process of 
revolutionary becoming.89 The point here is that the constructed situation exists only as 
a lived experience, a living nexus, through which an alternative, non-spectacular world 
may, or may not, emerge.

Reconstructing situations

My book is an attempt to write a new kind of history of the SI by focusing on its constructed 
situations. This has not been attempted before. In some senses, this is surprising, since 
the fact that the SI characterized its practice as the construction of situations is no 
secret. My approach is distinguished, in the first instance, simply by the seriousness 
with which I take this fact. If constructed situations are the specific products of the SI, 
then the history of the SI should be a history of constructed situations. Moreover, it 
should be a history structured by how these constructed situations appeared, namely, 
as a constellation of singular events. This is what I have attempted. It explains why my 
book comprises a collection of studies of different constructed situations. It also explains 
why I have not written a narrative history, or a history of personalities, or meetings, or 
books, or concepts, or anything else. I am not saying these approaches are not valid or 
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illuminating, even necessary. But we need a history of the SI that attempts to radically 
explore their self-conscious commitment to being an avant-garde group defined above 
all by the practice of constructing situations. This is what I have attempted to provide. 
In the process, I have tried to draw attention to neglected aspects of the SI, such as, the 
neglect of female members and feminist politics, or the neglect of the détourned histories 
in some of their détourned images, or the neglect of the collaborative nature of their 
activities. But these contributions to the story of the SI are all mediated by my focus 
on constructed situations. Having said all this, I make no pretence to being exhaustive 
or comprehensive. My selection of constructed situations tries to address the range of 
seminal issues and concerns raised by the SI, but it is ultimately no more than the best 
selection I could assemble.

I want to draw the reader’s attention to one further fundamental feature of my book. 
In a sense that is both self-evident and profound, my book is a reconstruction of the SI’s 
constructed situations. Such a reconstructive methodology may seem to renege on the 
key definition of a constructed situation as a lived moment of interventionist action. Yet, it 
is not so out of kilter with the SI’s own method, in that each constructed situation, after its 
eventful eruption, would be subjected to a process of critical appraisal in order to deduce 
what elements or actions could be improved on or rejected. They too, ‘reconstructed’ 
their lived situations, afterwards, with the ‘re’ constituting a process of endless looping in 
order to move beyond any discovered practical limitations and into the present. Despite 
my book’s painstaking attention to the SI’s past, it is ultimately an attempt to recover 
the SI for the present. In other words, its starting point is not the past, but the present. 
This is largely implicit through the chapters, heavily mediated by the historiographic 
labour of reconstructing the specificity of each constructed situation. It is made explicit 
through the subsequent theoretical and practical perspectives that I utilize to critically 
illuminate the SI. In each chapter I push at what the SI did and said until something shifts, 
generating new perspectives and ideas. Finally, through the coda, which is named as such 
to demarcate it from the chapters dedicated to specific constructed situations, I try to 
trace some lineages between the SI and subsequent practices and movements inspired 
by the SI. The latter attempts to be rigorous and avoid the vague ruminations on the SI’s 
legacy that abound. But it is inevitably a gesture which is doomed to age as quickly as 
new conditions and practices emerge. It is a hostage to fortune, written for those who 
seek this fortune. The perspective of the present always threatens to distort the past. But 
this was a predicament that the SI embraced. They knew that their days were numbered 
and that whatever afterlife they might have would be mediated by their limits and failures. 
I have already made clear that I think this self-consciousness of the condition of failure 
was fundamental to the SI’s sense of their past, the conditions out of which they sought to 
succeed. As will become increasingly clear, it was also fundamental to their sense of their 
future, not only their fear of recuperation and defeat, but also their hope of contributing 
to the victory of revolutionary avant-gardes to come. This is something I have attempted 
to foster through this book, however tentatively.
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Chapter 1, ‘Surviving History: A Situationist Archive’, focuses on the book Mémoires, 
collaboratively produced by Asger Jorn and Guy Debord in 1957. This opening chapter 
reconstructs the SI’s strategies of self-archiving, which attempted to counter a spectacular 
monumentalization of their own history. At stake was a different kind of archival situation, 
where memorialization is not reifying but the dynamic preservation of an eruptive force 
that may be released in times to come. I argue that a living or ‘involuntary’ model of 
the archive is constructed through the aleatory and disorienting non-narrative structure 
of Mémoires, its overlapping reprographics, its low and pillaged content, its strategic 
babble, its sandpaper cover and its transient presentation as a limited edition gift. The 
implications of this counter-archive for the historiography of the SI are then elaborated 
to explore the potential of a ‘Situationist archive’ or ‘Situationist in the archive’ as a 
model of art historical practice, where what is recollected from the past remains an active 
presence within the present.

Chapter 2, ‘Industrial Painting: Towards a Surplus of Life’, develops the idea that 
the experimental practice called Industrial Painting, invented by the Italian Situationist 
Giuseppe Pinot-Gallizio, offers an exemplary model of how collective and mechanized 
forms of mass cultural production can be transformed into a mode of revolutionary 
life-praxis. By the latter, I mean a project to abolish self-alienation through modes of 
collective, creative activity or labour, aimed at radically transforming both the objective 
and subjective conditions of a particular historical moment, namely, the moment when 
the commodity completes its colonization of social life. The socially transformative 
potential of Industrial Painting is explored through its subversion of the labour processes 
and value-creating form of both artistic and industrial modes of production. Industrial 
Painting’s haphazard and self-destructive character upsets the standardized mass 
production techniques of Taylorism and the functionalist dictates of productivism. I 
try to show also how the distributive logic of Industrial Painting as a gift – based on 
a ‘potlatch’ economy and the principles of surplus and waste – works to counter a 
capitalist logic of commodity exchange. My conclusion is that Industrial Painting’s ideal 
construction – as a semi-autonomous, collective, mass-reproducible form of ‘unitary’ 
creative praxis – is suggestive of what I term a Gesamtlebenswerk, that is, a new model for 
a ‘total-work-of-life’.

Chapter 3, ‘Destruktion af RSG-6: The Latest Avant-Garde’, critically analyses the SI’s 
concept of a renewed model of avant-garde praxis, as developed in their first, and last, 
group exhibition, Destruktion af RSG-6, held at the Galerie EXI in Odense, Denmark 
in June 1963. In a crucial, yet much overlooked catalogue essay, ‘The Situationists 
and the New Forms of Action in Politics or Art’, Debord presented a distillation of 
earlier Situationist writings on the avant-garde that, I argue, still generates productive 
conclusions. This includes a novel conception of avant-garde temporality, situated 
in the ‘now’ of time. Paradoxically, however, what constitutes the ‘now’ for Debord is 
constituted through a ‘reversible coherence of the world’, that is, a complex overlapping 
of past and present revolutionary moments, which does not depend on some lost 
original avant-garde moment (as for Peter Bürger). A relatively neglected archive of 
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Situationist works is introduced here, including: Guy Debord’s ‘Directives’, J.V. Martin’s 
‘Thermonuclear Maps’ and Michèle Bernstein’s ‘Alternative Victory Series’. Constituting 
both the first and last group exhibition of Situationist works, they are analysed as a 
collective contribution to the construction of a ‘latest’ avant-garde praxis, linking the past 
with present-day revolutionary contestations.

Chapter 4, ‘Consuming the Spectacle: The Watts Revolt and a New Proletariat’, 
investigates a particular Situationist article, ‘The Decline and Fall of the Spectacle-
Commodity Economy’, published in internationale situationniste, 1966. I argue that 
this presents a constructed situation that both intervenes in and critically transforms a 
contemporary event, namely, the riots that took place in the Watts district of South Los 
Angeles. The SI aimed to present these riots as the revolt of a repressed proletariat. Drawing 
on the pillaged images for this text, the Watts revolt is variously considered as a ‘potlatch’ 
of destruction, as theft in the guise of gift and as a dismantling of a ‘black spectacle’. My 
argument here is that it is also a model for what I term a new lumpenproletariat, with a 
‘classless’ (rather than ‘class’) consciousness. This is developed through considering the 
SI’s commitment to an inclusive, non-hierarchical and decidedly non-party-based model 
of revolutionary groups, drawing on the 1905 soviets, workers’ councils and the POUM 
of the Spanish Civil War. 

Chapter 5, ‘Situationist Radical Subjectivity and Photo-Graffiti’, focuses on a 
collaborative book project called Enragés et Situationistes dans le Mouvement des 
Occupations, published in July 1968 by members of the SI and the Enragés group. It 
retold the story of the occupation movements and the Paris events of May 1968 from 
a revolutionary perspective. Montaged throughout the written testimonies compiled in 
this book are pillaged newspaper photographs of the violent clashes between students 
and the riot police, as well as examples of détourned comic-strips and posters. Some 
of the most striking images, however, are in the series of photographs capturing the 
graffitied slogans or poetry that erupted over the walls of Paris during that heated time. 
These photo-documents are evidence of the graffiti that appeared, but also of how the 
Situationist subject and its acts have been reductively portrayed, namely, as reducible 
to a few subjectivist scrawls. Taking such a conflation of the Situationist subject with its 
written inscriptions at its word, this chapter explores the types of subjectivity emerging 
from the photographic form of the graffiti deployed throughout this book and, in so 
doing, attempts to posit a particular grammar of ‘radical subjectivity’. In other words, I aim 
to reveal a model of revolutionary subjectivity that has a particular poetic constitution, 
which I term ‘photo-graffiti’. This suggests a subjectivity that it not subjectivist, insofar as 
it is constitutively entwined with its environment and only able to realize itself through 
praxial attempts to transform its specific external or objective conditions. In short, it is 
the subjectivity of constructing situations.

Chapter 6, ‘The Situation of Women’, puts to the test certain reductive assumptions 
about the situation of women in the SI movement. First, it examines the SI’s trafficking 
in the most virulent form of commodity images, what I call ‘bikini babes’ and ‘pop-porn’, 
which are distributed throughout their journal internationale situationniste (1958–69). 
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Rejecting the typical criticism that the SI reproduces images of ‘women-as-spectacle’, I 
draw out their critical potential, that is, as examples of a parodic mimesis that confronts 
and contests the spectacle with its own deathly, sexist, allure. This chapter retraces and 
restages the creative and collaborative output of two key female members of the SI, 
namely, Michèle Bernstein and Jacqueline de Jong. This enables the situation of actual 
women present within the group to be reassessed and at last given due recognition. I 
examine the sexual politics of the SI, or rather explain its absence, via their refusal of 
single-issue politics, such as ‘race’ or ‘gender’, in favour of a total, revolutionary politics of 
‘all or nothing’, coupled with their rejection of a certain strand of bourgeois and reformist 
‘feminism’ circulating at that time. Somewhat paradoxically, however, my conclusion 
is that the SI’s non-hierarchical mode of collective life-praxis points to more recent 
‘feminist’ demands – an ambivalent situation captured in what I describe as the SI’s mode 
of anti-féminin féminisme.

The final part of the book, the coda, ‘Learning from the SI’, speculates on the 
possibility of updating the use-value of Situationist revolutionary strategies today. To this 
end, it offers an examination of the recent history of such strategies, which will inevitably 
become dated, but which promise to remain instructive for the foreseeable future. The SI 
already anticipated something of this at the moment of their self-dissolution in 1972, via 
a contemporary appraisal and dismissal of ‘pro-situ’ formations. They concluded that it 
was the accumulating disasters of capitalism that beckoned future Situationist-oriented 
practices. Speculations as to the continuing use-value of the SI, upgraded and re-purposed 
for today’s critical interventionists, are explored via the following categories: ‘Digital 
Resistance’, which focuses on the issue of whether new media and technologies present 
new forms of ‘spectacle’, altering how social relations are mediated; ‘Reclaim the Streets’, 
which examines forms of direct action occupying and restructuring public space; and 
‘Never Work’, which addresses how changing labour relations put the production of life 
at the centre of a critique of capital’s regime of alienated labour. These categories are not 
meant to be exhaustive, but neither are they random, since they analyse three key terrains 
of resistance by recent activists who acknowledge a Situationist influence. Also, I have 
tried to focus on works that continue the main themes explored in the book, in particular, 
works that are collectively produced and socially (not just artistically) revolutionary in 
orientation. In the end, as the SI declared, as long as capitalism prevails there remains the 
need for its executioners.
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1

s u r v I v I n g  h I s t o r y

A Situationist Archive

The Situationists feared their history as if it were their death. They recognized that their 
historical survival risked contradicting their critique of late capitalism as a society of 
the spectacle, according to which social relations have become reduced to their abstract 
representation. Whereas Lukács had sought to generalize Marx’s account of commodity 
fetishism as characteristic of the reification or petrification of all social relations under 
capitalism, the Situationists understood this reification to have taken on an imagistic form, 
in which real social relations are reduced to their image or spectacle. They were keenly 
aware that conventional forms of historical memorialization risked participating in the 
society of the spectacle’s reification of everyday life, reducing historical social relations to 
their petrified image. Grand monumentalization, while offering the promise of assured 
historical survival, was, for the Situationists, an afterlife not worth living. Therefore, in 
order not to disappear completely from historical memory, they had to develop novel 
strategies of memorialization. At stake was a more liquid model of the archive, where those 
commemorated were not reduced to a dead correlate of the present, frozen in perpetuity, 
but salvaged in a more revitalized form, ideally as a constantly shifting, eruptive force in 
the present and for the future. Focusing on a particular Situationist book called Mémoires, 
this chapter will attempt to reconstruct the Situationists’ strategies of self-archiving, 
which tried to counter a spectacular monumentalization of their own history. In the 
process I hope to elaborate the alternative model of an archive that is indicated in this 
book and the implications this has for writing the history of the Situationists.

Mémoires, as its title suggests, is a book of remembrance.1 As such it is not a record of 
how certain events actually happened, but of how they are recollected by its author or, 
rather, authors. Mémoires was, in fact, the result of the collaboration between Guy Debord 
and Asger Jorn. Although it was first assembled in 1957, during a visit by Debord to Jorn’s 
homeland, Denmark, to celebrate the foundation of the Situationist International that 
same year, it only appeared in print in December 1958.2 The book is divided into three 
chronological sections: ‘June 1952’, ‘December 1952’ and ‘September 1953’. The dates 
of these sections and the title Mémoires demonstrate that this was a recollection of key 
pre-Situationist moments, retrospectively understood as significant to the subsequent 
identity of the Situationist International (hereafter SI).3 

Stracey T02909 01 text   19 02/09/2014   11:39



2 0  |  c o n s t r u c t e d  s I t u at I o n s

In the first section, among the events recorded for posterity is a cartoon-strip reference 
to Debord’s first Lettrist film, called Hurlements en Faveur de Sade from 1952 (Figure 
1.1).4 Part of the film’s title appears in the top right-hand corner of the page. And in 
the bottom right-hand corner is a quotation from Debord concerning the concept of 
‘situation’: ‘the arts of the future will be the overturning of situations, or nothing’. This 
phrase appeared in the first issue of the Lettrist journal Ion (1952), on the occasion of the 
first publication of a transcript of Hurlements.5 The cartoon image, with a figure pointing 
to a blank screen, makes a captioned reference to the film as an example of the first failed 
or spoilt (raté) cinema. Hurlements was a film without pictures, consisting of a white 
screen accompanied by seemingly random dialogue, followed by silence and darkness 
for periods of up to 24 minutes, as the light projector was intermittently turned off. The 
second section of Mémoires, ‘December 1952’, records the formation of the Lettrist 
International and ‘the Paris of the young men and girls who haunt the Left Bank’ (Figure 
1.2). The page is scattered with words speaking of dark passages, asphyxiation, night, no 
sunshine (‘oh! jamais le soleil’), in stark contrast to the backlit burst of saturated orange 
which spreads out and surrounds the white avenues lined with snippets of ink-black text. 
The final section, ‘September 1953’, is filled with textual recollections of key Lettrist 
terms, such as ‘dérive’, meaning to drift, which remained important in the lexicon and 
practices of the SI.6 What interests me, however, is not just the objects, places and people 
recollected here, but the insistently fragmented layout of the book (Figure 1.3), in which 
the boundaries of the splashes of colour, images and texts deliberately collide and blur 
into each other. It is my contention that the dispersed structure of these morsels of 
memory serve to commemorate the past in a form that challenges conventional models 
of the memorial that entomb or freeze the past.

From scrapbook diary to ragged memorial

In its general appearance Mémoires resembles a scrapbook diary, in which references to 
pre-Situationist moments are intertwined with the material leftovers or symbolic debris 
of everyday life. Yet, the original sources of its material content seem secondary to their 
new context. The investment seems to be in the then ‘present’ moment of this collaged 
recollection and the effects of the jarring juxtapositions of the imported elements. The 
title page of Mémoires acknowledged its ready-made facture as ‘composed entirely of 
prefabricated elements’, indicating that the form and function of memory is as much 
about fabrication and fantasy as it is about capturing the past as it actually was. The pages 
of Mémoires are a composite of contemporary fragments détourned from a variety of high 
and low cultural sources, such as newspapers, travel literature, building plans, cartoons, 
adverts (Figure 1.4), old etchings, novels and maps, including a cut-up ‘Plan de Paris’ 
(Figure 1.5).7 Across its pages these discarded and kitsch residues intermingle with the 
more personally invested photos of friends and allies, some of whom would become 
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members of the SI. The reader is presented with a montage of ideal or romanticized 
identities: barflies and misfits, snapped drinking and playing in their favourite bars and 
haunts (Figure 1.6). For example, at the top of the page is a small picture of Debord, 
and below, to the left and right, are pictures of other drunken regulars who frequented 
the café Chez Moineau.8 Yet, true to the Situationists’ strategy of calculated plagiarism, 
even these personal mementos were ready-made, second-hand images appropriated by 
Debord from the Dutch photographer Ed Van der Elsken’s photo-novel Love on the Left 
Bank published in 1956.9 Seemingly haphazardly stuck to the pages, all these remnants 
appear to drift aimlessly amid the jagged phrases and splattered drips of printed colour. 
As printed, splashes too become second-hand. The pure or authentic gesture of abstract 
expression is both mimicked and put into question by the book’s use of a reprographic 
mode of dripped production. Under such conditions of technical reproducibility, even 
the accidental or most spontaneous mark can be endlessly replicated.10

The pools, drips and splotches of coloured ink that appear throughout Mémoires’ 
pages were Asger Jorn’s contribution to this collaborative book project. On the title page, 
Jorn’s colour additions were described as supporting structures (structures portantes), 
suggesting that they were considered as more than arbitrary additions, but rather as 
pivotal props for this peculiarly errant form of storytelling.11 Indeed, on encountering the 
labyrinthine structure of Memoirés for the first time, it is clear that this is no conventional 
historical narrative. Within each of its demarcated intervals of time, the story presented 
is disorienting. The boundaries of the babble of words and images prove insecure against 
the seepage of stains of colour: at times opaque and blanking, at others seductively 
revealing in their translucency. In this aleatory web of collaged mementos the reader 
is intended to stray, to dérive, even to get lost; in the end, the assurance of narrative 
closure is denied. Getting lost and collapsing boundaries seem to be the structuring 
principles of Mémoires, principles that in turn reveal the Situationists’ alternative model 
of history and its counter-forms of memorialization. Extrapolating from its aleatoric 
construction, I suggest that more than personal souvenirs are at stake. Even though this 
book was originally produced for friends and freely given away, as a potlatch, its ragged 
construction can be read as an attempt to fabricate a memorial for those conventionally 
uncommemorated dregs and outlaws of society.12

The producers of this book-memorial appear in the guise of rag-pickers, sifting 
through the society of the spectacle’s layers of discarded residues, looking for reusable 
trash. In the guise of a scrap collector, I think a Situationist archivist can be discerned 
here. This persona may be understood as an updated version of the Surrealist ‘rag-picker-
of-the-outmoded’, that avant-garde figure whom Walter Benjamin singled out as able to 
perceive how ‘destitution … can be suddenly transformed into revolutionary nihilism’.13 
Whereas Surrealists such as Louis Aragon interpreted the revolutionary potential of 
the cut-up and scattered detritus as connected to its mere brute materiality,14 for the 
Situationist rag-picker or archivist, as for Benjamin, the revolutionary potential of the 
cut-up detritus in Mémoires is of a more temporal order, in the form of a salvaging of 
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discarded time. The low and throwaway form of Mémoires can be considered as opening 
out onto the repressed and discarded aspects of a past history, namely, the histories of 
those outlaws and lowlifes excluded by dominant or official narratives. According to 
Debord’s interpretation, conventional historical narratives were the prerogative of the 
ruling classes, the means by which they shored up and secured the historical legacy of the 
privileged. Therefore, to reflect upon conventional chronicles, archives and monuments 
was to reflect upon the ruling power. Détourning Novalis, Debord asserts: ‘writings are 
the thoughts of the state … and archives are its memory’.15

In contrast, the Situationists’ decidedly anti-hierarchical archive of memories recorded 
the lived experiences of those people forgotten by the society of the spectacle’s official 
version of history, in which ‘the ruling order discourses on itself in an uninterrupted 
monologue of self-praise’.16 For Debord, it was precisely all those people skirting the 
margins of history whose stories and experiences had become bereft of language or 
concepts. Cut off from official history, these excluded figures also lacked any critical 
access to their own historical antecedents, which are nowhere recorded or communicated 
and therefore become ‘misunderstood and forgotten to the benefit of the spectacle’s 
false memory of the unmemorable’.17 The true memory would therefore seem to consist 
in tracing a path back to those marginalized histories, in order to salvage them from 
oblivion, in the form of a testament that communicates with a future audience. Debord, 
détourning the opening lines of Marx’s Communist Manifesto (1848), suggested that 
‘history itself is the spectre haunting modern society’.18 It could be argued that Mémoires 
was an attempt to make visible a spectre or apparition of a particular history, by giving it 
some tangible substance. For example, the low quality of the pillaged mnemonic traces 
can be read as mirroring the low value attributed to these excluded narratives belonging 
to ‘the young hoodlum girls’ and ‘the many rebels destined for bad ends’, who Debord 
described subsequently as characteristic of the pre-Situationist social milieu in his 
autobiography, Panegyric, published in 1989–97.19 The violence of the excision of these 
voices from the hegemonic version of history is captured in the damaged and sadistic 
form of the cut-up images and texts (Figure 1.7).20 The violence of the cut is not against 
the material. It is not a violation of the images at stake here, but rather the gesture of the 
cut itself that I interpret as a marker of the violence done to the repressed. According to 
Freudian psychoanalysis, what has been repressed cannot return or be desublimated in 
a benign manner, precisely because it has been damaged by repression. The repressed 
element, therefore, once it returns or is recollected, bears the scars of the violence of 
its moment of prohibition. In this sense, the damaged form of Mémoires is a metaphor 
for the histories damaged by the censorship of the spectacle. These destructive gestures 
are also perversely constructive, however, because they are not merely symptomatic, but 
diagnostic. That is to say, this story has been consciously and deliberately fragmented 
in order to draw attention to the violating and sadistic character of the society of the 
spectacle’s process of historical amnesia.
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An involuntary archive

The damaged and potentially destructive aspect of this retrospective pre-Situationist 
history is literally embodied by the abrasive sandpaper covers of the first edition of 
Mémoires (Figure 1.9).21 Although these rough bindings protected the inner material, 
they injured its external book-neighbours. Any material stored next to it would inevitably 
be abraded. This literal irritation to other documents is symbolic of the Situationists’ 

Figure 1.9 Guy-Ernest Debord and Asger Jorn, endpapers (inside of the front cover) from 
Mémoires, 1959, Copenhagen: L’Internationale Situationniste, 1959. Sandpaper, original page size 
276 × 210 mm. Photo: courtesy of University College London (reproduced by permission of the 
Debord Estate/Alice Becher-Ho. Rights reserved).
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desire to cause trouble in the archives; to disrupt conventional forms of storage by 
refusing to be a passive object of contemplation and to become instead an object that 
grates those trying to handle it. In turn, its own contingency and wearing away would be 
registered by its rough surfaces being smoothed down over time. Mémoires strategically 
presents the reader with a somewhat ambiguous archive. On the one hand, it serves to 
salvage and conserve the pre-history of the Situationists and, on the other, it seeks to 
function as a destructive memory, internally cut up and externally abrasive, within the 
dominant model of a hierarchical history that the Situationists were contesting.22

The desire and function of a model of memory that preserves the past is perhaps 
relatively unproblematic. But what function does a destructive model of memory serve? 
Walter Benjamin indicates a possible answer in his analysis of an analogous model of 
eruptive memory, or what he calls an ‘involuntary memory’ (mémoire involuntaire), 
borrowing the term from Marcel Proust.23 For Benjamin, Proust’s eight-volume work, 
À la Recherche du Temps Perdu, was an attempt to produce experience synthetically, at a 
time when the natural ability to assimilate the data of the surrounding world by way of 
experience was fast disappearing. As proof of this experiential failure, Benjamin turned 
to the example of the newspaper because, as the deliverer of information, its task was 
‘to isolate what happens from the realm in which it could affect the experience of the 
reader’, and worse still, ‘the linguistic usage of newspapers paralyzed the imagination of 
the readers’.24 For the Situationists, the society of the spectacle and what they termed its 
‘informationist’ language regime, appeared as an updated form of such a paralysis of the 
imagination. In the media of the emerging information age, the speed of the image and 
the accelerated turnover of events on the pages of daily newspapers, on the television 
screen and elsewhere, prevented the modern subject from assimilating the received data 
by way of lived (vécu) experience. The society of the spectacle isolates what happens 
from the realm of affective experience, as Debord illustrated: ‘the pseudo-events that vie 
for attention in the spectacle’s dramatizations have not been lived [vécus] by those who 
are thus informed about them … thanks to the precipitation with which the spectacle’s 
pulsing machinery replaces one by the next’.25 The problem for the Situationists was how 
to slow down the spectacle’s precipitate machinery in order to allow the transience of 
events to be returned to the realm of affective experience.

The involuntary aspect of the memories recalled in Mémoires lies in its attempt to 
trigger the experience of the past through the affective aspect of its fragmented layout. 
As revealed by Proust, when the past is revived involuntarily, through a moment of 
inattention and distraction, it is registered in the form of an eruptive image.26 This is 
a clue that the vital aspect of the past is located ‘somewhere beyond the reach of the 
intellect, and unmistakably present in the material object (or in the sensation which 
such an object arouses in us), though we have no idea which one it is’.27 Access to the 
past, triggered by an involuntary memory, itself connected to a tangible object, is more 
vital because it bears the indexical mark, as trace or imprint, of the situation or object 
that gave rise to it.

Stracey T02909 01 text   24 02/09/2014   11:39



a  s I t u at I o n I s t  a r c h I v e  |  2 5

Mémoires is an object, a thought-landscape if you will, that attempts to imprint 
its particular moment by making tangible and palpable its affective link to a lived or 
experienced reality, through the use of a rich variety of cut-up concrete details, dramatic 
graphic spatializations, interspersed with bursts of vibrant colour, all of which contribute 
to the book’s striking effects.28 It is precisely the eruptive form of Mémoires that 
prevents it from becoming a dead artefact, and transforms it into a live and open-ended 
thought event.29

The insubordination of words

Debord acknowledged the deliberate openness of Mémoires when he described it as a 
book in which ‘the writing on each page runs in all directions and the reciprocal relations 
of the phrases are invariably incomplete’.30 Such an incompleteness was compounded by 
the form of this story’s telling, namely, the refusal of Debord and Jorn to use a discourse 
premised on logic and sense. But this use of babble was strategic. It can be read as a 
precursor to the Situationists’ later task: the insubordination (insoumission) of words. 
In the 1963 essay ‘All the King’s Men’, the Situationists claimed that we live in language 
as within polluted air.31 Words are pollution in the sense that they are made to work on 
behalf of the dominant organization of life, and their symptomatic form in the era of 
the society of the spectacle is ‘information’. However, words are not completely lost to 
pollution, to information: ‘words are not in themselves informationist; they embody 
forces that can upset the most careful calculations’.32 No matter how exploited and 
polluted words become, they remain in some sense fundamentally strange and foreign, 
and therefore capable of immanently subverting conventional language regimes. The 
liquidation of conventional narrative in Mémoires, especially its lack of a fixed outcome, 
prematurely realized the later Situationist desire to demonstrate ‘the impossibility for 
power to totally recuperate created meanings, to fix an existing meaning once and for all; 
in a word, the objective impossibility of Newspeak’.33 It is the SI’s refusal to fall in step 
with what they also characterized as this ‘militarization’ of language that is exposed in 
the non-regimented discourse of Memoirés.34 Acceptable and ordered forms of language 
are confronted with their unruly constitutive other, precisely because the language 
of power was defined by its quest for ‘unambiguous signals and instantaneous binary 
classification’.35 It makes sense, therefore, to challenge it with its other, namely the 
ambiguous and the non-instantaneous; moreover, to refuse to crystallize language into 
the binary logic of either sense or non-sense. Instead, the SI sought to oscillate between 
sense and non-sense, an oscillation in which the parameters of image, colour and text 
merge, and abstraction blurs with pop figurations. It is the fluidity of this Situationist 
archive, at the level of its dispersed form, its drifting narrative and unstable meaning, 
that provided a strategic antidote to the spectacle, understood as ‘the reigning social 
organization of a paralyzed history, of a paralyzed memory, of an abandonment of any 
history founded in historical time’.36
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The passage of time

Against paralysed time, Debord champions the passing of time, or what he called ‘the 
roar of the cataract of time’.37 Here, the word ‘cataract’ refers to a waterfall or a striking 
torrent of water. If the passing of time is analogous to this cascading rush of water, then it 
raises a question of how Mémoires might go about capturing such a cataract of time, in the 
silent and relatively immobile form of a book. Visually speaking, the heterogeneous flux 
of matter, despite its reprographic make-up and literal stillness on the page, nevertheless 
gives an impression of movement through the shifts in spatial registers: sometimes the 
elements appear to swell and surface, and at other times to recede and fade away.38 On 
this page (Figure 1.8) the electric blue ink stain, reading it like a Rorschach test sheet, 
resembles an imprint that might be made from an inked-up brain, that store-house of 
memories, which softly caresses between its two hemispheres the partly submerged, 
partly emerging, image of a young woman sitting at a bar.39 This process of material 
overlapping also points to an ambiguous temporal layering, for it is difficult in places to 
discern which came before or after, the images or the colour. The irregular flow of time 
and the alternating focusing and dissolution of memories is even produced by the peculiar 
translucency of the paper from which the pages are made – at least in the 1959 edition, 
not in the 1993 re-edition. As you turn over the pages, a residue persists of the previous 
page, like an after-image, or of the page to come, like a premonition. However, this 
temporal overlapping is at odds with the one-way flow of time suggested by the metaphor 
of a waterfall. Moreover, a cataract of time seems to coincide with the accelerated flow 
of time perpetuated by the society of the spectacle. As Debord remarked: ‘When the 
spectacle stops talking about something for three days, it is as if it did not exist.’40 So how 
can Debord’s acceptance of the claim that ‘time does not wait’41 be differentiated from 
the spectacle’s precipitation of time? In order to answer this question it is necessary to 
clarify further the ‘time’ of the spectacle. 

In the section of The Society of the Spectacle called ‘Spectacular Time’, Debord defines 
it as a commodified time, where, mirroring the capitalist system of production, time is 
broken down into quantifiable, homogeneous and exchangeable units, which suppress 
any qualitative dimensions.42 In opposition to this quantitative ‘time-as-commodity’, is 
a qualitative temporal dimension that Debord calls ‘the irreversible time of the living’.43 
Historically, this qualitative dimension of time belonged to the privileged or ruling 
classes and was recognized through their squandering of time in adventures, wars or 
lavish festivals, proof that ‘the owners of this historical surplus value were the masters of 
the knowledge and enjoyment of directly experienced events’.44 Moreover, the class that 
ruled and organized social labour appropriated the limited surplus value, including any 
temporal surplus value, from the workers who followed the repetitive time of production. 
In other words, the ruling class was responsible for the violent expropriation of time, 
in the form of a surplus or profit, acquired off the backs of the ordinary workers. The 
victory of the bourgeoisie may have been what Debord called the victory of a profoundly 
historical time, but this took place in the form of an expansion of the time corresponding 
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to the economic form of production, rather than as a successful democratization of 
the irreversible or qualitative time of lived experience.45 As a consequence, Mémoires 
can be read as challenging the commodity time of the spectacle in two ways. First, the 
precipitous time of production is slowed down by means of a meandering narrative 
structured by tactics of getting lost and delay. Second, the excessive layout reintroduces 
the concept of a surplus or excess of time in the form of time-as-play, where no amount of 
proper reading will undo the intention of this story to revel in wasting time.

Debord’s model of irreversible time, like the form of Mémoires, is ambiguous. It 
consists of a moment in time that both holds out for remembrance and anticipates loss: 
‘those for whom irreversible time has existed discover in it simultaneously both the 
memorable and the threat of forgetting’.46 It is this latter fear of being forgotten, of facing 
one’s eventual death and disappearance, which gives a sense of urgency to any desire to 
leave a trace, to be remembered. Mortality, the subject’s finite being, was another facet 
of time that, for Debord, was concealed by the society of the spectacle. It is this being 
towards death that the spectacle, with its insistence on the value of the ‘capital of youth’, 
denies.47 The pressure to hold back time, to cover over the signs of ageing, situates the 
successfully spectacularized subject as stranded on the shores of a perpetual present: 
‘immobilized at the distorted centre of the movement of the world, the consciousness 
of the spectator can have no sense of an individual life moving toward self-realization, or 
toward death’.48 This refusal of death manifested itself symptomatically as a failure to live 
in the full or proper sense: ‘the social absence of death is one with the social absence of 
life’.49 It is possible to trace such a being towards death, and thus a celebration of life in 
its very transience, from the precarious form of Mémoires: on the outside its sandpaper 
cover abrades, but in so doing wears itself out; on the inside, its contents appear transient 
because of its fluctuating and seemingly disintegrating form; and, originally produced 
as a limited edition book, its inevitable material decay is emphasized – although it has 
been re-issued. In this light, Mémoires can be understood as an anti-monument. No 
single moment of time is frozen for all eternity, but rather, distributed across its pages, 
are a series of constellated moments that refuse to be fixed, continually colliding and 
falling away.

Towards a Situationist archive

In a broader perspective, beyond the pages of Mémoires, the Situationists already 
anticipated their future demise as a movement in 1957. Not only was this the year in 
which the SI was formed, but it was also at this time that a public ‘Situationist library’ 
was set up in the Silkeborg Kunstmuseum in Denmark. In their journal internationale 
situationniste, no. 5, 1960, under the heading ‘Renseignements Situationnistes’, it was 
announced that this ‘bibliothéque situationniste’ would be subdivided into the following 
sections: a pre-Situationist section, collecting desirable documentation from all the 
avant-garde movements, since 1945, which had played a role in the formation of the SI; 
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a strictly Situationist section, containing all the SI publications; an historical section, 
destined to receive works on the SI – although ‘for the moment welcom[ing] only the 
anti-situationist propaganda which has started to appear here and there’;50 and finally, 
listed as probably the most interesting section, the library had opened a section of copies 
(section des copies), which aimed to conserve all works copying, in any way whatsoever, 
some of their artistic realizations. A final note mentions a cinema sometime in the future, 
a cinema where all their films would be shown and stored.

The Situationists were not unaware of the apparent paradox of choosing a museum as 
the site to store their archive. Not only does the museum site ratify the collectable status 
of Situationist material, it also risks presenting them as complicit with the processes 
of institutional recuperation, by providing the necessary fetishes, relics or objects of 
fascination for the avid historian of Situationist material (myself implicated here). Or, 
in the Situationists’ own words: ‘We do not doubt that in the following years many 
specialized historians, from Europe and America, and ultimately from Asia or Africa, 
will make the journey to Silkeborg if only to complete and control their documentation 
of a “Pavillon de Breteuil” of a new genre’. (The reference here is to Louis Auguste de 
Breteuil, a known reactionary, favoured by the queen, who was appointed to the position 
of Controller General by Louis XVI on 11 July 1789, during the early stages of the French 
Revolution, when the Assembly still feared a royalist coup.)51 Here, the Situationists 
suggest that, as a self-declared revolutionary movement, they also anticipated an 
attempted recuperation, or coup, by counter-revolutionary forces. 

Despite the risk of counter-revolutionary or institutional recuperation, the 
Situationists’ fear of being forgotten ensured that they did not leave the site of the 
storage of their history to chance, even if this meant setting themselves up within the 
walls of the enemy camp. The Situationists’ rationale was to beat the museum at its own 
game of recuperating the avant-gardes. Rather than let the museum and its specialized 
historians select and sanitize the Situationists’ archive, they would strategically take 
responsibility for the selection process themselves. It is my contention, however, that 
the Situationist archive was not only conservative, in the sense of storing and preserving 
historical memories, but that it was also, and continues to be, potentially disruptive, as 
a counter-hegemonic history dedicated to the overturning of conventional processes of 
historical memorialization. It was a somewhat perverse strategy, an immanent critique 
or insurrection, an opposition from within the belly of the beast. Moreover, anticipating 
their inevitable recuperation, as another defunct avant-garde reduced to an alphabetized 
card index, the ‘involuntary’ form of the Situationist archive, as represented by the 
book Mémoires, refuses to be easily tamed, sanitized or contained. It remains a vital and 
interactive source in wait for future encounters with different researchers.

This model of a Situationist archive as incomplete, eruptive and unacceptable has 
not, however, survived in the histories of the SI since its demise in 1972. Consider, 
for example, Andrew Hussey’s article on Guy Debord entitled ‘Situation Abnormal’.52 
Here Hussey defends the publication of his book, The Game of War: The Life and Death 
of Guy Debord (2001), against the accusations laid against it by Debord’s ‘intimates’ 
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and ‘pro-Situationist fundamentalists’,53 who accuse Hussey of ‘making a museum of 
Situationist ideas’. Hussey reveals that the disciples of Debord consider all histories 
about Debord, and the Situationist International more generally, as capitulating to the 
forces of spectacular domination, precisely by preserving and fixing his (their) image 
as a dead correlate of the present. To monumentalize Debord or the Situationists is to 
admit to their failure. Hussey’s response is that ‘Le Musée Guy Debord’ already exists, 
as confirmed by the representation of the ‘cult of Debord in fashionable and best selling 
magazines’. Therefore, as Debord has already entered the ‘pantheon of great French 
intellectuals’, Hussey’s book is merely an epitaph to Debord’s failure to have escaped 
iconic petrification. What both Hussey and Debord’s disciples reveal, however, is their 
agreement on a particular model of the archive as inevitably deathly. Hussey’s response is 
to accept this inevitable death, while the disciples’ strategy is to suppress and destroy any 
‘anti-Situationist’ literature, thus recommending silence, in the name of the keepers of the 
flame of truth. Both parties reveal a blind spot concerning the possibility of an alternative 
model of the archive, not as inevitably mortifying, but as open-ended and potentially 
transformatory. My contention, however, is that the involuntary archive, represented by 
Mémoires, presents such an alternative model, salvaging the past in a disruptive horizon 
by putting pressure on any attempt to construct a model of history as static or complete. 
In Mémoires, the Situationists present a model of history as a sort of palimpsest, subject 
to erasures, distortions, magnification and splitting. The collage form presents history 
and its emergent subjects as a composite of fractious incidents, uncanny encounters, 
dead ends and new beginnings, all of which are in turn open to future revisions, even 
exclusions, but also to the possibility of revolutionary transformations. The act of 
recollecting Situationist events or salvaging and storing their personal or collective 
memorabilia is not in itself a deadly enterprise. For it is not a question of recollecting 
their history the way it actually was, that is, of capturing and freezing it, because this is 
already an impossible and idealist task. On the contrary, the Situationist past continues 
to overlap and flow into the present. It is an immanent residue or spectre haunting the 
present, but the form of its apparition remains uncertain. What is at stake in a Situationist 
archive is rediscovering those precarious moments of temporal intersection that prove 
to be explosive and revelatory. As Debord stated with hindsight, at the beginning of 
the 1993 re-edition of Mémoires, the Situationist project experimented with forms of 
social and cultural interventions that were intended to be ‘completely unacceptable’ to 
the forces of spectacular oppression.54 It is this unacceptability that also applies to the 
historian lurking in the archive. The task is to avoid being an archivist of Situationism, 
either capitulating to the cult of celebrity and iconic petrification, or falling into escapist 
silence, and instead to become a Situationist archivist, or a Situationist in the archive.

Stracey T02909 01 text   29 02/09/2014   11:39



3 0  |  c o n s t r u c t e d  s I t u at I o n s

2

I n d u s t r I a L  Pa I n t I n g

Towards a Surplus of Life

The contention of this chapter is that the experimental practice of ‘Industrial Painting’, 
invented by the Italian Situationist Giuseppe Pinot-Gallizio, presented the construction 
of a situation in which collective and mechanized forms of cultural production were 
transformed into a revolutionary praxis of life. One of the Situationists’ principal tactics 
to this end was what they called ‘unitary urbanism’, and it is in relation to this tactic in 
particular that I believe Pinot-Gallizio’s Industrial Painting should be understood. 

Unitary urbanism was defined in the first issue of the Situationists’ journal, internationale 
situationniste, as follows: ‘the theory of the combined use of arts and techniques in working 
towards the integral construction of a milieu in dynamic relation with experiments 
(expériences) in behaviour’.1 It was understood that when this theory of unitary urbanism 
was put into practice, specifically within the context of the urban environment, it would 
provide a means to subvert and transform the poverty of social experience that existed 
under the reified conditions of a late capitalist society, renamed by the Situationists as 
the ‘society of the spectacle’.2 Unitary urbanism’s strategic re-modulation of social space 
was intended to expand the imaginative realm of its inhabitants, which in turn would 
enable them to challenge what the Situationists called ‘banalization’, whereby everyone 
‘is hypnotized by production and conveniences – sewage systems, elevator, bathroom, 
washing-machine’.3 The socio-political project of unitary urbanism lay not in merely 
redecorating and reconstructing city spaces, but in the liberation of authentic emotional 
sensibilities, characterized by play, love and adventure; behaviours repressed by the 
spectacle’s expansion of the commodity form to all spheres of life.4 

Unitary urbanism can be understood as a theory and practice strategically oriented 
to a critical re-presentation, and thus potential alteration, of the society of the spectacle. 
Its requirement of the combined use of art and technology, which points to a form 
of integrated practice, was one means by which the spectacle’s mode of ‘generalized 
separation’ could be contested, precisely by a process that broke down the divisions 
between the practices of art, technology and everyday life. Such an integrative process 
was, of course, intended as part of a broader critique of all forms of social divisions under 
the conditions of the spectacle, defined as representing ‘the triumph of an economic 
system founded on separation’.5 The integrative practice of unitary urbanism should 
therefore be understood as part of the Situationists’ broader emancipatory project, which 
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aimed to reveal that no social situation, including that of the spectacle, is ever absolutely 
fixed, but on the contrary historically transformable; a utopian aim later re-emphasized 
by Debord in internationale situationniste no. 9, in 1964: ‘Since man is the product of the 
situation he goes through, it is essential to create human situations. Since the individual 
is defined by his situation, he wants the power to create situations worthy of his desires.’6 
The importance of this passage lies in its introduction of an active, self-creating subject 
into the concept of constructing or transforming a situation. It suggests a subject that is 
both produced by and productive of its environment or objective material conditions. 
Debord reiterated this in 1967, in The Society of the Spectacle, where he wrote: ‘as for the 
subject of history, it can only be the self-production of the living’.7 This implies that the 
self-producing subject creates its situation and thereby also itself, through a dialectical 
relationship with its environment. This is a subject that experiences itself as conditioned, 
embedded in a specific historical moment, but also experiences these conditions as 
something to be transformed, as not fixed, but malleable.

What follows is a critical analysis of the utopian or socially transformative aspects 
of Industrial Painting, understood as a mode of integrative or unitary praxis oriented 
towards a simultaneous critique of the labour processes of both artistic and industrial 
modes of production. It is, I suggest, through this attempt to overcome the divisions 
between art and industry that Pinot-Gallizio produces a new model of life based on a 
collective form of mass producible. As its title suggests, Industrial Painting was a form 
of production aimed at expanding and dismantling the traditional artisanal category of 
painting. It did this, or so I argue, in three interrelated ways: first, through the collective 
use of new technical processes, both chemical and mechanical; second, through new sites 
of distribution, where ideally the Industrial Painting would leave the confines of a gallery 
space and instead circulate in the urban streets; and, third, through Pinot-Gallizio’s 
attempt to reconfigure creative production and consumption in terms of a gift economy 
or potlatch, that is, as a mode of artistic labour governed by the logic of an excess or 
surplus of production (Figure 2.1).

From the rhetoric that surrounds the first exhibition of Industrial Painting (still 
confined to the space of a gallery) in Turin in 1958, its important distinguishing feature, 
as the word ‘industrial’ implies, was its apparent production by machines. This allowed 
for the paintings’ literal expansion beyond the limits of the stretcher, in the form of 
extremely long rolls of canvas, in some cases up to 74 metres in length (Figure 2.2). In a 
‘eulogy’ published in the catalogue for the Turin exhibition, the author and Situationist 
member Michèle Bernstein, somewhat parodically exaggerated the painting’s mechanical 
production. According to Bernstein, with the use of the machine, in one fell swoop there 
would be:

no more problems with format … no more bad periods[,] as the inspiration of Industrial 
Painting, made from a combination of know-how, accident and mechanisation, will 
never be lacking … no more metaphysical themes, no more dubious production of 
eternal masters; no more openings, no more painters, even in Italy.8

Stracey T02909 01 text   31 02/09/2014   11:39



3 2  |  c o n s t r u c t e d  s I t u at I o n s

Fi
gu

re
 2

.1
 

A 
se

ct
io

n 
of

 In
du

st
ria

l P
ai

nt
in

g,
 e

nt
itl

ed
 L

e a
cq

ue
 d

el 
N

ilo
 n

on
 p

as
sa

no
 a

d 
Al

ba
 (Th

e 
w

at
er

s o
f t

he
 N

ile
 d

o 
no

t g
o 

to
 A

lb
a)

, 1
95

8,
 7

6 
cm

 ×
 3

89
 c

m
. O

ne
 o

f 
th

e p
ai

nt
in

gs
 sh

ow
n 

in
 ex

hi
bi

tio
n 

at
 G

al
er

ie
 V

an
 d

e L
oo

, M
un

ic
h,

 1
95

9.
 C

ol
le

ct
io

n 
of

 G
al

liz
io

 A
rc

hi
ve

, T
or

in
o 

(r
ep

ro
du

ce
d 

co
ur

te
sy

 o
f t

he
 A

rc
hi

vi
o 

G
al

liz
io

, T
or

in
o)

.

Stracey T02909 01 text   32 02/09/2014   11:39



I n d u s t r I a L  Pa I n t I n g  |  3 3

The painting machine, for Bernstein, signalled the death of the professional artist, not, 
I argue, through the harnessing of the machine to the artist, as a prosthetic extension 
or partner, but by a more radical de-centring of the site of aesthetic production: from 
man to the creative machine. As is the tendency of eulogies, there is much textual 
exaggeration here. This becomes explicit when we see the actual ‘machines’ at stake in the 
production of Industrial Painting (Figures 2.3 and 2.4). The industrial painting machine 
turns out to be a rickety printing-table, with assorted rollers attached to it. These rollers, 
in a parody of automation, were manually raised and lowered, each with its own sticky 
substance to apply: one might have resin on it, another one paint, and another a drying 
agent or varnish. The randomness of such haphazard manufacture was increased by the 
happy accidents of open-air production, which was necessitated by the poisonous fumes 
released by some of the chemical drying agents. (Allegedly one of the first victims of 
the dangers of Industrial Painting methods was Pinot-Gallizio’s pet dog, which suddenly 
turned a shade of blue during the first stages of production.)9 According to Pinot-
Gallizio’s romantic gloss, however, not only technology but also nature became a partner 
in the unpredictable creative process, where a gust of wind would deposit all sorts of 
debris onto the wet, sticky surfaces. Pinot-Gallizio called this process nature’s ‘memory’, 
which performed as a link to the specific site and time of the work’s production.10

The results of this manual, unstable and contingent process were certainly rolls of 
mass-produced painting, but not in the form of the same industrially replicable stuff. 
Produced instead were a series of constantly variable (because haphazardly constituted) 

Figure 2.2 An unwound roll of Industrial Painting – the longest ever made – untitled, 1958, 70 cm 
× 74 metres. Now in the collection of Tate Modern, London (reproduced courtesy of the Archivio 
Gallizio, Torino).
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Figures 2.3 and 2.4 Industrial painting machine and collective assembly line at work. From Pinot-
Gallizio, Bibliothèque d’Alexandrie, July 1960, not paginated (reproduced courtesy of the Archivio 
Gallizio, Torino).
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semi-handcrafted strips of Industrial Painting. The use of rollers and the collaborative 
manufacturing process may have erased the controlled autographic trace of the individual 
artist’s hand or touch, but as Pinot-Gallizio pointed out, the product remained rolls 
of ‘unique’ works.11 This concept of uniqueness should not be understood as a return 
to a romantic model of the originary genius, with its attendant connoisseurs of taste 
or quality. Rather, the one-off nature of the work, due to its unpredictable means of 
facture, was intended as a sign of the possibility of a heterogeneous object that is not 
standardized through the labour processes and techniques of mass production. We can 
read this production of unique – in the sense of highly differentiated – paintings as a 
parody or riposte to the pointless output of identical or minimally differentiated goods 
typical of an industrial production line. Unlike other productivist precedents, such as 
those of the Bauhaus or Russian Constructivism, whose geometric forms tended to 
resemble the machines they so admired, Pinot-Gallizio’s Industrial Painting presented a 
machine aesthetic based on accident and randomness, principles that deliberately aimed 
to rupture notions of the systematic, the orderly, or the symmetrical.12

Industrial Painting emerged as a result of Pinot-Gallizio’s first artistic experiments 
after he gave up his previous work as a chemist.13 In this collapse of the division of labour 
between artist and scientist, Pinot-Gallizio emerged as a sort of modern-day alchemist 
– an experimental persona that is intentionally played up in photographic portraits of 
himself dressed in a white lab-coat mixing his strange concoctions in what look like 
scientific apparatuses (Figure 2.5). Of course, this refusal to be presented as either a 
chemist or an artist, but rather as an experimental amalgam of both, or neither, dramatizes 
the Situationists’ critique of all forms of specialized social roles and their attendant power 
relations. As Debord succinctly put it, ‘at the root of the spectacle lies the oldest of all 
social divisions of labour, the specialization of power’.14

Pinot-Gallizio, nevertheless, put his particular knowledge of chemistry to creative and 
novel uses, inventing new types of synthetic resins and quick-drying watery varnishes, 
which, when dry, produced crystalline and ultra-reflective surfaces that changed colour 
under different lighting conditions. He also experimented with different application 
techniques, such as using an assortment of scrubbing brushes, steel wool, sponges and 
sticks to attach a diverse range of typically non-art materials to his canvases, including 
clay, sand, iron filings and odorous, but un-named, substances. The resulting rough, 
crusty, sticky surfaces of the industrially painted canvases were the result, not of an 
expressive application of paint, but of the painterly substances themselves, concocted 
from coloured pigments mixed with dust, cigarette-ash, mud and, in the most extreme 
amalgamation, gunpowder. The latter substance proved the most contingent, resulting in 
the explosive destruction of the work at the moment of its formation. Pinot-Gallizio even 
experimented with using whips to apply this unstable substance from a safer distance. In 
this instance, it would seem that the working process itself was as important, if not more 
so, than a final end-product, since the object was literally consumed in the moment of its 
creation. This was an act of creative-destruction. It was indifferent to the production of 
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Figure 2.5 Giuseppe Pinot-Gallizio preparing colours, from Pinot-Gallizio, Bibliothèque 
d’Alexandrie, July 1960, not paginated (reproduced courtesy of the Archivio Gallizio, Torino).
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eternal, precious artworks. But rather than seek the useful, it sought a more extreme form 
of uselessness to that of traditional art. Industrial Painting was the production of waste. 

It was in 1955, during an exhibition of some of his experimental works in the Italian 
seaside town of Abisola, alongside the ceramic work of his friend the philosopher/artist, 
Piero Simondo, that Pinot-Gallizio met up again with Asger Jorn. Jorn had settled in 
Abisola the year before and established what he called ‘The International Movement for an 
Imaginist Bauhaus’ (IMIB), which he invited Pinot-Gallizio to join.15 As the movement’s 
name suggests, this was a rival Bauhaus, set up in opposition to the New Bauhaus that 
had emerged in Ulm, Germany, under the directorship of the Swiss architect Max Bill. 
Jorn had been invited to join this, but refused, objecting to what he called its rationalist 
and functionalist principles and how they served to constitute what he disparaged as 
an academy ‘without painting, without research into the imagination, fantasy, signs, 
symbols – all [Max Bill] wants is technical instruction’.16 Jorn’s Imaginist Bauhaus was to 
be the antidote. In his brief ‘Notes on the Formation of an Imaginist Bauhaus’ (1957), 
Jorn defined the IMIB as ‘the answer to the question of WHERE AND HOW to find 
a justified place for artists in a machine age’.17 It answered this question by discovering 
ways in which artists could get hold of industrial means of production and subject them 
to non-utilitarian ends. For Jorn, such discoveries required a new type of educational 
institution that avoided the old Bauhaus model, where ‘great masters with exceptional 
talents’ tended to produce pupils whose works were ‘pious imitations of their masters’.18 
In contrast, the IMIB set itself up as an experimental or ‘imaginist’ research laboratory, 
without ‘masters’, dedicated to ‘abandoning all efforts at pedagogical action and moving 
towards experimental activity’.19 Pinot-Gallizio joined the IMIB in 1956, and his studio, 
situated in an old convent in Alba, became the movement’s ‘experimental laboratory’, 
rather than its ‘atelier’. In 1957, with the formation of Situationist International (SI) 
through the merging of the IMIB and the Lettrist International, Pinot-Gallizio became a 
Situationist and his laboratory became one of its experimental centres. 

Industrial Painting emerged out of a blurring and collapse of boundaries: between 
artist and scientist, between the individual and collective subjects of production, 
between regulated machine production and the ornamental excesses of random, 
hand-crafted gestures, between order and chaos. The resulting rolls of non-identical 
paintings intentionally mocked standardized modes of serial production.20 In turn, the 
playful, excessive, decorative, and kitsch surfaces of Industrial Painting represented an 
assault on what Jorn understood as the modular Protestantism and reductive Puritanism 
of the productivist schools of utility and functionalism that he associated with the likes 
of Le Corbusier and other geometric, constructivist aesthetics.21 Moreover, the child-like 
drips, doodles and splatters of paint, the undisciplined ‘free-style’ of Industrial Painting, 
were indicators that this type of art could be produced by anyone, without proper 
academic training, and so in keeping with Situationists’ interest in the amateur rather 
than the specialist or expert. Industrial Painting was therefore intended to liberate a 
labour that was disciplined and repressed by industrialized production.22
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The literal overproduction of Industrial Painting does, however, suggest a certain link 
with the expansionist and democratizing logic of much productivist art, in the sense of 
being available to a wider, non-exclusive art audience. Pinot-Gallizio maintained that the 
overproduction would reduce the price of painting, thereby making it purchasable by a 
less wealthy clientele. Industrial Painting was in fact sold by the metre. This undermining 
of quality by quantity was captured somewhat comically in photos taken during an 
exhibition of Industrial Painting at the Galerie van de Loo, in Munich, April 1959, 
which shows Pinot-Gallizio, in the guise of some sort of haberdasher, exaggerating his 
cutting-up of a desired length of painted canvas according to the specifications of the 
watching, prospective buyer (Figure 2.6). Pinot-Gallizio and his collaborators struggled 
to problematize the commodity status of Industrial Painting. But they nevertheless tried. 
The art market tended to buy complete rolls of Industrial Painting, rather than segments 
of it. In response, at each subsequent exhibition, Pinot-Gallizio increased the price of 

Figure 2.6 Giuseppe Pinot-Gallizio at the opening of his personal show at Galerie Van de Loo 
in Munich, 1959. With him an unknown lady who bought the cut piece of canvas (reproduced 
courtesy of the Archivio Gallizio, Torino).
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each roll. This was intended to parody the rapacious and acquisitive logic of the art 
market, but it clearly risked merely imitating it. 

I would also like to suggest here that it is possible to interpret the collective ownership 
of the means of producing and distributing Industrial Painting as a critique (albeit 
limited) of the exploitative production methods of a capitalist economy. This was because 
the Industrial Painting collective, in the form of a loose association of different creative 
producers, was able to recover for itself the surplus produced by the labour needed for 
the manufacture of their creative goods. That is to say, the surplus was redistributed and 
shared among the collective rather than being appropriated by a capitalist. For Marx, the 
extraction of surplus value is the specific way exploitation takes place under capitalism, 
whereby the capitalist appropriates the value produced by the worker through their 
labour power.23 In contrast to this, for Pinot-Gallizio and his Industrial Painting 
collaborators, all labour expended in the production process, as well as any surplus value 
generated – that is, all the ‘values’ of the artistic labour process – were to be appropriated 
by and for the group itself. But the redistribution of surplus value is arguably a limited 
alternative to capitalism, more of a reform than a revolution of it. And without wages or 
socially necessary labour time as a measure of value, allusions to surplus value here are 
best approached as analogies.

It was in an attempt to counter and overcome such limited reformisms that the 
Situationists looked to alternative anti-capitalist economic systems. They sought to 
challenge the very accumulative and proprietary logic of capitalist exchange with its 
opposite, namely a form of exchange based on the logic of the gift, that is, of giving away 
and not selling the products of labour. It is significant, therefore, that the sheer amount 
or surplus of Industrial Painting that was produced represented for Pinot-Gallizio more 
than an affirmation of mass-produced and cheaper art. As Pinot-Gallizio’s son and fellow 
collaborator, Giors Melanotte, elaborated, ‘with this word (industrial) we do not affirm 
the relationship of artistic production according to the criteria of industrial production 
(work time, production costs) or with the qualities intrinsic to the machine’.24 Indeed, 
for Pinot-Gallizio, the specific meaning of the word ‘industrial’ was linked to his desire 
to ‘create an inflationist industrial art’ that dramatized and served a different economic 
logic, namely what he called ‘a system of potlatch’.25

According to the anthropologist Marcel Mauss, the word potlatch ‘essentially means 
to consume’ which importantly emphasizes its destructive aspect.26 It was also the 
name given to the ceremonial and ritual exchange and destruction of gifts, from canoes 
to slaves, which took place among the Native American tribes of British Columbia 
and Alaska. Because the potlatch took place in a festive setting, the excessive acts of 
cultural or symbolic exchange were governed by the conflicting forces of violence and 
celebration. That is to say, the destructive acts were also motivated by a desire to play. It 
is this play aspect of the potlatch that, I argue, was crucial to Pinot-Gallizio’s particular 
appropriation of it. This was undoubtedly due to his reception of the term through the 
Lettrist International journal called Potlatch.27 In this journal the acknowledged source of 
the model of a potlatch economy was not Mauss, but the Dutch historian Johan Huizinga. 
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In his book, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-Element in Culture, potlatch is described 
as a ‘great solar ceremony’, where the presiding tribes indulge in a ritual giving away, 
or reciprocal exchange of ‘sumptuous gifts’.28 The circulation of gifts is essential to the 
model of potlatch that the Situationists and Pinot-Gallizio appropriate. The archaic and 
pre-commercial aspect of the potlatch or gift economy is important because it represents 
a form of exchange that is both prior to and outside of an economy of commodities 
exchanged through money. Yet, as both Mauss (and later Georges Bataille) revealed, 
this gift economy is double-edged, in that it not only involves giving but also calculated 
returning. The recipients of a potlatch were obligated to set up a return festival, but of 
greater excess, to demonstrate their generosity and wealth, and so as not lose face to their 
rivals. This even extended to destroying precious objects and killing valuable slaves. In 
these terms, the gift was not free, but a mechanism to shore up rank, a form of tribal 
one-upmanship.

Needless to say, as a Situationist, Pinot-Gallizio was not interested in this aspect of 
a potlatch. Instead, I think what was significant and appealing about a potlatch was its 
structure as a form of non-equivalent exchange, an economic exchange based on sacrifice 
and excess. Potlatch offered a subversion of the capitalist mode of equivalent exchange 
through acts of unproductive expenditure.29 A capitalist economy enables the exchange 
of one type of good or commodity with another type through the mediation of a third 
term, money, which Marx defined as ‘the general abstract equivalent’. A system of 
potlatch subverts this in two ways. First, no money or other form of mediating symbolic 
equivalent is used in the exchange of sumptuous gifts. Second, and more importantly, a 
potlatch presents a mode of exchange that actively requires an escalation or inflation, in 
that each gift-giving ritual must be reciprocated by an even more extravagant one. It is 
this constant upping of the stakes that I think chimes with Pinot-Gallizio’s demand for an 
‘inflationist industrial art’.30 

As I said before, Pinot-Gallizio was not interested in potlatch as a power struggle. 
What he had in mind was more along the lines of some sort of artistic gaming, where 
what is exchanged as a sumptuous gift takes the form of a freely given creative act, or what 
he described as ‘other poetical experiences’.31 They would be free in the sense of being 
given away and so not paid for with money. But they should also be unpatented (l’anti-
brevet), that is, without copyright protection, so free in the sense of being unowned. 
Such a demand to return one creative act with another also points to an impossibility of 
equivalent exchange. How can one ‘poetical experience’ be adequately, let alone equitably, 
judged or measured against another? What criteria are involved in such subjective 
encounters and exchanges? This problem, I think, is precisely the point. Pinot-Gallizio 
sets up an impossible game where there can be no way to decide who wins or loses. All 
that can be said is that it is a game in which you choose (or not) to participate, knowing 
that there can be no assured or equal outcomes. It is playing as such that is crucial here. 
For, as Situationist Raoul Vaneigem stated, ‘ludic attraction is the only possible basis for 
a non-alienated labour, for truly productive work’.32
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My contention here is that it is as if the freely given creative act itself becomes valorized 
as a sort of surplus of life or surplus of living, a form that is an excessive mode of living. 
Because it is unmeasurable, equitable, it subverts standardized and habituated forms of 
survival within the conditions of the spectacle. Analogous to Marx’s claim that capitalist 
production is hostile to certain branches of spiritual production, such as art and poetry, 
the Situationists claimed that conditions of production within the society of the spectacle 
were hostile to playful and non-productive expenditures. However, in their counter-attack 
against such repressive conditions, the Situationists developed and deployed a different, 
decidedly non-Marxian, valorization of surplus as part of their model of a revolutionary, 
creative praxis. The valorization of a surplus of life meant embracing all those types 
of values pertaining to practices and situations that are considered excessive, such as 
play, festivals, love and adventures: values that the Situationists deemed not applicable 
to forms of necessary labour or the fulfilment of brute needs, such as food or shelter 
required for survival. In other words, surplus is valued here as a model of creative life 
that includes all forms of non-instrumentalized and, therefore, superfluous expenditures 
that are routinely repressed by the banalization of lived experience under the conditions 
of the society of the spectacle. In such repressive conditions, the resuscitation of such 
surplus or playful values retains a positive social use-value, as a reminder of another way 
of living, beyond mere survival.

The question remains, however, of how to put this new mode of living into practice? 
In terms of Industrial Painting, Pinot-Gallizio had to find a means for its allegedly 
socially useful excesses (also part of what the Situationists called a collectively organized 
‘game of events’) to be directed outwards, towards others, as a mode of creative praxis 
aimed at transforming the spaces of the social in its totality. I suggest that an attempt 
at such a project of social and ‘unitary’ intervention occurred when Industrial Painting 
was pinned up overnight on the public walls of a street in Paris, gratis, in 1958, with 
its drips and scribbles of paint appearing as a sort of second-order graffiti.33 This free 
distribution can be read as an example of a different model of a potlatch, one that Mauss 
described as an ‘ideal’ potlatch, namely, where a gift was given and no return donation 
was expected or demanded. In other words, a gift that is truly free, in that it is given 
without a reciprocal obligation.34 

It is important to stress here that this gift of Industrial Painting should not be 
understood as the giving away of a free ‘art-product’, but rather as a gift that presented 
a model of a collective, creative praxis, which was in turn understood as a model for a 
new way of living within the alienating conditions of the spectacle. Such an experimental 
street hanging was one attempt to find the ideal home for Industrial Painting. This was 
a vital part of the Situationists’ unitary urbanist project. From his first manifesto on 
Industrial Painting in 1959, it is clear that Pinot-Gallizio never intended it to be hung 
only on the sanitized walls of the art institution, or in the home of the private collector, 
but imagined it hanging on the public walls of the street, the everyday spaces of the urban 
environment, where it was envisaged as a gift of fantastic coverings that could transform 
the relationship between social space and its inhabitants. In its street location, Industrial 
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Painting was not in the service of industry and not merely decorative. It had a useful social 
purpose. It was a prototype of what Pinot-Gallizio called a ‘unitary applicable art’, namely 
a type of urban painting that was intended to engulf whole cities, as part of an experiment 
in dynamic forms of social interaction. Pinot-Gallizio fantasized about transforming the 
whole planet into a ‘Luna Park without borders, arousing new emotions and passions’.35 
Put to everyday use, the techniques of Industrial Painting could be used to ‘paint the 
freeways; to make the most shocking, the most unique fabrics to dress up the joyous 
crowds’, and to construct ‘houses of painted leather, repulsive, lacquered; using metal or 
wood, resins, vibrant chemicals to form on the ground an unequal and incessant moment 
of shock’.36 Industrial Painting played a strategic role as part of a total unitary system, 
targeted to shock the alienated subject out of his or her spectacularized complacency 
and banalized existence, through a de-familiarization of the urban fabric of everyday life. 

Pinot-Gallizio’s reference to the model of the Luna Park may present a playful 
antidote to an administered society, but it also risks reducing social experience to a 
form of distraction and entertainment, thus capitulating to Vaneigem’s fear of producing 
works that end up ‘elaborating the spectacle of refusal’ rather than actually ‘refusing the 
spectacle’.37 In these terms, the danger of Pinot-Gallizio’s revolutionary ambition was that 
it might degenerate into an aestheticization of the society of the spectacle, merely making 
the city a more glamorous or dazzling site.

Such ambitions (if ultimately risky) nevertheless dramatize the Situationists’ concept of 
unitary urbanism where art’s sublation into life is made literal as the whole architectonics 
of social space is covered over and transformed by its new experimental and precarious 
skin. In some sense, Industrial Painting, conceived as unitary urbanism – that is, as a 
combined use of arts and technologies – invokes the model of a Gesamtkunstwerk, in 
Wagner’s sense of a combination of the arts that overcomes their individual limits.38 
However, rather than being merely a ‘total work of art’, I want to argue that what was 
at stake for Pinot-Gallizio and the Situationists was the overcoming of, not just the 
individual arts, but also the alienated division of labour as a whole in capitalist societies. 
Thus, rather than the aestheticization of life, what was at stake was an aesthetico-political 
transformation of life into a non-alienated creative sociality. In this sense, we can think 
of it properly as a Gesamtlebenswerk – my term for a ‘total work of life’ or ‘liberating 
life-praxis’ – in which the alienated division of labour is overcome and transformed into 
a non-alienated, creative life.

As a final note, it is worth pointing out that Pinot-Gallizio’s strategic focus on the 
surplus or inflationist aspect of Industrial Painting was due in part to the emergence of 
the Situationist movement in France during the late 1950s, a time of post-war economic 
abundance. It was from within this relatively new, abundant, consumer climate that the 
Situationists became convinced that it was the world of leisure and consumption, not just 
that of work and production, which was a new site for revolutionary critique and action. 
The SI, as Andrew Ross has so aptly put it, ‘was only possible in a post-scarcity world 
of abundant commodities, where desires could be taken for reality and society thereby 
reinvented by making use of its surplus values and energies’.39 This is a surplus of energies 
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that I interpret here as located in unlimited creative acts that, for the Situationists, ‘refuse 
all forms of behaviour dictated by others and continually reinvent their own unique 
fulfilment’.40 It is in this light that we should understand Debord’s 1953 graffito ‘NE 
TRAVAILLEZ JAMAIS’ (‘Never work’). It is perhaps not simply a refusal to work as 
such, but a refusal to work according to the ruling economic logic of the commodity, 
where the success of proliferating production results in the degradation of the worker, not 
to mention the threat to the eco-system. For, as Debord emphasized, the abundance that 
is generated here ‘is experienced by its producers only as an abundance of dispossession. 
All time, all space, becomes foreign to them as their own alienated products accumulate.’41 
In response to this, the Situationists searched for new forms of non-alienated abundance, 
and found it in forms of wasteful expenditure, exemplified by self-destructive artworks 
and by the desire to give away the fruits of one’s creative labours. As Debord elaborated, 
‘people who denounce incitements to wastefulness as absurd or dangerous in a society 
of economic abundance do not understand the purpose of waste’.42 Wastefulness here 
represented all forms of activity that challenged a passive acquiescence to the conditions 
of banalized survival in the society of the spectacle. A love of wasteful expenditures is 
evidenced in Debord’s eulogy to his own abundant way of life:

Among the small number of things that I have liked and known how to do well, what 
I have assuredly known how to do best is drink. I have read a lot, I have drunk even 
more. I have written much less than most people who write; but I have drunk much 
more than most people who drink.43

The question of how to achieve and deploy waste or unproductive expenditures 
is reminiscent of Bataille’s concept of a ‘general economy’.44 Bataille described how all 
societies aim to produce more than can be consumed, that is, more than is necessary for 
the survival of the species. It is how the leftovers are used that determines the nature of 
a particular society. Marx indicated it is within the realm of abundance, and not scarcity, 
that questions about the production of a free life-praxis emerge. And for the Situationists 
one such realm of abundance was that of culture, in which Industrial Painting circulated, 
because the cultural field specializes in organizing ‘everything over and beyond the 
immediate necessities of the society’s reproduction’.45 For me, the critical potential of such 
realms of excess is their suggestion that within art and life there remains a creative residue 
or remainder, in the guise of a surplus to life’s reproduction, which labours to escape, or 
at least to fail to be totally recuperated by the alienating machinations of the spectacle. 
The Situationist experiment with alternative economic systems, and their ultimate failure 
to undo capitalism’s stranglehold, may seem naïve to some today. However, I think the 
importance of holding out for a realm of surplus energies, whether in the form of poetry 
or whatever else you can name as retaining a residue of non-alienated experience, is 
even more vital in today’s climate of global capitalism, where nowhere is exempted or 
unaffected by its reach.
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3

d e s t r u k t I o n  a F  r s g - 6

The Latest Avant-Garde

The focus of this chapter is a relatively unknown exhibition that was held at the Galerie 
EXI in Odense, Denmark in June 1963. The full title of the show was Destruktion af 
RSG-6: En kollektiv manifestation af Situationistisk Internationale (Destruction of 
RSG-6: A Collective Manifestation of the Situationist International). I have chosen this 
particular exhibition for its anomalous, yet significant, place within the history of the 
Situationist International (hereafter SI). It was the first and last collective exhibition of 
so-called ‘Situationist’ works within a gallery context. And, crucially, its date dispels the 
commonplace assumption that after the group split in 1962 into what is often erroneously 
referred to as a division between the Debordists and the Nashists, the Debordist faction 
gave up being artistic-cultural producers to become instead dry, political theoreticians.1 A 
rejection of such a false division between theory and practice, typically read as a separation 
between politics and art, is made emphatic by the title and contents of Debord’s essay for 
this exhibition’s catalogue: ‘The Situationists and the New Forms of Action in Politics 
or Art’.2 Politics and art are understood here as equivalent and common forms of action. 
From its opening lines, this text defines and affirms three particular constituents of the 
SI’s decidedly intertwined artistic-political project. First, it asserts the SI’s status as ‘an 
artistic avant-garde’; second, that this involves ‘an experimental investigation of the free 
construction of daily life’; and, third, that the theory and practice of the SI is oriented 
towards ‘a new revolutionary contest’.3 These constituents would form ‘the project of a 
liberated creativity … the project of the domination of all men over their own history at 
all levels’.4 

Debord’s much overlooked essay presents an important distillation of Situationist 
responses to the issue of avant-garde praxis, which I want to suggest still generates 
productive conclusions. In particular, it provides a novel model of avant-garde 
temporality, whereby acts of cultural-political intervention are understood as taking 
place immanently, in the ‘now’ of time. Such ‘nowness’ was intended to oppose the 
receding horizon of future action, associated with the military heritage of the meaning 
of an avant-garde, as a group that was situated ahead of, or in front of, the rest. But, 
somewhat paradoxically, this now did not abandon links to the past, since, as I will 
explain later in more detail, it is constituted through a complex overlapping of past 
and present revolutionary moments. However, no melancholic laments for some lost, 

Stracey T02909 01 text   44 02/09/2014   11:39



d e s t r u k t I o n  a F  r s g - 6  |  4 5

original avant-garde moment are intended here. Peter Bürger’s model of a periodized 
division between an authentic ‘historical avant-garde’ in the late 1910s and early 1920s, 
followed by later, poor imitations and repetitions, the so-called ‘neo-avant-gardes’ of the 
1950s and 1960s,5 is challenged, I contend, by the SI’s particular temporal definition of 
an avant-garde that acts in the present. Its nowness troubles a discrete before and after, or 
an original and its repetition. 

By claiming that the Destruktion af RSG-6 exhibition presents a novel avant-garde 
temporality, I do not mean to suggest that the SI offered a new or original model 
of avant-garde praxis as such. Indeed, throughout Debord’s essay certain familiar 
avant-garde principles remain in place, such as the intertwining of art and politics to form 
a critique and transformation of everyday life, or the evasion of an aestheticization of 
life.6 To put it into Situationist-speak, the task of the avant-garde was to produce a new 
life, or what they called a ‘constructed life situation’, and resist its recuperation by the 
alienating machinations of the society of the spectacle. 

What is unfamiliar or different about the SI within the history of the avant-garde is 
principally due to the historical moment at which the SI announced their avant-gardism. 
This is specifically a post-Second World War and Cold War context, which, according to 
Debord, requires that:

one [must] first acknowledge – without maintaining any comforting illusions – the 
full extent of the failure of the entire revolutionary project in the first three decades of 
this century and its official replacement in all parts of the world and in all domains by 
cheap and mendacious imitations that recuperate and reestablish the old social order.7

The cultural guise of this failure is spelt out more clearly in one of the founding texts of 
the SI from 1957, which has the rather inelegant title, ‘Report on the Construction of 
Situations and on the International Situationist Tendency’s Conditions of Organization 
and Action’.8 Under the subtitle ‘Revolution and Counter-revolution in Modern Culture’, 
earlier avant-garde movements such as Futurism, Dada, Surrealism and Brechtian theatre, 
as well as some less familiar avant-gardes from the 1940s and 1950s, such as CoBrA and 
Lettrism, are discussed and their limits and merits duly listed. For example, Dada is 
praised for its refusal of bourgeois society and for how its destructive aesthetic succeeded 
in delivering a mortal blow to traditional conceptions of culture. But it is criticized for 
being too nihilistic, its ‘purely negative definition’ leading to its final self-destruction.9 
What was lacking, from the SI’s perspective, was more constructive possibilities leading 
to continued attacks within what they described as ‘social conditions that impose the 
repetition of rotten superstructures’.10 Despite their failures, many of the avant-garde 
groups listed here still retain, for the SI, hidden or repressed potentialities, which remain 
to be salvaged and realized. But this recovery needed to be both artistic and political. 
For the SI, the failure of the avant-garde was not merely its recuperation into ‘ordinary 
aesthetic commerce’.11 It was also their entwinement in the broader failure of the 
revolutionary project: the failure to successfully implement a truly communist society. 
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The inevitable question arises of how an avant-garde is to constitute itself under these 
conditions of failure, where revolution is in abeyance or off the agenda. Are all subsequent 
avant-gardes that work within the alienating conditions of capitalism inevitably doomed 
to the status of an impoverished ‘neo-avant-garde’? The answer from the SI is ‘yes and no’. 

The reversible coherence of the world

In the Destruktion af RSG-6 catalogue essay, Debord dismisses the contemporary 
emergence of ‘neo-dadaists’.12 Here, the neo-dadaist label – note, not ‘neo-avant-garde’ 
– is generically applied to recent works that formally adopt the anti-art ‘style’ associated 
with Dada, but divert it to reactionary ends by deploying it to decorate the world, 
rather than ruin it. Raoul Vaneigem diagnosed this as the tendency to make ‘a spectacle 
of refusal’ rather than ‘refusing the spectacle’.13 More specific neo-dadaist examples 
are given in another unsigned essay, ‘The Avant-Garde of Presence’, published in 
internationale situationniste, no. 8, January 1963, just five months before the Destruktion 
af RSG-6 exhibition. In this text ‘Happenings’ dating from 1962 come under attack. No 
names are given, but presumably the likes of Allan Kaprow are included here, since his 
‘18 Happenings in 6 Parts’ took place around this time. Happenings are dismissed as 
a ‘dadaist style improvisation of gestures performed by a gathering of people within a 
closed off space’, where social encounters are orchestrated in the form of a ‘hash produced 
by throwing together all old artistic leftovers, and a too aesthetically encumbered attempt 
to renovate the ordinary surprise party or classic orgy’.14 

In a ‘Response to a Questionnaire from the Centre for Social-Experimental Art’, from 
December 1963, it is the Visual Art Research Group that is castigated. It is accused 
of parodying the revolutionary thesis of putting an end to the passivity of spectators, 
insofar as the ‘freeing’ of the spectator comes in the form of a dictatorial and proscriptive 
order; for example, in a tract given out at the Third Paris Biennale the group announced 
that it was ‘forbidden not to participate’.15 In contrast to such forced and false acts of 
participation, the SI supported free, autonomous and creative activities. The collective 
itself was meant to be anti-hierarchical – in theory, at least, if not always in practice. It 
was conceived along the lines of a loose association of autonomous, but like-minded, 
individuals. The SI was intended to be a revolutionary organization committed to the 
negation of the society of the spectacle in all spheres of life. 

What is meant by such negations is clarified by the SI’s critique of another contemporary 
French art group, the so-called New Realists. They were all summarily dismissed as ‘an 
apologetic trashcan art’, in that their Dada-inspired work ‘fits quite well in the margin 
of pseudo-freedom offered by a society of gadgets and waste’.16 The SI acknowledged 
that such neo-dadaists continue to challenge the conventions of art, but what the SI 
objected to was how the commitment to a total social revolution is abandoned within 
this challenge. The neo-dadaists’ revolution was therefore limited to the revolution of 
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art. By contrast, inspired by Marx, the SI’s revolution sought to bring about both the 
realization and end of art, in concert with the realization and end of the proletariat.17

Such remarks illuminate the origins of the split in the SI itself in 1962. Then, the 
divide was not over whether to be cultural producers or theoreticians, for the explicit 
programme of the SI was defined as a ‘theory-in-practice’.18 Rather, it was a dispute over 
the sufficiency or not of remaining specialist artistic producers within the institutions of 
art. The split arose between cultural saboteurs prepared to work within the given artistic 
apparatus, and maintain the title of artists, and those whose goal was the total rejection 
of the prevailing consumer society and the overcoming of all separations, including 
that between artists and non-artists – hence the phrase ‘all conniving avant-gardes are 
public enemy no. 1’.19 A non-conniving avant-garde would continue to work within the 
prevailing conditions of culture, but in order to end it as a separate sphere. As it was 
put in the article ‘The Avant-Garde of Presence’: ‘we take our stand on the other side 
of culture. Not before it, but after.’20 The phrase après-garde comes to mind here. The 
article continues:

We say that it is necessary to realize culture by superseding it as a separate sphere; 
not only as a domain reserved for specialists, but above all as a domain of specialized 
production that does not directly affect the construction of life – not even the life of 
its own specialists.21

The rhetoric of such anti-specialist/specialized concerns is reflected more generally in 
the SI’s calls for ‘amateur’ Situationist producers, prepared to work in any field and any 
medium without prior training. No member of the group was exempted from taking on 
a wide range of tasks, such as writing articles for their journal, editing it or producing 
films or paintings. Such an anti-hierarchical and anti-specialist diversity of production 
is intimated in the captions below the photos of the participants in the Destruktion af 
RSG-6 catalogue, where each is variously described as a combination of editor, writer, 
painter and filmmaker.

It is clear that the SI acknowledges the failure of various avant-garde projects from 
the 1910s and 1920s, while also rejecting many contemporary neo-dadaist artistic 
enterprises as poor imitations and spectacularized repetitions of their more radical 
predecessors. This does not mean, however, that they adopt some nostalgic position that 
looks backward to some lost original moment. Nor do they turn away from the task of 
acting both within and against the present cultural conditions. That is to say, the SI do not 
propose some ideal, Archimedean point, situated outside the spectacle from where they 
can critique it. Instead, they deploy a form of immanent critique, speaking the language 
of the spectacle but against it, in a détournement that devalues and revalues its pre-existing 
elements, placing them in different contexts with the aim of speaking a different language.

In a 1964 article, ‘Now, the S.I.’, they make explicit the temporality of their demand for 
a critique of the spectacle as it was developing in the ‘now’ of their times.22 This suggests 
a sort of maintenant-garde position. This development of an immanent critique of the 
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present, deeply anchored in the culture and art of their time, is a key distinguishing 
feature of the SI’s project as a whole, helping to establish the group as part of a new 
revolutionary current as it was then unfolding, and so enabling one to label them the 
‘latest avant-garde’. I mean ‘latest’ in the sense of both oldest and newest, referring 
both to previous avant-gardes and to a new avant-garde. What is distinctive about the 
SI, or so I argue, is not simply their critical use or détournement of current ‘ready-made’ 
cultural elements, but the relation of their critique of the present to past events. For 
what was specific, temporally speaking, was the SI’s attempt to set up a unitary critique 
of the contemporary conditions of the spectacle by linking up present-day contestatory 
experiences and situations, and the people instigating them, with so-called ‘irreducible 
moments’ of past revolutionary experiences that have remained in abeyance, forgotten 
or repressed. The SI conceived of these forgotten moments, in the light of the present, 
as eruptive and negating situations ‘that reappear like ghosts’.23 These historical spectres, 
reappearing in the present, connected the present to past revolutionary potentialities. 
This is what Debord called, in the Destruktion af RSG-6 catalogue essay, a ‘reversible 
coherence of the world’.24 Such reversible connections reveal how the trajectories of past 
and present events do not follow a discrete, linear path, but are porous to one another in 
unpredictable, yet generative ways. Such untimely encounters were conceived as able to 
open up unexpected vistas on the relationship between past and present scandals. Or, as 
the SI put it, the reversible coherence of the world reveals ‘present reality in relation to 
possible reality’.25 

In other words, the SI’s strategy was to reveal present-day resistances, beyond the 
limited realm of art, in terms of their resumption or salvaging of particular past radical 
negations of the status quo, which continue to haunt the present. But this recognized 
the inevitable alteration to both situations in light of their new, temporal conjunctions. 
At stake here, or so I argue, is a model of constructed situations that involves a complex 
and unpredictable overlapping of present and past situations. This is not, however, in 
order to recover similarity of styles of protest, as they accused the neo-dadaists of 
doing, but to produce irruptive remembrances, by connecting present-day revolts to the 
transformatory potentialities of events in the past, even if these had failed.

The practical task of the SI here can be summed up as an attempt to construct a situation 
that détournes a current event or action by giving it a new ‘memory and language’.26 
The avant-garde, everywhere (and we might add every-when) it exists, is a question of 
uniting these past and present revolutionary. It results in actions characterized by their 
‘concentration of new forms of struggle and a new – either manifest or latent – content: 
the critique of the existing world’.27 

Specific examples of such actions were listed in the catalogue essay for Destruktion 
af RSG-6. They include an incident on 16 January 1963, when armed revolutionary 
students in Caracas removed five paintings from a French art exhibition. They offered to 
return them on condition that some political prisoners were released. The police were, 
however, successful in taking possession of the pictures again in spite of the fact that 
Winston Bermudes, Luis Monselve and Gladys Troconis tried to defend them. A few days 
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later, their comrades threw bombs at the police car transporting the recaptured pictures. 
Unhappily, for the SI, the pictures survived. For Debord, this was a manifestation of the 
only right way to treat pictures from the past: ‘to bring [art] back into play for what really 
matters in life’.28 He then links this event with an incident that occurred during a revolt 
in Dresden in 1849. Allegedly, Bakunin suggested (though without it being followed up) 
removing paintings from the museum and setting them over the barricade at the town 
gates in order to see whether the attacking troops would continue to shoot. According to 
Debord’s principle of the ‘reversible coherence of the world’: ‘We can thus see how this 
skirmish in Caracas links up with one of the highest moments of revolutionary uprising 
in the last century and goes even further.’29 I take this to mean that this time the theft of 
paintings was followed up, even if the exchange for political prisoners failed. The latter 
‘now’ becoming an unfinished action still to be completed or realized ‘now’.30

The possibility of such productive connections did not just occur between historically 
distant actions. Recent connections between present-day actions in one geographic 
area could be linked to those happening in different locations. This is made evident 
through the very title of the exhibition, Destruktion af RSG-6. It referred to their English 
avant-garde comrades, Spies for Peace, who made public the secret location of six of the 
British government’s regional nuclear shelters, referred to as the ‘Regional Shelters of 
Government – 6’ (hence the title RSG-6). It was this attack on the ruling organization of 
social space that the SI claimed they wanted to salute and carry further by arranging in 
Denmark the manifestation Destruktion af RSG-6. Debord saw organizing the exhibition 
as a direct extension of this political attack to the realm of art: ‘we had envisaged not 
only the international expansion of this struggle, but equally its extension to yet another 
front of the same global struggle: the artistic domain’.31 What constitutes avant-garde 
cultural activity for the SI is made explicit here. It cannot be separated from a broader 
emancipatory social project carried out within the present. As confirmed by Debord: 

The cultural activity that one could call situationist begins with the projects of unitary 
urbanism or of the construction of situations in life. The outcome of these projects, in 
turn, cannot be separated from the history of the movement engaged in the realization 
of the totality of revolutionary possibilities contained in the present society.32

Directives, ‘Thermonuclear Maps’ and ‘Victories’

The task of revealing such residual revolutionary potentialities within the present was of 
course given over to the practical works exhibited in Destruktion af RSG-6. I will briefly 
analyse three works, by three different producers, for their productive connections 
between present and past (both recent and distant) revolutionary events, a process that I 
contend is an essential aspect of the SI’s status as an avant-garde. 
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The first example is one of Debord’s so-called ‘Directives’ paintings. Unfortunately, 
the exhibition catalogue doesn’t reproduce any images of these works. It only lists them 
as ‘Directives numbers 1–5’. However, they are described in Debord’s catalogue essay: 

The ‘directives’ exhibited on empty canvases or on ‘détourned’ abstract painting 
should be understood as slogans that one could see written on walls. The titles of 
certain paintings in the form of political proclamations obviously also convey the 
same sense of derision and take up the academicism currently in fashion that attempts 
to base itself on a painting of ‘pure signs’ that are incommunicable.33

Fortunately, an illustration of one of these Directives was published in Debord’s 
autobiography (Figure 3.1).34 ‘RÉALISATION DE LA PHILOSOPHIE’ is daubed 
across an empty or abstract background. It is reproduced in black and white, so I am 
uncertain as to whether the letters are in black or red or some other strident colour. 
This manifestation of a ‘directive’, understood as meaning an ‘order’, may seem to be no 
different from what was dismissed earlier as the orchestrated and proscriptive method of 
the Visual Art Research Group and its ‘forbidden not to participate’ demand. Yet, Debord 
makes it clear in the catalogue essay that the SI does not recommend the ‘conformity of 
art to politics’, in the sense of art merely performing or acting out a fixed political dictate. 
I would argue that the type of directive given here fits in with this. For what is actually 

Figure 3.1 Guy Debord, Directive No. 2 [RÉALISATION DE LA PHILOSOPHIE’], 1963.
Illustration, which seems to be in colour, is reproduced in In Girum imus nocte et …, not paginated 
(reproduced courtesy of the Debord Estate/Alice Becher-Ho. Rights reserved).
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being asked or directed here? The ‘realization of philosophy’ is somewhat ambiguous. 
What it means, how it is to be interpreted or acted out, is left open. Rather than an order 
or a command, the directive at stake is merely an indicator or pointer, a vector of an 
action to be followed, but with no prescribed means.

This particular Directive evidently relates to the past in its détourned salvaging of a 
task set by Karl Marx’s materialist critique of idealist philosophy. According to Marx, 
philosophers in the past had only interpreted the world, whereas the task in the present 
was to transform it. This meant putting ideas back on their feet, so to speak, to give them 
a concrete, praxial form, rooted in everyday material existence.35 For Debord, such a task 
was still incomplete, still to be realized. And one way to give it renewed material form 
was its subsequent redeployment as a slogan to be graffitied, not on the reified walls of 
the gallery, but in the streets. By so doing, the empty, abstract background of the canvas 
would be replaced by the living and shifting fabric of everyday life; the blank wall would 
become the support for a utopian directive that aimed to give ideas an embodied form. 
Moreover, such a directive is not imagined as produced by a specialist artist, using a 
prepared ground or expensive paints, but as the creation of any amateur anonymous 
graffitist, with access to a piece of chalk or a can of paint.

The second work I have chosen is one of J.V. Martin’s ‘Thermonuclear Maps’, entitled 
2h[ours] 15[minutes] After the Start of the Third World War (Figure 3.2). The catalogue 
lists seven of Martin’s maps with titles such as: Two Hours after the Start of the Third 
World War; On the Second Day They Say There Will Be 82 Megabodies (meaning 82 million 
deaths); and Whoever Won the War – We Lost It. Debord again gives a brief description.

The ‘thermonuclear maps’ are entirely beyond any of the laborious research toward 
‘new figuration’ in painting, because they unite the most liberated procedures of action 
painting with a representation that can lay claim to perfect realism of numerous regions 
of the world at different hours of the next world war.36

Such manifestations of a future world may seem out of kilter with my assertion that 
what is distinctive about the SI’s mode of avant-garde practice is their connection with 
the past through present situations. But an all too real and recent past is being revived 
here. This is a work made by someone who had witnessed, albeit secondhand, through 
newspapers, TV images or films such as Alain Resnais’ Hiroshima Mon Amour (1959), 
the actual after-effects of a nuclear explosion, namely, the dropping of the first A-bombs 
on Japan in 1945. The realism of assured destruction, based on images of devastation and 
annihilation from the recent past, is not just pictured in the figurative contours of these 
maps that outline recognizable countries with blackened, supposedly nuked, areas. For 
what is not mentioned in the catalogue is the fact that these thermonuclear maps were 
made out of soft cream cheese, whose fleshy organic texture literally rotted and stank over 
the days of the show.37 This meant the contours of the countries were in constant flux, 
changing as their cheesy make-up decayed. This was not just an image of waste in the 
future, but a work that literally wasted away daily. This was not just a picture of, but also 
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a picture in, the process of self-destruction, materially playing-out in the here and now 
the decay threatened. Aptly, all that now remains of this work is its photographic trace.38

The final work I have selected is one of Michèle Bernstein’s ‘Victory’ series (Figure 
3.3). This is a detail of a work called Victory of the Commune of Paris. Two other ‘Victories’ 
are listed in the exhibition catalogue as Victory of the Spanish Republicans and Victory of 
the Grande Jacquerie in 1358. Debord’s description of the works is as follows:

The ‘victory series’ – which here again blends the greatest, ultramodern lack of 
deference with a minute realism à la Horace Vernet – is involved in a revival of battle 
painting, but in a manner precisely opposite to that of Georges Mathieu and the 
retrograde ideological reversal on which he based his tiny publicity scandals.39

Figure 3.2 J. V. Martin, 2h[ours] 15[minutes] After the Start of the Third World War, from 
‘Thermonuclear Maps’ series, 1963 (reproduced courtesy of the Debord Estate/Alice Becher-Ho. 
Rights reserved).
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Mathieu’s ‘actor-painting’ (as Asger Jorn characterized it) was not interested in the 
history of the battles it referred to, captured in his titles, such as The Battle of Bouvines. 
Mathieu was interested rather in the performance of painting. Dressed in a Japanese 
kimono, Mathieu would perform the painting of his large canvases in front of a live 
audience, as well as invited journalists. The ‘battles’ were more about accruing status 
and publicity for the cult of the expressive artist. Here we have a paradigmatic example 
of what Vaneigem called the ‘spectacle of refusal’. There was, however, a performative 
aspect to Bernstein’s small ‘anti-tableaux’, as they were subsequently referred to.40 The 
word ‘tableaux’ connotes something fixed or static, but Bernstein’s ‘anti-tableaux’ militate 
against such stasis in their material facture. Again, what is not mentioned in the catalogue 
is that these were not paintings but three-dimensional pieces, made of plaster, splashed 
with paint and covered with plastic toy soldiers. As you walked around these splattered 
and uneven terrains, their contours changed with the viewer’s shifting perspective. There 
is no one ideal or fixed viewpoint established.

What is also very different from Mathieu’s ‘battles’, is the relation of Bernstein’s 
‘Victories’ to the past battles they revive. As Debord writes: ‘The reversal that we are 
here aiming at corrects the history of the past, rendering it better, more revolutionary, 
and more successful than it ever was.’41 Bernstein’s ‘Victories’ transform historical defeats. 
Past revolutionary battles by the Paris Commune or the Spanish Republic – battles that 

Figure 3.3 Michéle Bernstein, Victory of the Commune of Paris, from ‘Victory’ series, 1963 
(detail); photographer unknown. Destruktion af RSG-6 catalogue, p. 8. White plaster with plastic 
toy soldiers (reproduced courtesy of the Debord Estate/Alice Becher-Ho. Rights reserved).
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were lost, suppressed and defeated by the forces of imperialism – are replayed as victories. 
The kitsch toy soldiers are given the impossibly weighty and imaginary task of rewriting 
history, of turning what had failed into a success. In a text called ‘The Bad Days Will 
End’, the SI give an important insight into the desire behind such alternative or counter-
memorials, distinguishing them from the delusional denial they might be mistaken for. 
They suggest that, if the desire to experience the revolutionary festivals of the past is 
urgent enough, it ‘enables one to rediscover lost history, to salvage and rejudge it’.42 I 
interpret this to mean that the recollection and commemoration of an alternative history 
allows the subject to imaginatively view the world through a different optic. Victories are 
prisms, which refract the past to enable a different view of the present, to imagine how it 
might have been if the revolutionaries had won, or if the battles were to be fought again 
and won. To rectify the past, according to Vaneigem, is to ‘change the psychogeography 
of our surroundings, to hew our unfulfilled dreams and wishes out of the veinstone that 
imprisons them, to let individual passions find harmonious collective expression’.43 And 
pertinently, as concerns Bernstein’s series of alternative memorials, Vaneigem suggests 
that it is through such processes of historical reconstruction that it is possible to de-reify 
events, to rescue them from an artificial entombment in the past. Bernstein’s ‘Victories’ 
are a retort to the claim that history is written by the victors.

Debord described Bernstein’s ‘Victories’ in terms of a ‘new irrealism’: ‘it seems that 
each new attempt to transform the world is forced to start out with the acceptance of 
a new unrealism [nouvel irrealisme]’.44 This irrealism is not simply a lie, but the opening 
of what reality has become to what it might be. Again, Debord appeals to the ‘reversible 
coherence of the world’ in order to suggest how this revolutionary reality is given 
substance by a revolutionary correspondence between present and past. This time he is 
thinking of Lautréamont:

The ‘victories’ continue the optimistic and absolute détournement by means of which 
Lautréamont, quite audaciously, already disputed the validity of all manifestations of 
misfortune and its logic: ‘I do not accept evil. Man is perfect. The soul does not fall. 
Progress exists.… Up to now, one has described misfortune in order to inspire terror 
and pity. I will describe happiness in order to inspire the contrary.… As long as my 
friends are not dying, I will not speak of death.’45

I would like to suggest, as an end point, that this refusal of death also applies to the SI’s 
continuing avant-gardist project. I do not mean that they denied the historicity of each 
movement. If the SI is clear about one thing, it is that every avant-garde has its day. Each 
avant-garde is necessarily of its time. Its negations are aimed at a particular historical 
moment. This is certainly true of the SI in general and each of their constructed situations. 
But such negations retain the potential to be a memory for subsequent avant-gardes. The 
revolutionary history of the avant-garde is therefore not composed of eternal works, 
enduring throughout history.46 Rather, it is composed of the momentary correspon-
dences that appear between different moments. This does not follow chronological time, 
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but generates new sequences of time, between the reversible coherence of revolutionary 
actions. This alternative historical self-consciousness was fundamental to the SI and their 
critique of the ‘pseudo-history’ characteristic of the society of the spectacle.47 In their 
very attention to these revolutionary correspondences between the avant-gardes, we 
might think of them as presenting an entre-garde. This would be misleading if it suggested 
that the SI sought to exist in some suspended state, between times. These ‘between times’ 
were only a way of disclosing the revolutionary present, now. And as long as the ultimate 
task of the avant-garde remained incomplete, as long as the class war has not been won, 
then the time of the avant-garde remains current, remains now. The question of the SI’s 
relation to subsequent avant-garde movements and, above all, the avant-gardes of today, 
finds an answer here.
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4

c o n s u m I n g  t h e  s P e c ta c L e

The Watts Revolt and a New Proletariat

In March 1966, in the tenth issue of their journal, internationale situationniste, the 
Situationist International published an article called ‘The Decline and Fall of the 
Spectacle-Commodity Economy’.1 Its subject was the riots in the Watts area of South Los 
Angeles that took place for six days, 11–16 August 1965. Although the statistical details 
and images of this event in the article had been culled from readily available newspaper 
sources, such as Le Monde, what stands out is the radical reinterpretation of them by the 
Situationists. The dominant account of the revolt as a ‘race riot’ by the ‘poor blacks’ of 
the Watts district was détourned into the broader category of a class war.2 As spelt out by 
the title, the revolt was seen as a crisis of capitalism’s latest form, which the Situationist 
International (hereafter SI) diagnosed as a ‘society of the spectacle’, and which they saw 
embodied particularly by America. As an anti-capitalist revolt, the issue of Watts was 
no longer just about the conditions of American blacks, but instead, ‘the conditions of 
America, which merely happens to find its first expression among the blacks’.3

The necessity for this act of détourned cultural criticism was explained by the SI as 
follows: ‘the role of a revolutionary publication is not only to justify the Los Angeles 
insurgents, but to help uncover their implicit reasons, to explain theoretically the truth 
for which such practical action expresses and searches’.4 The SI lays its methodological 
cards on the table here. They reveal their position as intellectuals able to theorize the 
truth of an event they did not take part in. This does not mean that the ‘Wattists’ were 
unable to give the truth of their situation for themselves. Indeed, according to the SI’s 
model of ‘theory-in-practice’, they had done this already through their direct, practical 
actions. Nor does the SI attempt to set itself up as acting on behalf of, or to represent, 
the Wattists. On the contrary, as revealed in the two essays on the Algerian uprising in 
France that follow this article on Watts, the SI were active supporters of all forms of self-
determination through autonomous acts of revolt. They always defended the notion that 
any action against the society of the spectacle had, of necessity, to be carried out by the 
oppressed themselves, for themselves, without the need for leaders (supposedly) acting 
in their interests. At the same time, finding oneself located externally or at some distance 
from the scene of practical action does not prevent actively contributing to it. The SI 
valued critical theory as a supplement to practical action and even, as in this instance, 
able to transform it. My concern here is with how this takes place in relation to the Watts 
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revolt. I want to draw out how the SI saw the Watts revolt as corresponding to their own 
practice of constructing situations. In a sense, the SI’s article is an attempt to make the 
Watts revolt their own and to make their practice the Wattists’. This is manifested both 
in how the article is constructed and what it talks about. Pervading these issues is the 
SI’s attempt to characterize the new revolutionary proletariat produced by the society 
of the spectacle. No less than the Wattists, this was a proletariat to which the SI saw 
itself belonging.

Generally speaking, the aim of the SI’s détournement of a current event was twofold. 
First, it served to give a more concrete aspect to their theories, which they recognized 
had sometimes been presented too abstractly. And, second, it was a means to give a 
present-day event a new memory and language. This was principally achieved by staging 
complex and untimely encounters between contemporary contestatory moments and 
so-called ‘irreducible moments’ of past revolutionary experiences that have remained in 
abeyance, because they have been forgotten, overlooked or repressed. The idea was that 
forgotten moments could, in the light of new irruptive situations, such as Watts, ‘reappear 
like ghosts’.5 As discussed in Chapter 3, with regard to the exhibition Destruktion af 
RSG-6, the possibility of such historical specters reappearing in the present, or of 
present realities opening up to past revolutionary potentialities, was an example of what 
the SI called a ‘reversible coherence of the world’, and this principle was applied to the 
revolutionary history of both art and politics.6 

The SI’s article on Watts is in keeping with this strategy. One of the ways in which 
the Watts riots are given a new memory and language is precisely through their staged 
collision with a variety of spatially and temporally diverse moments of contestation. 
Some of these are more or less contemporary, such as comparisons of the Watts revolts 
with contemporary anti-Vietnam protests and various student strikes and sit-ins, or with 
the guerilla war taking place in the Dominican Republic. But others were from the past, 
such as the resistance to fascism by the Partido Oberco de Unificación Marxista (Workers 
Party for Marxist Unification), or POUM, in Barcelona in 1937. Another comparison, 
that was far more remote and indeterminate, but nonetheless crucial, was with an archaic 
potlatch festival. I’ll come back to some of these comparisons later and explain how 
they relate to the Watts revolt via their rejection of modern capitalism. First, however, 
I want to scrutinize what appears as the least coherent linkage in this list, namely the 
understanding of Watts as a ‘potlatch of destruction’.7 

As I have developed much more fully elsewhere, the idea of potlatch was profoundly 
influential on the SI.8 Potlatch owes its modern anthropological treatment to Marcel 
Mauss, who defined it as a non-modern, archaic or pre-commercial form of ritual ‘gift’ 
exchange and destruction that took place among the Native American tribes of British 
Columbia and Alaska.9 It is surprising, to say the least, to consider the Watts revolt in 
these terms. Watts was clearly an urban rebellion that erupted in a technologically 
sophisticated capitalist society. Nonetheless, I suggest that the SI’s attempt to transform 
the archaic associations of potlatch into a model for a new proletarian revolt, promises 
one of the most productive ways to open up the memory and language of Watts. It 
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suggests a mode of critical consumption and a new type of political agency. I will call 
the latter the revolutionary lumpenproletariat. I analyse this decidedly ambiguous figure 
in more detail in the last section of this chapter. I’ll begin, however, with how the Watts 
revolt can be productively redefined as a modern-day potlatch.

The Watts revolt as a potlatch of destruction

The first two images in the SI’s article on the Watts revolt highlight two key forms of 
protest during the uprising. The first image, an appropriated news photograph (Figure 
4.1), captures the burning Los Angeles supermarket with the caption, ‘CRITIQUE 
DE L’URBANISME’ (‘Critique of urbanism’). The second, also an appropriated news 
photograph, shows a group of young people who are, the English caption informs us, 
‘PLAYING WITH RIFLED CASH REGISTER’ (Figure 4.2). So, destruction of property 
by fire and playful looting were the main tactics used during Watts to bring about the 
decline and fall of the spectacle-commodity economy. Both tactics substantiate the SI’s 
claim that the Watts revolt presented a modern-day ‘potlatch of destruction’.

Starting with the first image of a burning supermarket, a literal analogy is possible, 
since according to Mauss the word potlatch means ‘to consume’, in the sense of those 
ceremonies during which gifts would be ritually destroyed by their receivers as a means 
to demonstrate their wealth and prestige. The SI read the destruction of property, 
especially prevalent in the commercial district of Watts on 103rd Street, earning it the 
nickname ‘Charcoal Alley’, as excessive forms of expenditure, typical of a potlatch. This 
was confirmed by the SI description of the festive atmosphere of the revolt, calling it 
a ‘battle and ball’.10 However, the SI were not interested in the role destruction played 
in archaic potlatch to shore up status, where the tribal leader’s prestige was established 
through his ability to indulge in such wasteful extravagances. In a reading close to Bataille’s 
logic of dépense (pure wasting), the SI understood these seemingly wasteful gestures as 
interruptions of the homogeneous logic of capitalist exchange. That is, they were not 
advocating nihilistic or mindless acts of vandalism for their own sake, nor to secure a 
new social hierarchy. Rather, the seemingly inchoate destructions of property, these 
so-called wastelands of spontaneous collapse, were read as targeted decompositions of 
a consumer society.

The reader is alerted to such a broad-based assault on consumer society by the caption 
‘Critique of Urbanism’, which emphatically announces that more than the levelling of 
bricks and mortar is at stake in this image of wasting. The destruction of a supermarket 
becomes the symbol for the destruction of the world of the commodity, where, in the 
SI’s words, ‘worker-consumers are hierarchically subordinated to commodity values’.11 
Destruction, as pictured here, presents a confrontation with commodification in the 
sense that what is destroyed can no longer be exchanged or purchased and no longer 
owned. Therefore, capitalist circuits of equivalent or equal exchange are counter-posed 
and undone by an alternative of unequal or non-recuperable exchange. In Situationist-
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speak, this destructive act, this conflagration carried out by the disenfranchised of Watts, 
heralded the passage from consumption to consummation. To consummate means to 
bring to a desired conclusion, and what is a more fitting end for an icon of consumerism, 
a supermarket, than its literal consumption by fire? As the SI put it: ‘the flames of Watts 
consummated the system of consumption’.12 

The destruction of property in the commercial district of Watts was also read by the 
SI as a sign of class war in action, aimed at a restructuring of socially divided space. This 
critique by fire attacked the zoning of modern urban cities, such as the familiar divisions 
between living and commercial districts, but also the separation of the Watts area itself 
from the rest of the city of Los Angeles, as well as from surrounding middle-class areas, all 
of which resulted in the creation of an isolated enclave of poverty.13 This critique of class 
cleavage and its spatial formation is made emphatic through the SI’s choice of a newspaper 
clipping printed below the image of the burning supermarket. The détourned piece of 
journalism is attributed to Michael Tatu, writing for Le Monde on 3 November 1965. 
It describes how middle-class black areas outside of the Watts district were deliberately 
targeted, and how their well-kept lawns and picket fences were set on fire. Indeed, as 
Robert Kirsch has stated, the blacks who managed to move out of the poor ghetto of 
the Watts district, mainly into the lower middle-class and middle-class communities of 
West Adams, Baldwin Hills and the Pico area, got caught up in the riots not as active 
participants but because some of the greatest bitterness was directed against them.14 This 
was due to a widespread belief that those who reaped the advantages of the City, namely 
those who were in contact with that other Los Angeles, ‘the Los Angeles of opportunity 
and mobility, of culture and education, had abandoned their brothers in South Central 
Los Angeles’.15 This indicates a class-based division within the black community that is in 
keeping with many commentators’ conclusions on the structural make-up of most inner 
city riots in the 1960s, namely, that they were class-based rather than racially motivated.16 
Interestingly, what the SI failed to mention, which would have added to their claim that 
such black-on-black attacks against property were class-based, was the fact that many 
of the burnt-down properties in the commercial district were owned by black as well 
as white businessmen. Indeed, black solidarity did not extend to property owners. For 
example, at the start of the revolt, black-owned businesses had put up signs in windows 
declaring, ‘I’m a blood brother’, so as to prevent their property being damaged. This 
worked at first, but not by the second day of rioting. This lack of black solidarity extended 
to the protectors of property and defenders of the state, namely cops and firemen, whose 
black representatives were actually singled out by snipers.

The SI’s central focus on the violence against property was not intended to diminish 
the well-reported violence against people during the six days of protest. At the start of 
their article they acknowledge the general level of violence, giving a list of mostly accurate 
statistics. This includes how, after just six days of looting, burning and open street battles 
with thousands of police from three different forces, including the notorious LAPD (Los 
Angeles Police Department), and finally an armoured division of the US National Guard, 
32 were reported dead (27 blacks including a cop and a fireman), with 800 wounded and 
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3,000 arrested.17 Yet, as the SI points out, the majority of the press reports focused on 
condemning the violence perpetrated by the Watts rebels alone. In contrast, the violence 
delivered by the police, especially the brutal tactics attributed to the LAPD, was not only 
supported by Police Chief William Parker but also by the mayor, Sam Yorty, Church 
leaders in both white and black communities, such as the Catholic Cardinal McIntyre, 
and by leaders of black organizations such as Roy Williams of the National Association 
for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). All these factions denounced the 
looting, especially of the alcohol and firearms that were taken mainly from pawnbrokers, 
as well as the 2,000 fires that were set. And all condoned the violence of the LAPD as 
necessary to ‘put down’ such disturbances.18

This limited and overtly biased response was exposed by the statistics gathered in the 
many reports made after the events.19 From the hundreds of interviews carried out with 
the residents of Watts, young, old, men and women alike, all named police brutality – 
starting with the original drunk-driving arrest incident of Marquette and Ronald Frye 
on Wednesday 11 August, which triggered the revolt – as one of the main contributing 
factors of the revolt. In a textual ‘reversal of perspective’, the SI condoned, rather than 
condemned, the erupting lawlessness as a tactical necessity to contest the inherently 
unjust, exclusionary and discriminating capitalist system. This refused the reports of 
‘sociologists’ who bemoaned the absurdity and intoxication of the rebellious male 
youths, a characterization that occluded the involvement of young and old women. 
It also refused the perspective of property owners and city planners grieving over the 
loss of supermarkets and businesses, adding up to around $27 million of damage. The 
SI claimed that it is only under the sign of criminality that the law is confronted. It is 
irrational to appeal legally against a blatant illegality. To act within the law is to condone 
its prejudicial interests, namely those of the ruling and propertied class. And what better 
way to challenge the law of property than to raze it to the ground.

The SI’s decision to focus their critique on property damage was in keeping with the 
conclusions of several post-Watts surveys, which attributed the primary cause of the revolt 
to poor living conditions; police brutality was considered only the third most important 
factor.20 Complaints about the lack of a decent standard of living in the Watts district 
pointed to the run-down quality of the buildings, many of which had no running water 
or electricity. The SI suggested that the lack of air-conditioning was a further catalyst to 
the riots, which took place during the hottest days of August. Other complaints included 
accusations of unfair food pricing (usually more expensive than in wealthy areas with 
access to price-cutting supermarkets) and poor food quality (often past its sell-by date). 
Most in the Watts district were captive targets for such exploitation because they did not 
have cars or access to public transportation, as confirmed by a post-Watts interviewee: 
‘he [a local merchant] sells old meat because there are no more stores near him. And 
lots of folks don’t have cars to go to other stores, so they have to buy from him’.21 The SI 
was not alone in their assessment that such desperate circumstances inevitably give rise 
to desperate acts. For example, the writer Farnsworth Crowder, presciently commented 
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that, in an atmosphere of utter dejection, ‘the socio-economic class conflict is vividly 
posed in burning silhouettes against the wall of the factory and the hinterland’.22

To those living outside the district of Watts, this upheaval was completely unexpected. 
The majority of middle-class whites in Los Angeles City believed that, compared with the 
social conditions of blacks elsewhere in America, those in LA were relatively better-off, 
and a common refrain was ‘What do they want?’ It was believed that the blacks of LA had 
better wages and better education on the whole when compared to the southern states 
that many of those migrating to LA had come from. And in terms of racial integration 
they had better representation than most cities, with three black city councilmen, many 
judges, a postmaster, city commissioners and prosperous black businessmen.23 In some 
respects this was true, but it referred mainly to the minority of lower middle-class and 
middle-class blacks who managed to get out of the Watts ghetto and whom most whites 
therefore actually met. What this interpretation glossed over was the fact that, as one 
writer put it, the high population density of Watts, combined with the pressures of high 
unemployment, made it an area closer in constitution to the black ghettos in Harlem, 
Bedford-Stuyvesant and Chicago, which shared circumstances such as ‘the corroding 
dole, the sense of lost dignity, of missing identity’.24

Such general ignorance about the actual living conditions in the Watts area was, in 
part, due to its geographical isolation within the city as a whole. Until the revolt, many 
people had never heard of the area and had to look it up on a map. Watts had started out 
as a small agricultural shantytown remote from the rest of the city of Los Angeles. It 
grew up against the bastions of independent cities that line it on the east and west and, 
according to Kirsch, ‘filled up as its people were turned back from expanding into white 
residential neighbourhoods’.25 This was no doubt because the majority of its residents 
were black, usually migrants from southern states such as Alabama. According to one 
account some 2,000 blacks, mostly unskilled workers, arrived in Los Angeles each month. 
So, although work was available in the newly expanding industrial belt of LA, the type of 
jobs available required highly skilled, technical workers, with the kinds of qualifications 
that the majority of the newly arrived in Watts did not have. As a result, those settling in 
the Watts area or its environs added to the increasing unemployment rate, to the extent 
that roughly 60 per cent of Watts residents were on relief.26 Even if some workers did have 
the required skills and qualifications, the isolated geographic location of Watts would 
have made it difficult for them to commute. There was, effectively, no public transport 
system linking the Watts district to the industrial belt built on the outskirts of the city of 
LA. It was only after the revolt that the ‘forgotten Archipelago’ of the Watts and Compton 
areas become visible at last. 

The civil rights activist Louise Meriwether admitted: ‘We failed in Watts. We could 
not touch them. It wasn’t political here. It was economic and in the end beyond us.’27 It 
also went beyond being seen as only a black crisis, as one writer described how in Watts 
a whole class had rebelled. The SI was certainly not alone in reading the Watts riots as a 
sign of broader social malaise. They even quote Dr Martin Luther King, who claimed that 
‘they were not race riots … they were class riots.’28 
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Yet even if he agreed that the implications of Watts ‘went beyond the Negro’ and 
‘touched the malaise of a whole society’, King was appalled at the violence unleashed, 
seeing it as a great blow to his non-violent form of civil rights movement. This was, of 
course, out of kilter with the SI’s support for the violence and destruction of property 
carried out by the Watts rebels. They saw this violence as the only appropriate response 
to the violence wrought by the divisive and alienating conditions of the spectacle. The 
prevalent destruction of property by fire became the signature of the Wattists. It was 
captured in the slogan of the day: ‘Burn, baby, burn’.29 The phrase first appeared on the 
radio some six months before the riots, as the catchword of the most listened-to black 
radio station KGFJ with around 100,000 listeners. The phrase had first been used in 
New York and Chicago, and meant ‘Cool it’ or ‘What’s happening?’ or ‘Dig it’. During 
the rioting it was détourned into a sign of solidarity not only among the active looters 
and fire-bombers, but also among the bystanders and supporting witnesses.30 Although 
not everyone took part in the destruction of property, many supported these actions, 
hoping that the fires would make their forgotten plight visible at last, the catalyst for 
lasting change.

Theft as gift

The second détourned image (Figure 4.2), with its caption ‘PLAYING WITH RIFLED 
CASH REGISTER’, captures what the SI conceived as the other key potlatch-influenced 
critique of the commodity, namely, its ruin through the principles of le vol et le cadeau 
(theft and gift), or rather, theft as a form of gift. It is worth noting that all the images used 
here by the SI were stolen from a variety of uncited sources, thereby openly advertising 
their disregard for copyright laws. Looting interrupts the circuits of permitted exchange 
by contesting habituated rituals of dispersal, such as the circulation of commodities 
based on money (or copyright). To steal goods and so seize the object directly and 
without delay is to take literally the propaganda of an abundant consumer society, which 
dangles aspirational goods before your eyes in order to tempt you to buy things you do 
not need or cannot afford. Looters chose to possess immediately all objects on show to 
them, unencumbered by financial or social constraints. Looting is, of course, a refusal of a 
monetary form of exchange and so a critique of a capitalist economy in general. But more 
specifically for the SI (appropriating Marx), it is only when goods are exchanged for 
money that they retain the status of admirable fetishes. Therefore, to steal goods with no 
apparent use-value, as in Watts, where people with no electricity stole large refrigerators, 
provided the ‘best image of the lie of affluence transformed into a truth in play’.31 Play 
here becomes a sign of the true uselessness of the fridge for the rioters. A fridge may 
have a useful function that is desired, for one thing to cool drinks during the August heat 
wave, but it is from precisely such use that the poor of Watts were alienated. For those 
without electricity, functional use is the fetish here. So, for the SI, playful stealing (and 
wrecking) acts out the frustrations, resentments and refusals of those denied such uses. 
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A narcissistic or self-serving aspect to the looting must, of course, be admitted, when, 
for example, non-essential items such as alcohol or jewellery were stolen in the guise of a 
pleasurable gift to oneself.

The actual object that is being playfully rifled in the image is, significantly, a cash 
register, a symbol of monetary exchange, one that is here emptied out and toyed with. 
This is an act of play that makes this once functional object redundant and ends its rule 
of discrimination against those who cannot pay. But play is also an action that works 
to de-fetishize the commodity by transforming it into a mere ‘plaything’, or what the 
SI describe as a blind, passive, insensible thing. The result is that the player is able to 
demonstrate ‘their human superiority over commodities’.32 A problem arises here. In 
the attempt to de-fetishize the commodity by reducing it to an inert ‘thing-in-itself ’, the 
SI seem to have created an absolute divide between the thing and the subject, with the 
subject now gaining a superior or hierarchical position in the relationship. The language 
used here is misleading, given the SI’s project to create a materialist relationship between 
object and subject, as opposed to an idealist subjectivism, where the subject subsumes 
the object. What is at stake in the SI’s critical take on the significance of the acts of playing 
with and destroying of commodities is an attempt to produce a new dialectical relation 
between object and subject by using the object in a new way. That is, the dialectical 
relationship between subject and object depends upon the specific type of ‘praxial’ 
interaction between them, and not on the values of each in and of themselves. For 
example, it is precisely through their playful acts of looking that the Watts rebels work 
towards reconfiguring the object according to the rules of a game, which in turn gives the 
object a new ludic character. This new creative use of things does not concern a position 
of hierarchical control, of the one (the subject) over the other (the object), but instigates 
a situation of precarious but playful reciprocity. The commodity is de-fetishized by 
becoming an ordinary, not supernatural thing; but this thing is in turn reconfigured or 
détourned through the subject’s playful interaction with it.

Despite the language used in places, the SI was not proposing some retrogressive, 
humanist attempt to reassert sovereignty over mute things. Instead, they were attempting 
to establish what Vaneigem defined as a new objectification that ruined the irrational and 
hierarchical division between worker-consumers and commodity values, by breaking 
down the security of any boundaries between objects and subjects. And one way to find 
the ‘road to a non-alienating objectification’ was through revolutionary acts of playful 
subversion.33 In its broadest sense, subversion (which also translates as détournement 
for the SI) is ‘an all-embracing reinsertion of things into play. It is the act whereby play 
grasps and reunites beings and things hitherto frozen solid in a hierarchy of fragments’.34 
This clearly indicates a dialectical attempt to unite rather than divide. On the one hand, 
the refusal to sacrifice people to things was, for the SI, a form of anti-humanism that 
radically negates the humanism of the parasitical commodity whereby ‘the consumer is 
in reality morally and psychologically consumed by the market’, and which represents 
a capitalist negation of living human qualities and desires.35 On the other hand, the 
sacrifice of objects or commodities during the destructive games of Watts was not about 
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making these objects sacred, which would reinstate their position as fetish, but rather 
about debunking the object, making it more profane, material and concrete. Put into play 
here is a profanation of the fetish, whereby things become complementary to the human 
world, rather than remaining parasitic upon it.

Surprisingly, what the SI failed to discuss in terms of the subversion of hierarchical 
object/subject relations is the history of black slavery in America. One of the post-Watts 
surveys, carried out by Harry M. Scoble, makes it clear that the historic slave condition 
of blacks was a contributing factor to the violent form of the Watts revolt. The experience 
of slavery, with its calculated destruction of family structure, tribal identification, 
religion, language and culture, systematically degraded human beings to the status of 
depersonalized ‘things’, to be possessed and dealt with at will.36 Scoble suggested that 
in their constant confrontations with the LAPD a reminder of this history of slavery, 
persecution and oppression (which they thought they were leaving behind in the 
regressive southern states) was reignited and added to the explosion in August 1965. In the 
same survey, it is also suggested that the degradation of slaves and the violent suppression 
of any black uprising or revolutionary resistance ‘rests upon a prevalent yet unconscious 
sexual envy and especially fear of Negroes by whites’.37 For Scoble, the castration of blacks 
by whites, in lynching crowds and other contexts, occurred with sufficient repetition to 
‘permit the inference that the greater political resistance to Negroes rests ultimately upon 
deep-seated sexual conflicts in the minds and souls of whites’.38 

The SI’s article does, however, condemn the racist rhetoric deployed by those trying to 
quell the riots, such as their descriptions of the black protesters as acting like wild animals 
and monkeys escaped from the zoo. Such racist stereotypes were, and are, a reminder that 
black history in the USA is one of discrimination, degradation and segregation.39 The 
SI’s class-based reading of Watts was not a denial of evident racial problems. The article 
as a whole sought not to homogenize disparate complaints, from unemployment to bad 
housing, police brutality and racism, but to make a wider casual connection between all 
sorts of discriminations as symptoms of capitalism itself. This was a reading that even 
the supporter of black separatism, Malcolm X, would later recognize when he stated that 
there was no racism without capitalism.40 The Watts revolt was détourned by the SI into a 
war against consumption and its mutual alienation or spectacularization of everyone, no 
matter what their race or ethnicity.41 

This section has focused on the types of actions deployed during the Watts revolt 
and how they relate to the SI’s critique of a spectacle-commodity economy in terms of 
potlatch. What remains unclarified is the type of political agency that carried out these 
practical actions. Those involved were evidently modern urban (not archaic) rebels, but 
they were not typical proletarian workers trying to become the owners of the means of 
production by taking over a factory. Instead, what seems to emerge is a rather ad hoc 
mixture of unemployed youths and old people, as well as barely subsisting men, women 
and children. And unlike both traditional tribal potlatches and proletarian worker 
takeovers, these urban acts of destruction were not ordained or carried out according 
to the doctrine or whims of some chief or party political leader, but instead by groups 
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of people variously classified at the time as the marginal, the unemployed, the useless, 
the animalistic, the forgotten, the exploited. The final section of this chapter analyses 
how this heterogeneous mix related to the SI’s demand for the return of a repressed 
proletarian critique and with it a new proletarian consciousness.

Towards a new proletarian consciousness

According to various post-Watts surveys carried out in the 46.5 square-mile curfew zone 
(larger than Manhattan or San Francisco), the level of discontent seems to have spread 
over the entire curfew community. Those who admitted taking part included both men 
and women, employed and unemployed, from the ages of 15 to 50 – although, according 
to one report, out of the 1,000 arrested half were black male youths under the age of 
18.42 These participants were clearly not typical manifestations of the proletariat, such 
as collectively organized or unionized industrial workers. Yet, the SI insisted on reading 
such a heterogeneous mix as evidence of the emergence of a new type of proletarian 
consciousness. Those listed as part of this broader anti-capitalist, new proletarian 
coalition, included the following: the student protesters of Berkeley, for initiating a strike 
that called into question California’s ‘multiversity’; the participants in the ‘teach-in’ at 
Edinburgh University apropos the Rhodesian crisis; anti-Vietnam war demonstrations, 
whose cries echoed those of the Watts rebels (‘Get out of our district and out of 
Vietnam’); and those so-called law abiding white citizens caught on television burning 
their draft cards.

For the SI, what all these protesters shared and what united their seemingly disparate 
actions, was a common disgust and violent resistance to the so-called affluent society 
and its price, namely, alienation. Their autonomous actions set out to deny and reject 
the spectacle’s values by daring to demand the right to live differently, or rather, to really 
live. Required here was a total subversion of the society of the spectacle. This revolt was 
therefore not just about the condition of American blacks, but the condition of America. 
Here les noirs rioting in the streets of Watts became a protest against all the apartheids of 
the dominant system. Their visibly marginalized condition supplied the rallying point for 
all those who refused the logic of integration into capitalism. The blacks of Watts were 
well placed in this struggle, since even the classical proletariat, despite its provisional 
(and partly acquiescent) integration into the capitalist system, had failed to integrate 
blacks, in the sense that up until 1959 several Los Angeles trade-unions had refused black 
membership.43 Although black workers in Los Angeles were relatively better paid than 
blacks in other parts of the USA, in general they were more separated here than elsewhere 
from the ‘maximum riches dispersed throughout California’.44 With Hollywood in the 
immediate vicinity, the pole of the global spectacle, the American dream was held up 
as available to anyone. But those excluded from it, the majority of LA blacks, are able to 
see through its false promises. They felt that this prosperity was a receding horizon. They 
started with a disadvantage, not just fewer qualifications or the fact that the work they 
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could get was more poorly paid, but because ‘an essential inferiority is imposed on them 
in every area of daily life by the customs and prejudices of a society in which all human 
power is based on buying power’.45 Moreover, the SI claimed that the poverty of blacks 
was not just a misfortune, but the product of a systematic need within a hierarchical 
society to impose an opposition between the dominant and dominated. Money was no 
more than the symbolic form of this domination. No amount of monetary riches would 
ever make them acceptable in America’s alienated society, since ‘individual wealth will 
only make a rich nigger because the blacks as a whole must represent poverty in a society 
of hierarchical wealth’.46 By demanding immediate participation in the affluence on offer, 
by looting it, the Watts rebels demanded a direct realization of the American spectacle. 
Although the SI maintained that the spectacle could not (and can never) be realized, the 
Watts rebels’ attempt to do so exposed its lie. 

But, for the SI, the failure of black integration was not a failure. As part of a growing class 
without a future – that is, as a sector of the proletariat unable to believe in any significant 
chance of integration or promotion in Los Angeles – the young delinquents of Watts 
were in a better position to see the poverty of the black spectacle offered to them. This 
is illustrated by the SI’s use of a détourned image of a line-up of black American football 
players, which is underscored by an ironic caption ‘L’INTEGRATION, DE QUOI?’ (‘The 
integration of what?’) (Figure 4.3). This showed how American blacks had, and arguably 
still have, their own particular spectacle offered to them in the form of sporting heroes. 
They had their own black newspapers, magazines and stars, and if they realized this and 
chose to reject it, ‘to vomit up this spectacle for its delusiveness and as an expression of 
their humiliation’, it is because they recognize it for what it really is, namely, ‘a minority 
spectacle, a mere appendage of a general spectacle’.47 If they were able to recognize that the 
spectacle of their permitted ‘consumption-to-be-desired’ is in fact a colony of the white 
one, then they could also see through the lie of the whole economic-cultural spectacle 
more quickly. The failure to be integrated was, in fact, a refusal to be assimilated.

For the SI, those who do not actively negate the spectacle reveal their passive 
enslavement to it: ‘the spectacle is a drug for slaves’.48 They argued for white solidarity 
with blacks, not primarily in sympathy for black slavery or against discrimination based 
on colour, but in a common struggle against their common enslavement by the capitalist 
system. This revealed a new line of allegiance based on active resistance to capitalism. 
The contempt shown for whites during the Watts revolt, such as the burning down of 
white-owned stores or the beating up of white passengers pulled from their cars, was 
therefore not attributed to race: ‘their justified contempt for the white is in reality a 
contempt for any passive consumer’.49 This is of course a reading that risks glossing over 
the actual racial tension in the Watts area, as well as falsely legitimating certain acts of 
indiscriminate violence against unfortunate passers-by.

The SI’s stance against integration into the spectacle did not lead to an embrace of 
separatist or pro-African nationalist movements.50 As the SI conceived it, the American 
blacks had no other fatherland. They were already in their own country. They were 
alienated from it, as were the rest of the proletariat. But the SI nonetheless granted black 
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Americans a special status. This was because, while no section of the proletariat had a 
monopoly on being alienated, racial alienation raised it to an acute level of consciousness. 
This was based on the principle that the most marginalized sector of a society was the 
most advanced sector of the revolutionary struggle against a society. Because the poor of 
Watts had nothing to lose, according to the proprietary logic of a capitalist commodity 
economy, in that they had nothing of their own to insure or protect, they were well placed 
to see the need to destroy all forms of private security. They therefore appeared as what 
they really are for the SI, namely, the irreconcilable enemies, not of the vast majority of 
Americans, but of the alienated way of life of the entire modern society. They demanded 
more than survival. They demanded the right to a genuine life. The Watts rebels were 
therefore a political avant-garde to the SI, ‘show[ing] us the road that will be followed 
everywhere unless the system is overthrown’.51

Despite being labeled as riff-raff, the Wattists were not seen by the SI as ‘primitive 
rebels’ in E.J. Hobsbawm’s sense.52 They were clearly an integral constituency of a highly 
modernized society and they manifested the contradictions of this society. The most 
significant of these contradictions, for the SI, was the commodity form. It is the necessity 
for the commodity, to paraphrase the SI, to be at once universal and hierarchical that 
leads to a universal hierarchization. The SI emphasizes that it is the commodity form that 
engenders new and extended forms of hierarchy, ‘whether between the labour leader and 
the worker or between two car-owners with artificially distinguished models’.53 This hier-
archization creates racisms everywhere. And it colonized the blacks of Watts within their 
own borders, akin to colonial exploitations happening elsewhere in the world – hence 
their support of anti-colonial uprisings such as that by the Viet-Cong. 

A key aspect of the majority of active participants in the Watts rebellion, the so-called 
‘gladiators’, was their lack of coherent organization. They did not belong to any particular 
political party or social organization and so did not act according to any set agenda or 
party doctrine. On the contrary, as Police Chief William Parker correctly observed, it was 
clear that ‘these rioters don’t have any leaders’.54 This went against the claims made by the 
leaders of organizations such as the NAACP that they represented the protesters. In fact, 
it was obvious that the NAACP’s middle-class, shop-keeper mentality, was scorned and 
considered out of touch with the majority of the black masses.55 The closest description 
of the participants’ formation is as a loose association of heterogeneous people who, 
as one rebelling youth described it, spontaneously gathered together each morning in 
various local parks to decide what to do that day. Many were in fact gang members, but 
turf rivalry was overcome as they united in collective acts against the police and property. 
They also came together to help the troubled community during the curfew hours. Such 
collective action was given explicit attention and praise after the events, as indicated by 
one of the SI’s appropriated eye-witness snippets:

Boys who used to go around with their shirts open to the waist, and who’d have cut 
you into strips in half a second, showed up here every morning at seven o’clock. They 
organized the distribution of food.56
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However, such gang-based or heterogeneous loose associations of unemployed youths 
do not readily come to mind as representatives of the proletariat, typically conceived as 
representing the working classes. Indeed, for the likes of Gerald Horne these unemployed, 
delinquent gangsters are closer in type to what Marx described as the ‘lumpenproletariat’. 

Lumpenproletariat, from the German word lumpen meaning ‘ragged’, was used by 
Marx to describe the refuse of all classes, comprising ‘vagabonds, discharged soldiers, 
discharged jailbirds, escaped galley slaves, swindlers … pickpockets, tricksters, gamblers 
… brothel keepers, porters, literati … tinkers, beggars’, all of whom Louis Bonaparte 
relied upon, according to Marx, in his struggle for power.57 The significance of the term 
‘lumpenproletariat’, as a cover-all for such a rag-bag collection of beggars and outlaws, was 
not its designation of any clearly defined social group but its drawing attention to the fact 
that, as Tom Bottomore puts it: ‘In extreme conditions of crisis and social disintegration 
in capitalist society large numbers of people may become separated from their class 
and come to form a free floating mass which is particularly vulnerable to reactionary 
ideologies and movements.’58 This implies that unless you fully subscribe to a particular, 
fixed social categorization and a specifically class-based party or form of representation, 
you risk being co-opted by dubious forces. Even if you choose to refuse to belong or 
declare allegiance to a single doctrine or class formation, this automatically consigns 
you to the category of the feeble-minded and easily led. It is this type of pejorative and 
containerized thinking that leads the likes of Horne to characterize Watts in terms of a 
lumpenproletariat revolt that undermined the proletariat.59

The SI contradicted this approach and proffered a powerful revolutionary potential 
to the lumpenproletariat. They were understood as the marginalized and outlawed of 
the spectacle-commodity economy, its waste products. The SI did not overlook their 
political ambiguity altogether. Raoul Vaneigem acknowledges the uses made of them by 
the bourgeoisie, both as a regulating mechanism for power and ‘as a source of recruits 
for the more dubious forces of law and order: cops, informers, hired thugs, artists’.60 
Nevertheless, the lumpenproletariat still embodied a remarkably radical, if implicit, 
critique of the society of work, in that ‘its open contempt for both lackeys and bosses 
contains a good critique of work as alienation’.61 It is this refusal to submit to forced 
labour that comes to negatively define the emergence of a new proletariat in the form 
of what Vaneigem called the ‘Front Against Forced Labour’. At stake is not simply a 
refusal of work, but the demand for a new type of non-alienated labour. The Marxist 
hierarchy of the worker over the unemployed or lumpen is undone, and even the criminal 
assumes a revolutionary potential. As Bataille put it, unlike the organized proletariat, the 
lumpen represents nothing, yet their emanicpation ‘would bring on the disintegration 
of all the structures guaranteeing the homogeneity of the social edifice’.62 It should be 
recognized that this conception of the lumpenproletariat revived a dimension that Marx 
had attributed to the proletariat: its ability to ‘proclaim the dissolution of the existing 
world order’ and, by so doing, ‘declar[e] the secret of its own existence, for it is the actual 
dissolution of that order’.63
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The fact that the majority of active participants in Watts were unemployed or juvenile 
delinquents was also a sign of the radically altered class formation under the global 
expansion of the spectacle. Indeed, the global success of the commodity economy, or 
what the SI described as the triumph of an economic system founded on separation, gave 
rise to an ever expanding ‘proletarianization of the world’.64 Drawing on ideas generated 
by the group Socialisme ou Barbarie, this new category of the proletariat was expanded 
to include all those who felt themselves to be no longer in control of their lives, be they 
workers or not. These so-called ‘order-takers’ were part of a new alliance against the 
ruling ‘order-givers’. Both were the products of the capitalist system, but any resistant 
‘order-takers’ emerged as its potential negators. Contrary to Horne, who reads the lack of 
party organization and affiliation as a sign of being insufficiently class conscious (of not 
being ‘classed’ enough in other words), the SI conceive of the refusal of assimilation or 
subordination to any type of organization integrated into the capitalist system as a sign 
of a new revolutionary class, a new ‘classless’ formation. And the more heterogeneous 
and autonomous the constituents of this new lumpenproletariat, the better, since this 
provided a sign that respect for alienation had been lost everywhere, not just in factories: 
‘young people, workers, coloured people, homosexuals, women and children’, all those 
disenfranchised by the spectacle-commodity economy, were taking it into their heads 
to want everything that was forbidden them; they ‘refuse the major part of the miserable 
results that the old organization of class society permitted them to obtain and to bear. 
They want no more leaders, no more family, no more state.’65

This call for no more leaders, no rulers and no state, reveals a certain anarchist 
influence on the SI. This is especially the case when it comes to the SI’s denunciation of 
bureaucratic state and party political formations, which is close in kind to the anarchist 
Mikhail Bakunin’s denunciation of the Bolsheviks.66 This anti-party connection can be 
seen in another détourned image in the Watts article: a blurry picture of what appears to 
be a small armed fighting unit, which can be read as an image of anti-Francoist resistant 
fighters during the Spanish Civil War, since it has the caption ‘“ALL THIS WORLD 
IS LIKE THIS VALLEY CALLED JARAMA” (CHANSON DU BATAILLON 
LINCOLN)’ (Figure 4.4). This image faces onto the last paragraphs of the SI’s text, 
which describe how the Watts revolt corresponds to the Spanish Civil War, with the 
proviso that, this time, its Lincoln Brigades must understand the full significance of the 
struggle in which they are engaged and totally support it in its universal aspects. The 
Watts excesses are no more a political error than the armed resistance by the POUM in 
Barcelona in May 1937 was a betrayal of the anti-Francoist war. Two points are worth 
elaborating here since they emphasize key aspects of the SI’s proposed new proletariat: 
first, the issue as to why the POUM, a small revolutionary non-Stalinist Marxist party, 
was selected as an exemplary group formation for the Watts rebels; and, second, the SI’s 
insistence on the universal or total aspect of any revolution.

In May 1937 simmering opposition between pro-revolutionary anarchists, the 
POUM and left socialists on the one hand, and, on the other, the Soviet-backed Spanish 
Communist Party (the PCE) and socialists opposed to a broader social revolution, 
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erupted into a civil war on the streets of Barcelona.67 The anarchists were defeated and 
the POUM was destroyed. Its leader, Andrés Nin, was tortured and executed while in the 
custody of the PCE. Stalin had vilified the leaders of the POUM in particular because 
they had spoken out against the threat of ‘Stalinite Thermidorians’ who had established 
in Russia ‘the bureaucratic regime of a poisoned dictator’.68 Most of the leaders of the 
POUM were in fact ex-communists who had known Moscow well in the 1920s. From 
Stalin’s point of view, not only did Nin know too much, but also his plan to establish 
a constituent assembly, based on collective and self-managed committees, radically 
undermined Stalin’s model of an all-powerful party with a single leader at its head. For 
the SI, the fate of the POUM was proof that, first the Leninist, then the Stalinist theory 
and practice of revolutionary organization was based on a distortion and perversion 
of the 1905 Russian workers’ revolt, with their slogan, ‘All power to the soviets!’69 The 
SI understood the latter as a spontaneous uprising of self-organized and self-managed 
soviets that presented a historic alternative to the Bolsheviks’ subsequent conquest 
and suppression of the soviets by the party and the installation of a party state, rather 
than a withering away of the state. The SI agreed with Castoriadis’ observation that 
what had been established in the Soviet Union was a new bureaucratic class structure 
and not a workers’ state, not a dictatorship of the proletariat, but a dictatorship over it.70 
Other dissident, non-authoritarian socialists had described the party state as simply 
‘bureaucracy plus a firing squad’.71 Under the dictates of a party leader, the proletariat was 
reduced to a class ‘in-itself ’, a sort of blind, unconscious force, which needs to be directed 
from above. The idea of a revolutionary party was judged an oxymoron; what it really 
represented was a class-divided, two-tiered hierarchy, where the bureaucratic ‘deciders’ 
ruled over the ‘executors’ of their will.72

The SI had a very different model of a revolutionary organization, based on Anton 
Pannekoek’s model of ‘workers’ councils’ prefigured in the early soviets of the 1905 
revolution.73 The proper form of organization and power for the future proletariat was 
generalized self-management, realized in forms of autonomous actions, which they 
considered had occurred in Spain in 1937, and which they claimed was happening again, 
contemporaneously, in Algeria, Vietnam and Watts. This anti-leadership stance might 
come as a surprise to many who have read Debord’s exclusion tactics along Leninist 
or authoritarian lines. Nevertheless, in principle (if not always in practice) the SI was 
intended as an international collective of free, equal, autonomous individuals, with 
absolutely no room for sheepish ‘disciples’. It did not form a revolutionary organization as 
such, but was an organization with specific tasks, such as negating the classed conditions 
of the spectacle-economy, as part of the revolutionary path towards communism. Their 
interest in the lumpenproletariat underpinned this. Although Marxism had treated the 
proletariat as the class that would dissolve class society, its persistence as a class threatened 
a persistence of exclusion, finding its apotheosis in its authoritarian direction by the party 
state. The SI sought to correct this legacy by their engagement with the lumpenproletariat 
as a new proletariat, through which the goal of a classless society might be renewed and 
radicalized. This new proletariat was approached as a revolutionary organization of the 
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classless, a class of the classless. In this sense, the Watts revolt was a class war in the sense 
of a classless war, or rather, a war of the classless against the classed. Its comprehension, 
by the Wattists themselves, and to which the SI tried to contribute, raised a new class-
consciousness, what we might think of as a ‘classless-consciousness’.
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5

s I t u at I o n I s t  r a d I c a L 

s u b j e c t I v I t y  a n d  

P h o t o - g r a F F I t I

In July 1968 the Situationist International, in collaboration with members of the Enragés 
movement, published a book called Enragés et Situationnistes dans le Mouvement des 
Occupations, which retold the story of the occupation movements and the Paris ‘events’ 
of May 1968 from a revolutionary perspective.1 Montaged throughout the written 
testimonies compiled in this book are pillaged newspaper photographs of the violent 
clashes between the armed national riot police, the CRS (Compagnies Républicaines 
de Sécurité), and the amalgam of protesting students and workers, as well as examples of 
appropriated and re-functioned (that is, détourned) ready-made comic strips, subversive 
tracts and posters, various telegrams sent by the Occupation Committee of the Sorbonne, 
and even political song-sheets. Some of the most striking images, however, are the series 
of détourned photographs capturing the graffitied slogans that erupted over the walls 
of Paris during that heated time, typically extolling a life beyond the dead time of the 
present reified conditions (‘Vivre sans temps mort’) and in anticipation of a new freedom 
to live and play without restraints (‘Jouir sans entraves’). In keeping with the plagiarist 
strategies of the Situationist International (hereafter SI), the photojournalist sources of 
these graffiti-documents were uncited, and most appear without captions indicating the 
time and place of their original location. Such homeless images thus operate as somewhat 
ambivalent illustrations of the texts they punctuate and interrupt.

The significance of these photo-documents is not only evidence of the graffiti 
that erupted on the streets during May 1968. They are also representative of how the 
Situationist subject and its acts have been caricatured, reduced to a few subjectivist 
slogans, like those graffitied on the walls.2 Nonetheless, somewhat perversely, I want to 
take such a conflation of the Situationist subject with its written inscriptions at its word. 
I want to explore the type of subjectivity emerging from the photographic form of graffiti 
deployed throughout the Enragés et Situationnistes dans le Mouvement des Occupations, 
and, by so doing, attempt to posit a particular grammar of Situationist subjectivity that 
is precisely not ‘subjectivist’. In other words, I aim to reveal a model of revolutionary 
subjectivity that has a particular grammatical or linguistic form, more specifically, a 
poetic constitution. This poetry constitutes not only the graffiti, but also its photographic 
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reproduction. Furthermore, it constitutes the revolutionary subjectivity entwined in its 
environment sought by the Situationists. This poetic subject is non-subjectivist since it is 
only able to realize itself through the construction of situations, that is, through practical 
attempts to transform its external or objective conditions.3

The significance of graffiti for the Situationists was multi-fold. It had been a formative 
practice within the pre-history of the Situationist International and continued to be 
deployed as a strategic weapon throughout the group’s lifetime. For example, in 1953 
Guy Debord, then a member of the Lettrist International, chalked ‘NE TRAVAILLEZ 
JAMAIS’ (‘Never work’) on a wall in the rue de Seine, and photographed it.4 And in 
1963, in the first and last gallery exhibition of the SI in Odense, Denmark, Destruktion 
af RSG-6, Debord produced a series of paintings called ‘Directives’, whose propositions, 
written across what he called ‘empty paintings’, were proposed as slogans that could 
be graffitied on walls.5 This intention was an attempt to escape the limiting conditions 
of the gallery space, which repressed the interaction of these slogans with their social 
environment through its ‘do not touch’ policy.

The street was preferred to the gallery because it enabled an infinite process of 
alteration, extension or disfigurement of poetic activity: whether by anonymous 
passers-by or scribblers, with no special training in their use of a spray can, chalk or knife; 
by the vagaries of the weather; or even state censors and white-washers – as happened 
to the graffiti daubed on the Sorbonne chapel during the occupation by ‘the forces of 
counter-revolution’. Street graffiti was therefore a privileged form of poetry for the SI. 
Far from inert or fixed, street graffiti interacts precariously with the already dirtied and 
constantly changing conditions of its everyday supports, and like the inconstant form 
of a palimpsest, it can be effaced or re-inscribed. It is a potentially open-ended and 
infinitely mutable strategy to reclaim the streets from below, but also a text on the point 
of ruination. But graffiti’s propensity to fall into ruin was itself a positive factor in terms 
of the Situationists’ self-appointed task – to build on the ruins of the spectacle. Damage 
was a sign of, and site for, the possibility of reconstruction, proof that no situation is 
eternally given or fixed, but, on the contrary, historically contingent, impermanent, 
fallible and mutable. This suited the Situationists’ entire programme of constructing 
situations, which was essentially transitory: ‘our situations will be ephemeral, without 
a future; passageways. The permanence of art or anything else does not enter into our 
considerations…. Eternity is the grossest idea a person can conceive of in connection 
with his acts.’6 The desire for the ephemeral was not a desire for the unimportant, but 
rather its opposite: ‘that which changes our way of seeing the streets is more important 
than what changes our way of seeing a painting’.7

The most important aspect of graffiti for the Situationists was, however, its illegal 
status. As an act of vandalism in the eyes of property law, the graffiti mark is improper, 
out of order, in the sense of systemically against the law. Insofar as writing is a form of 
authorship or property, the anti-proprietary form of graffiti makes it a form of anti-writing. 
Its subversive potential lies precisely in its tagging as a criminal act of graphic vandalism, 
typically associated with juvenile delinquents, street gangs, all types of social outcasts 
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whose outlawed status is registered through their illegal scrawls. It was this sense of 
graffiti as the trace of an outsider that the Situationists championed and interpreted as 
an attempt to re-territorialize public space from below, on behalf of the marginalized and 
excluded. The value of such acts of vandalism, however, did not simply pertain to their 
destructive aspects. Graffiti for the Situationists was not understood as an empty, nihilistic 
gesture, but, on the contrary, was valued as a positive act, in the sense of a determinate 
negation and refusal of the everyday spaces of order and property. It was therefore a 
constructively directed counter-hegemonic strategy. As a strategic form of everyday 
intervention and re-territorialization, graffiti was also exemplary of what the Situationists 
called ‘ultra-détournement’. This was an expansion of their method of détournement, which 
was typically associated with the devaluing and revaluing of ready-made images. Ultra-
détournement extended détournement into everyday social life, where, for example, all 
the meanings and values of bodily gestures, words, clothing or architecture, could be 
subjected to a playful re-appropriation and subversive overturning.8 Graffiti was one of 
the most consistent forms that ultra-détournement took, interrupting the urban fabric of 
everyday life: be it over posters, cars, billboards, buildings, and, of course, walls. For the 
Situationists, then, graffiti performed an immanent social critique that allowed myriad 
anonymous producers to appropriate and insinuate themselves into the architectural 
fabric of daily social life by means of graffitied words that seeped into and interacted with 
its already grubby, life-polluted surfaces.

Throughout Enragés et Situationnistes dans le Mouvement des Occupations the graffiti 
depicted appears as an unruly grammar supporting the rebel protesters, opposed to the 
forces of law and order. But, besides this general significance, I want to suggest a more 
particular reading of the graffiti and its photographic format, whereby anti-writing is 
linked to a specific Situationist critique of everyday language, which in turn references 
and produces a specific type of subjectivity, namely, what the Situationists defined as 
‘radical subjectivity’. The most sustained language-based or, rather, poetic model of 
radical subjectivity developed by the Situationists, appeared six months before the 
events of May ’68 in Vaneigem’s The Revolution of Everyday Life.9 In the following, 
I want to develop and elaborate the neglected and often misrepresented figure of 
‘radical subjectivity’, which even remains somewhat submerged in Vaneigem’s book. 
Furthermore, despite the fact that The Revolution of Everyday Life does not deal with 
photography and contains no images, I want to use the photos of graffiti from Enragés et 
Situationnistes dans le Mouvement des Occupations in order to develop an account of how 
graffiti and photography work together here, and, in so doing, disclose between them a 
form of radical subjectivity.

Situationist poetics and the liquidation of language

The Revolution of Everyday Life argues that forms of radical subjectivity only emerge 
through particular acts of subversive anti-writing, which Vaneigem refers to as poetry. 
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Hence, poetry no longer refers to the production of poems as specialized cultural 
commodities, produced by elite author-poets who are separated from the more profane 
realm of everyday life. This reveals a connection to the Situationists’ inheritance from 
Lettrism (via Lautréamont) of the dictum that ‘poetry must be made by all’, and that its 
ideal locations were spheres of everyday life such as streets, cafés or nightclubs. It should 
be recalled that the avant-garde goal of Lettrism was to rescue the letter from the word, 
to chisel or break it down into a meaningless particle, and so free it from any fixed (in 
the sense of hegemonically imposed) semantic meaning. This unconstrained ‘lettrist’ 
element would then be set loose into the ether as a lexical point of departure for the 
beginnings of a new alphabet, and ultimately a new language, which could be used in turn 
to create a new world through novel forms of communicative interaction. 

However, Lettrist acts aimed at more than an assault within the sphere of traditional 
poetry. They included subversive forms of direct action carried out within a broader 
social terrain. For example, in April 1950, the Lettrist Michel Mourre kidnapped a 
Dominican monk and stole his robe in order to pose as a priest and hijack an Easter Mass 
at Notre-Dame. Mourre read out a sermon written by the Lettrist poet, Serge Berna, 
declaring the Catholic church as being ‘the running sore on the decomposed body of the 
West’ and announcing ‘the death of God’.10 Before he could finish his détourned sermon 
the cathedral’s Swiss Guards rushed the conspirator, swords drawn, and attempted to 
kill him. Mourre’s comrades rushed to shield him – one, Jean Rullier had his face slashed 
open. They managed to escape but were captured or, somewhat ironically, rescued by the 
police: an angry crowd from the cathedral, having chased the agitators to the edge of the 
Seine, was apparently on the verge of trying to lynch them. It was the desire to concentrate 
on and experiment further with such direct forms of poetic intervention in the sphere of 
everyday urban life that prompted a split in the Lettrist group and the formation of the 
Lettrist International in 1952.11 This was how the latter’s project of ‘unitary urbanism’ was 
understood, as an attempt to actually ‘live’ the revolution in culture, through provisional 
acts of everyday subversion outside the parameters of specialized institutions and 
modes of attention. These ideas were fundamental to the subsequent formation of the 
Situationist International in 1957.

It is therefore no surprise that, for Vaneigem, ‘true poetry cares nothing for poems’.12 
On the contrary, what he called the abolition of the poem occurred through the poem’s 
actualization in the form of a language-act or event carried out in the non-specialized 
sphere of everyday life-praxis: ‘realizing poetry means nothing less than simultaneously 
and inseparably creating events and their language’.13 Situationist poetry, defined as 
a language of events, becomes a form of living speech-in-action that, for Vaneigem, 
combines the language of lived experience with a form of radical theory: ‘poetry is 
also radical theory completely embodied in action; the mortar binding tactics and 
revolutionary strategy; the high point of the great game with everyday life’.14 Such poetry 
is understood as capable of bringing new ways of existing into play. More than a radical 
form of language, it presents a radical form of life, hinting at a revolutionary ‘reversal 
of perspective’ to come: ‘what is poetry if not the revolutionary moment of language, 
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inseparable as such from the revolutionary moments of history and from the history 
of personal life’.15 Thus defined, Situationist poetry is an historical form of subversive, 
revolutionary anti-writing, tied to a living, creative subjectivity. The latter figure was in 
turn defined by Vaneigem as having a ‘passion for spontaneous self-creation and self-
realisation’, where the search for qualitative, immediate experience (the vécu), is the 
prioritized counter-measure to quantitative survival within the alienating conditions of 
the society of the spectacle.

Situationist poetry, although clearly on the side of the creative subject was not simply 
or reductively subjectivist. On the contrary, for Vaneigem, radical subjectivity was only 
realized through creative acts of subversion that were, of necessity, directed outwards, 
towards a transformation of the objective world. Poetic acts are ‘at once rational and 
passionate, which dialectically unites immediate subjective demands and the objective 
conditions of our time’.16 In alignment with his close friend Henri Lefebvre (who 
introduced Vaneigem to Debord in the early 1960s), Vaneigem was also interested in 
an immanent critique of everyday life, that is, an emancipatory project that took place 
in the here and now. In the case of poetry, this was understood as a tactical, momentary 
transformation of everyday speech acts through a process Vaneigem defined as a 
‘liquidation of language’. To better understand this strategic fluidization and expenditure 
of language, and the resulting emergence of a radical subjectivity, it needs to be placed 
within the context of the Situationists’ particular attack on the language of the spectacle. 
This was a complex semantic war staged on the ill-defined and shifting frontier between 
‘language captured by power (conditioning) and free language (poetry)’.17

In The Society of the Spectacle, Debord described a reification of all social relations, 
including communication, under capitalist conditions of production, whereby all that 
was once directly lived is reduced to its abstract representation.18 From this perspective, 
language, understood as a living moment of creative communication, had been all 
but killed by its reduction to the quantitative and cold exchange of blunt formulas or 
ready-made information, also called ‘Newspeak’ by the Situationists. Living dialogue 
was subordinated or rather embalmed in the conditioned, non-living language of power. 
However, contrary to what Debord called the anti-historical thought of structuralism, 
which legitimated ‘the eternal presence of a system that was never created and will 
never disappear’,19 the Situationists claimed that the petrification of language was only 
a ‘brief freeze’, the result of historically changeable conditions. Against the ‘chill dream 
of structuralism’, validated and imposed by the reifying conditions of the spectacle, the 
Situationists posited the practice of détournement, defined as ‘the fluid language of anti-
ideology’.20 This was conceived as an immanent mode of language critique, in the sense 
that they recognized that they could not step outside of the conditions of the spectacle. 
Therefore its criticism required ‘talking its language to some degree’, but in such a way that 
its official meaning was re-functioned: ‘every critique of the old world has been made in 
the language of that world, yet directed against it and therefore automatically in a different 
language’.21 Translated as a revaluing and devaluing of the hegemonic codes of language, 
détournement was a type of communication aware of its inability to enshrine any inherent 
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and definitive certainty. Refusal of definitive language regimes was proof that no words 
were inherently fixed or frozen, that is, ‘informationist’, but that they ‘embody forces that 
can upset the most careful calculations’.22 

Yet, revealing the presence of such excessive semantic remainders, with such surrealist 
phrases as ‘bones keep turning up in their cheese’, or the reduction of language to 
spasmodic, phonetic cries, as had been the case with Lettrism, was not sufficient for the 
SI.23 Drawing on the character of Humpty Dumpty in Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures 
in Wonderland, they argued that it was not just the type of words used that mattered, 
but how the words were used, and on whose behalf they were made to work or ‘never 
work’.24 In other words, it was the criterion of effectiveness, the function or use-value of 
words, that was important in determining the radical credentials of Situationist poetry. 
This is not to reassert an instrumental use of language, for the job of words could be 
their uselessness, their excessive playfulness as part of a strategic insubordination of the 
functionalist language of the spectacle.

So, it was the porosity of words, their lack of certainty and fixity, which lay behind 
Vaneigem’s technique of liquefying language. And it was the task of such free and 
immediate poetry to both counter-attack the petrified language of power and open the way 
for the emergence of radically new realities and subjectivities. In other words, subversive 
poetry provided the necessary impulse or catalyst to changing the world: ‘the qualitative 
leap precipitates a chain reaction which is to be seen in all revolutionary moments; such 
a reaction must be awoken by the scandal of free and total creativity’.25 Vaneigem lists 
three crucial modes of Situationist poetry: first, the détournement of information and 
the decoding and recoding of news and official forms of language; second, the return 
to open dialogue, the language of the dialectic and conversation or all forms of non-
spectacular discussion; and, third, the production of ‘sensual speech’, also referred to as 
‘erotic communication’, a speech centred on the embodied realization of individual and 
collective poetry.26 What follows is an exploration of how the photographic images of 
graffiti in Enragés et Situationnistes dans le Mouvement des Occupations perform these tasks 
set out by Vaneigem and, thereby, how they effectively produce radical subjectivity. 

Armoured bodies/fluid bodies

At a general level, all the images of graffiti used by the Situationists that consist of painted 
words enact a literal fluidization of language. The liquid words seep into their wall supports 
and bleed out beyond the boundaries of the letters. The scribbler’s language-acts and the 
chosen support are suggestively porous to one another, in the sense that external objective 
conditions (the wall) and externalized subjective desires (the graffiti) contaminate one 
another, thereby fulfilling Vaneigem’s demand for an open, dialectical communication 
between a subject and its world, transforming both in the process. If, however, at least 
in most instances, the poetic transformation of external conditions is evident from how 
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rigid architectural and semantic structures are fluidized, vandalized and disfigured, what 
about the transformation of the subject? 

One way to answer this question is to reconsider the Situationists’ poetic task as one 
that aims at fluidizing the fixed or petrified boundaries of the spectacularized subject. The 
latter may be seen in the armoured bodies of the riot police involved in the May events of 
1968, the CRS, which are depicted in the book (Figure 5.1). From this perspective, the 
task of poetry is to find ways to combat and to penetrate such an armoured or petrified 
subject in order to produce a disarmed and fluid subject, a radical subject. An appropriate 
slogan here is ‘Sous les pavés, la plage’ (‘Under the paving stones, the beach’) (Figure 5.2). 
Among its many resonances, this slogan expresses the desire to overturn the rigid and 
ordered surfaces of everyday life in order to reveal a shifting, formless, pleasurable terrain 
that is concealed beneath. Graffiti has this sentiment within its very etymology, insofar 
as it derives from a practice of scratching or incision into a wall. In this sense, graffiti that 
covers the surface, like the one in question here, still carries with it metaphorical but 
nonetheless powerful sense of cutting through the surface to that which is beneath, not 
just covering a surface. But even as paint or some other medium, the covering literally 
seeps into and through its surface. Graffiti is like a tattoo, which both colours and scars 
the surfaces it covers by penetrating, leaking, beneath them. Such an overturning of 
the streets actually took place during the bloody night of the barricades, 10 May: the 
amalgam of rebel protesters infamously dug up the streets of Paris and used the loosened 
cobblestones as weapons against the tear gas grenades, batons and rubber bullets aimed 
at them by the CRS. 

Figure 5.1 [Riot police shooting] Paris, 1968, photographer unknown, from Enragés et 
Situationnistes dans le Mouvement des Occupations, p. 117 (reproduced courtesy of the Debord 
Estate/Alice Becher-Ho. Rights reserved).
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Throughout Enragés et Situationnistes dans le Mouvement des Occupations, the 
rebel protesters are represented as being on the side of the repressed, while the CRS 
are ciphers for all that is repressive. Although not used in the Situationists’ book, the 
graffito ‘CRS = SS’ signalled the protesters’ perception of the fascistic character of the 
CRS’s actions during May ’68.27 There are, indeed, many similarities between the CRS 
and the SS soldiers of the 1930s and 1940s, especially when considered in the terms of 
Georges Bataille’s or Klaus Theweleit’s characterization of the latter as homogenized and 
masculinized subjects who rigidly armour themselves against all forms of otherness, both 
without and within.28 But the armoured subject at stake in the images under consideration 
here is clearly not that of 1930s–1940s fascism or Nazism, but 1960s capitalism. For the 
Situationists, this ‘society of the spectacle’ was characterized as a historical moment 
where all social and psychic processes of armouring were understood as a symptomatic 
response to the vampirism of the spectacle. Just as Marx saw capital as a form of ‘dead 
labour which, vampire-like, lives only by sucking living labour, and lives the more, the 
more labour it sucks’,29 so too, for the Situationists, ‘the spectacle in its generality is a 
concrete inversion of life, and, as such, the autonomous movement of non-life’.30 All 
processes of armouring were therefore symptoms produced by the deadening spectacle. 
To be co-opted by it was to have one’s vital energies sucked out in such a way that man 
resembled the inert statues in the landscapes of a de Chirico painting: ‘his deserted 
squares and petrified backgrounds display man dehumanised by the things he has made 
– things which, frozen in an urban space crystallising the oppressive power of ideologies, 
rob him of his substance and suck his blood’.31

Figure 5.2 [‘Sous les pavés, la plage’] Paris, May 1968. Photographer: Jo Schnapp, Enragés et 
Situationnistes dans le Mouvement des Occupations, Gallimard: Paris, 1998, p. 143 (reproduced 
courtesy of the Debord Estate/Alice Becher-Ho. Rights reserved).
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What better way to counter such petrifaction than by the explicit call for a fluid, 
promiscuous, palpable and illicit body, which refuses to be contained by socially 
prescribed and divisive boundaries? The slogan ‘Je jouis dans les pavés’ (which I 
translate as ‘I cum all over the paving stones’) suggests a transgression of boundaries 
(Figure 5.3). It responds to Vaneigem’s call for an erotics of communication and marks 

Figure 5.3 [‘Je jouis dans les pavés’] Paris, May, 1968. Photographer: Jo Schnapp, Enragés et 
Situationnistes dans le Mouvement des Occupations, Gallimard: Paris, 1998, p. 62. First published in 
Walter Lewino, L’Imagination au Pouvoir, Le Terrain Vague: Paris 1968, np (reproduced courtesy 
of the Debord Estate/Alice Becher-Ho. Rights reserved).
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out the trace of a sensuous, somewhat obscene body, where, in a desublimating gesture, 
private masturbatory pleasures are relocated to the street. The painted words spell 
out the discharge of sexual fluids; an act of expulsion that breaks down the security of 
clearly defined bodily boundaries and liquidates proprietary social taboos that sexual 
pleasures should be secreted behind closed doors. To ejaculate and excrete internal fluids 
contaminates a coherent outline of the self, disturbing the borders between inside and 
out. Matter and acts (including poetry) that appear to be out of place signal danger to the 
forces of law and order; and the level of threat the former poses can be measured by the 
amount of violence with which the latter surrounds and suppresses them. We can read 
the burnt-out car in the foreground as a sign of the wreckage and devastation that lies in 
the wake of such confrontational poetic emissions.

However, considering the Situationists’ rejection of nihilism, we must be careful to 
avoid reading such signs and scenes of destruction as celebrations of violence for its own 
sake. Instead, the aggressive aspect of such poetry points to the emergence of a precarious 
subjectivity during a state of emergency. Vaneigem wrote: ‘the point where resistance 
begins is the look-out post of subjectivity’.32 I interpret this as meaning that what he calls 
radical subjectivity appears at a moment of uncertainty and crisis, which erupts through 
moments of creative and often violent acts of resistance aimed at cracking or liquidating 
the rigid, hegemonic social structures of the spectacle. Indeed, the bold imperative 
‘Soyons cruels!’ (‘Let’s be cruel!’) (Figure 5.4), daubed as if falling down the Sorbonne’s 

Figure 5.4 [‘Soyons cruels!’] Paris, Sorbonne, May 1968. Photographer: Jo Schnapp, Enragés et 
Situationnistes dans le Mouvement des Occupations, Gallimard: Paris, 1998, p. 99. First published in 
Walter Lewino, L’Imagination au Pouvoir, Le Terrain Vague: Paris, 1968, np (reproduced courtesy 
of the Debord Estate/Alice Becher-Ho. Rights reserved).
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main staircase, can be read as a symptomatic and diagnostic graffiti-event. It suggests the 
actual violence that took place between the armed police and the rebel protesters, but 
is also a marker of the cruelty and damage carried out by the repressive regime of the 
spectacle. It performs as a sadistic reminder that all poetry repressed by the inertia of 
Newspeak and information will return with a vengeance: ‘brutally put down, it is reborn 
in violence. It plays muse to rioters, informs revolt and animates all great revolutionary 
carnivals.’33 The repressed never returns in a benign state insofar as it is damaged and 
dysfunctional, symptomatic of the repressive violence done to it, as is suggested by the 
sadistic impulse to ‘be cruel’.

Graffiti such as ‘Let’s be cruel!’ or ‘Humanity will only be happy the day the last 
bureaucrat is hanged with the guts of the last capitalist’, or even ‘I cum all over the paving 
stones’, need to be understood as targeted forms of poetic negation. For example, in the 
case of ‘I cum all over the paving stones’, this reference to orgasmic pleasures reveals 
Vaneigem’s self-confessed debt to the theories of both Wilhelm Reich and Norman O. 
Brown, with whom he agrees that, ‘true pleasures, joie de vivre and orgiastic potency 
shatter body armour and roles’.34 Yet, for Vaneigem, the problems of tensions and their 
liquidation do not exist solely at the level of sexuality. They characterize all human 
relationships formed under the historical conditions of the society of the spectacle.35 
One potential cure therefore lay in the release and expenditure of all sexuality’s pent up 
and accumulated energies. Just as poetry melted the frozen language of power, sexuality 
also needed to find ways to crack open the armoured body, and one tactic was to find a 
way to scratch below its surfaces and release what was repressed or hidden within.

This suggests that an attack against, or better still, an ultra-détournement of the 
shielded, homogenized body (like that against frozen language or Newspeak) can be 
made by the very forces that this figure most fears and armours itself against: such as 
fluidity, promiscuity, jouissance, impropriety, contamination and insubordination. What 
this presents is a model of the petrified or armoured subject as already containing within 
it the means for its release or disarmouring. A non-petrified creative subjectivity is 
already inscribed within the armoured subject, as a condition of its formation under the 
repressive conditions of the spectacle or, rather, inside every armoured subject is a residue 
or trace of the living body. In this sense, radical subjectivity is the non-identity that is 
already inscribed within the singular identity of the spectacular subject. In other words, 
the radical subject represents all that the spectacle must negate in order to establish itself. 
So by bringing about the return of the repressed radical subjectivity, the Situationists 
constructed the possibility of negating the negation, by confronting the spectacle with 
what it tries to repress: error, excess, vandalism, riots, festivals, the irregular – namely, 
Situationist poetry and radical subjectivity.

Yet it could be argued that such processes of fluidization and disarmouring are merely 
a symptomatic outcome of the spectacle itself. Indeed, as Hal Foster aptly puts it: ‘if 
the fascist subject is threatened by schizophrenic fragments and flows, the capitalist 
subject may thrive on such disruptions’.36 Vaneigem was not unaware of this problem. 
If the ‘cop’ is the armoured, anxious subject, defending itself against the uncontrollable 
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flows of capital, then what Vaneigem calls the en-soi (in-itself) is a figure that embraces 
such flows unthinkingly in the throes of some ecstatic release, a spasmodic reflex action, 
without thought or direction. For Vaneigem, such a radically unbound figure, without 
any instituted or restraining boundaries was precisely not a subject at all, let alone a 
radical one, but rather a pure pulsion that was sadistic, un-dialectical and totally out of 
control. The en-soi represented the principle of pure negation that confronts the violence 
of the law in its most pure and stark form. Drawing on Kafka’s story ‘The Penal Colony’, 
Vaneigem describes how the violence of the en-soi may cause the law to self-destruct, 
but only by shattering itself in the process.37 The Situationists contested both the figures 
of the cop and the en-soi, since they were too one-sided, too singular and un-dialectical. 
The cop is too rigid and constricted, living out its life according to the petrifying rules 
and interdictions of the repressive regime of the spectacle, and the en-soi is too fluid, 
its unthinking, unconscious, nihilistic gestures risking the annihilation of the subject 
altogether, disabling any agency for constructive, targeted, socio-political interventions. 

Against the choices of nihilistic disappearance or armoured containment, Vaneigem 
and the Situationists posit the model of the ‘constructed situation’ and its ‘constructing 
subject’, namely, the radical subject. The constructed situation, pitted against mindless 
violence for its own sake, is conceived as a deliberate and concrete transformation 
of the historically given by a subject that builds on the ruins of the spectacle. The 
constructed situation may involve violent, destructive and illegal acts, but only as 
strategic interventions taken up in the cause of the total transformation of the society 
of the spectacle. In other words, it is a political situation from out of which a counter-
subject will emerge, but only through its acts of countering. Its form cannot be predicted 
in advance of its embodied actions and is therefore always precarious, involving the risk 
of either success or failure. What emerges here is an unstable and impermanent subject 
position, a subjectivity that is in flux. Hence, it occupies what Vaneigem described as 
an in-between space or ‘interworld’ (l’intermonde), a threshold position. It is a subject 
that therefore resembles the poetic form of Situationist graffiti, since it too is precarious, 
potentially endless and transformable through acts of re-inscription and thus extension, 
but also at the threshold of annihilation or disappearance, through acts of obliteration 
and erasure perpetrated by the dominant forces of repression and censorship.

Situationist photo-graffiti

My presentation so far of graffiti as a form of Situationist poetry underwriting radical 
subjectivity relies on its status as a lived, insubordinate script. So what happens when it 
takes on a photographic form as within Enragés et Situationnistes dans le Mouvement des 
Occupations? The reproduction of graffiti would seem to renege on its lived immediacy, 
its eruptive aspect petrified by the monumentalizing effect of the photograph and its 
restraining frame. In other words, the static image performs as a sort of prosthetic device 
containing and holding back the fluidity of Situationist graffiti-poetry, understood as 

Stracey T02909 01 text   87 02/09/2014   11:39



8 8  |  c o n s t r u c t e d  s I t u at I o n s

living speech embodied in action. My contention is that, on the contrary, the Situationists’ 
use of photography can be thought of as acting analogously to graffiti, and that, in a 
profound sense, graffiti provides a model for photographic practice and the emergence 
of what could be called ‘photo-poetry’ or ‘photo-graffiti’, perhaps even ‘photo-graphiti’. 
This photo-graffiti functions as a form of light-writing that extends and embodies the 
Situationists’ model of radical subjectivity. 

If, as Vaneigem contends, the impulse towards radical subjectivity emerges through 
instances of insubordinate poetry that melt the frozen language of the spectacle, 
namely, ‘newspeak’, then it can be argued that it also emerges through the Situationists’ 
détournement of ready-made photojournalistic images that fluidize the parameters of 
official ‘News-spectacles’. The détourned newspaper photographs are re-coded by being 
re-sited in a new context, namely the Situationists’ book. Although in some instances 
the use of photographs as illustrations of the text is conventional, such as the location 
of scenes of protest in the section called ‘the battle in the street’, in most places there is a 
deliberate, if ambiguous, disjuncture between image and text. For example, the photo of 
the stair-top graffito ‘Soyons cruels!’ (Figure 5.4) is not supported by a caption that ties it 
to a set time, location, author or fantasy, such as a student imagining pushing a professor 
down the stairs. Instead, it is underwritten by a text that recounts how the striking 
Renault factory workers attempted (but ultimately failed) to establish contact with the 
occupying Sorbonne students, against the directive of their Stalinist trade unions. Whose 
cruelty is at stake becomes uncertain.

Such uncertainty is deliberately sought. The Situationists’ détournement of the 
photograph puts pressure on fixed meaning by making its framing borders porous to the 
text outside. The photographs are disarmoured like the seeping boundaries of graffiti, 
in that they are open to contamination by what supports them. In this case, the page of 
the book now becomes the life-contaminated or living-wall of text that leans against and 
puts pressure on the significance of the photograph, which in turn puts pressure on the 
meaning of the text: both are subject to leakage. Such a fluidization of meaning links the 
Situationist use of photo-poetry to Vaneigem’s demand for open dialogue or dialectical 
communication, because the meaning of the image is both within it, but also constituted 
by what it excludes or cuts off from the scene, and by what lies outside of it, starting with 
the pages of the book. Therefore, although this re-territorialization from its perishable 
newspaper home prolongs the life expectancy of the photograph, as well as extending 
the graffiti’s original spatio-temporal location, the photo still risks ruination at the level 
of hermeneutical flux. Or, just as graffiti is a text in ruins, we are presented here with an 
image in ruins. The Situationists thus indicate that no news-spectacle is inherently fixed, 
but, on the contrary, they embody forces that can upset the most careful calculations, 
and are therefore suitable vehicles for a counter-spectacle offensive through which to 
construct new forms of subjectivity.

A radical aspect of graffiti for the Situationists was its outlawed status and this is 
structurally replicated in the process of détournement itself. The détourned photos 
re-illegalize the official news reports. They recover the illegal status of the graffiti that 
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they represent and supplement. As a strategy, détournement refuses to cite the authors 
of the ready-made elements it pillages or appropriates, and thereby disobeys the laws 
of copyright protection. As détourned photographs, they refuse to be lawful or policed, 
and are in this sense systemically out of order and improper. Like graffiti, détourned 
photographs are anti-proprietary. However, some of the photos that the Situationists 
hijacked for this particular book were images that had already been censored by the 
state. Throughout the May ’68 events there had been an official clampdown and later a 
blackout of television, radio and newspaper reports of the battles that were taking place 
in the streets of Paris. This was due to the initial images of the violence upsetting and 
rallying protest from the parents of many of the injured students, as well as complaints 
from the general public over the brutality of the CRS. Many photographs (and official 
photographers) became homeless and, with no official media sites available, alternative 
publishing venues were sought. An example is Walter Lewino’s book L’Imagination au 
Pouvoir, introduced as a homage to the ten days between 3 and 13 May, and published 
by the little press Le Terrain Vague. It consists of photographs taken by Jo Schnapp 
(which sounds like a nom de camera) of the graffiti that appeared in the streets and in 
the Sorbonne during that time. Several of the Situationists’ graffiti photos are stolen or 
détourned from this book.38 By re-distributing such officially banned photos, they are 
enacting a return of the repressed at the level of the image. And since these photos speak 
from the perspective of the censored, they are forms of counter-spectacle that occupy 
the position of the outlawed and marginalized, like the graffiti they capture. Like the 
untagged graffiti form selected by the Situationists, as détourned images their authorship 
remains anonymous. In this sense, they are all headless images belonging to no one 
person in particular and therefore potentially available to everyone.

These détourned images are not only decapitated (authorless) but, as cut-up, 
montaged fragments, they also metaphorically represent a body in pieces. This image-
dismemberment points to the dangers for the radical subject’s emergence through what 
Vaneigem insists must be moments of crisis, such as during the events of May ’68 when 
the rebel protesters pushed the hegemonic structures of the spectacle to breaking point.39 
Inevitably, such moments of resistance put the subject at risk. The subject may emerge 
triumphant in its revolutionary transformation, or be crushed into submission by the 
counter-forces of the state. What I am suggesting is that such dangers are not just present 
in the destructive and often violent content of the photos used by the Situationists, 
but are represented formally by the Situationists’ use of montage techniques. Cut-up, 
castrated, incomplete, this is the Situationists’ chosen form for their photographic body, 
which, like that of the radical subject, lacks secure or containing borders. As a circulating 
part image-object, it too is on the side of desire, of jouissance, of all that a coherent and 
armoured body fears and represses, not just at the level of content, but in its form.

Yet, the radically unbound aspect of this body part risks replicating the en-soi or 
non-subject position outlined by Vaneigem. To avoid such a subjective zero point, the 
establishment of some targeted, interpretive moorings is required. The incomplete photo 
is receptive to all sorts of meaning-filling operations. But the process of détournement 
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entails some delimitations in the form of targeted interventions and spectators, and it 
is here that the complicity or difference between subject positions is constructed and 
revealed. In other words, it is the historically specific job performed by Situationist 
photography and graffiti, the insubordinate interventions both within and against the 
reigning conditions of the spectacle, which matters politically. Neither photography nor 
graffiti were inherently radical forms for the Situationists.40 Both can be recuperated and 
serve conservative ends. For example, ‘Vulgar Recuperation’ (Figure 5.5) reveals how 
subversive strategies of graffiti can be co-opted and reused as commercial advertising, 
with photography as its reified support.41 But recuperation was also a sign for the 
Situationists that nothing is fixed, and is therefore open to change. The ruined form marks 
out a process of transformation, and it is only through such transient passageways that 
alternative situations and radical subjectivities can emerge or be politically constructed.

According to Vaneigem, subversive poetry must be embodied, must be a trace of a 
living, palpable, fleshy body that transforms itself through the ultra-détournement of 
its external or objective situation. With graffiti, the visible residues of such subjective 
and objective intertwinements is immediate, although the marks remain indirect 
in that they are mediated by a tool, such as a piece of chalk or a spray can. With the 
photographs, however, not only were they mediated by the mechanical apparatus of 
the camera, but the visible results were never instant, always subjected to the delays 
of darkroom processing. My contention here is that both graffiti and photography are 
modes of discontinuous, or non-contemporaneous writing. (I am drawing here on a 
substantive sense of photography as ‘light-writing’.) Both are scripts or traces that extend 
beyond their moments of inscription to reveal the past of having been written, as well as 
indicating possible futures: either survival through future audiences or as a site of loss. 
The Situationists’ détourned photographs may salvage the perishable forms of graffiti, 
but at the same time photography is itself a precarious type of image, constitutively 
cut adrift from the temporality of the present.42 Nevertheless, the Situationists used 
photos that reveal or, better, construct a living and embodied aspect. For example, 
the photographer who took the picture of the cascading wall to floor stairwell graffiti 
‘Cache-toi, objet! Baisse-toi et broute!’ (which might be translated as ‘Get lost, object! 
Fall and hurt yourself!’) (Figure 5.6), was obviously positioned above, probably on the 
next set of stairs. But he zooms in and crops the image as if trying to occupy or mirror the 
graffitist’s low, kneeling position. The photographer, through positioning and framing, 
and later through developing and cropping, reveals the photographic process to be a 
complex coupling of bodily and manual manipulations with automatic mechanisms. It 
is not the result of passive reflection. It is not simply an index. It consists of a complex 
interaction between viewed and viewer(s). The Situationists continued this process of 
hands-on manipulation and intervention when they chose to crop and thus reframe the 
détourned photos. This reveals a level of interaction and reconstruction between the 
Situationist subject and the photographic image that extends beyond the actual taker of 
the photo. It also reveals the Situationists’ challenge to the so-called documentary truth 
claims of their photojournalist sources, because, by carefully selecting and reframing 
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the photo, they imprint or impose on it their particular narrative of the May ’68 events. 
The act of détournement exposes how the value and significance of photographs can, like 
the palimpsest character of graffiti, be metaphorically whitewashed, re-coded and even 
erased. Therefore, the Situationists’ détourned photos oscillate ambivalently between 
retention, the chemical fixation of what it has captured, and extension or undoing, 
the unpredictable spatio-temporal relocations and retranslations. The graffiti is also 
fundamentally changed or undone by its photographic supplementation, in the sense 
that the photo serves to extend this poetry of interruption and urban re-territorialization 
through processes of redistribution in sites both temporally and spatially beyond the 
graffiti’s original space-time. This is true of the publication of Enragés et Situationnistes 
dans le Mouvement des Occupations in 1968, as well as its republication in 1998.43

The aim of the Situationists was to salvage forms of radical subjectivity and lived 
immediacy from the general opprobrium that covered them, by proposing and 
demonstrating ‘an enjoyment of the self that proclaimed itself one with enjoyment of 
the world’.44 The events of May ’68 provided the backdrop where such experiments in 
enjoyment could be put into action: occupation committees, general strikes, violent riots 
and playful graffitied reclamations of the architectural and social body. All such actions 
were examples of ultra-détournements, or what Vaneigem defined as subversive poetry, 
that is, embodied actions carried out by a constructing and thereby radical subjectivity, 
directed at changing external conditions or, rather, at constructing situations, the 
ultimate goal of Situationist activity: ‘it will be open to everyone to détourne entire 
situations by deliberately changing this or that determinant condition of them’.45 I 
hope to have shown here this activity was true not only of graffiti, but of photography 
too, and that photography and graffiti worked together to these ends in the images of 
Enragés et Situationnistes dans le Mouvement des Occupations. I hope, therefore, to have 
shown how photography does not operate here as a reification of the events of May ’68, 
making them complicit with the society of the spectacle. Instead, these photographs are 
a form of photo-poetry that not only documents graffiti and radical subjectivity, but also 
deploys photography’s discontinuous and event-like workings to make it perform as a 
sort of graffiti itself, which actively generates radical subjectivity. In other words, these 
photographs do not just record the disruptive events of May ’68, but also embody them.
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t h e  s I t u at I o n  o F  W o m e n

There is dissimulation everywhere under a coercive regime. 
Charles Fourier

All oppression creates a state of war. 
Simone de Beauvoir1

Scattered throughout various articles in the first issue of the Situationist International’s 
journal internationale situationniste, published in June 1958, is a seemingly random 
selection of six images of women, an ad hoc mixture of bathing beauties, smiling, beguiling, 
crouching, posing, playing in water and reclining on horseback (Figures 6.1, 6.2, 6.3, 
6.4, 6.5, 6.6). With no obvious alterations and no explicit re-codings via captions or 
speech-bubble additions, these images obey the principle of ‘détournements mineurs’, that 
is, minor détournements, which were defined by the Situationist International (hereafter 
SI) as an appropriated element that had no importance in itself and so drew its new 
meaning or meanings from the new context or location in which it was placed.2 Typically, 
this consisted of press-clippings, a neutral phrase or a commonplace photograph. In this 
instance, commercial images were spatially shifted from their original home in women’s 
magazines and pornographic magazines, and relocated in the SI’s revolutionary journal. 
But to what critical effect? There seems to be no clear relation between these images and 
the anonymous mixture of articles in which they appear.3

Undoubtedly, this process of determinate misplacement or disjunctive conjuncture 
worked to challenge the conventional meaning or role of these images. No longer 
circulating in their intended home, these ‘bikini-babes’ no longer serve as the appropriate 
props to the goods they were meant to sell, such as holidays in the sun, beach wear, leisure 
lifestyles, etc. The vacuousness of their posing is exaggerated by the absence of a suitable 
or expected context. They bump and grind against their new situation. Juxtaposed to 
absurd effect, the SI succeed in exposing the gendered, consumerist fiction that conflates 
the image of woman with desire and glamour, as seductive traits to be projected onto 
the goods they support and promote. Their function is rendered ridiculous by the 
commodity’s absence. 

Yet, at the same time, the ornamental and seductive allure of these images is 
presupposed and, to some extent, maintained. Any jarring effect of their détourned 
misplacement relies on their perceived erotic and superficial appeal, which clashes 
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against the intellectual critique offered in the texts they supplement. The SI is in danger 
of replaying a decidedly feminized version of what Wolfgang Fritz Haug defines as the 
‘sexual semblance’ of ‘commodity aesthetics’.4 That is to say, they are reliant on using the 
sex appeal of these types of eye-candy as a lure, either to liven up the dull rhetoric of the 
texts, or to capture the interest of a potential buyer flicking through the journal’s pages, 
tempting them into reading the SI’s critique of the society of the spectacle. In such a 
case, a limited transformation has occurred at the level of the reader, since the images 
are no longer directed at their original audience. For instance, the images from women’s 
magazines no longer anticipate a female audience. But they are not simply subjected to 
a heterosexual gaze. This prevalent reading of the images is not without foundation, but 
it is also reductive. The original homosexual gaze solicited by these images persists into 
their new context, at least to some extent. And it should be noted that the SI’s ideal reader 
was not male or even of a fixed sex or gender. 

These examples of minor détournements set up an ambiguous and fraught oscillation: 
on the one hand, replaying the fetishized character of the commodity-image or spectacle; 
on the other, transforming its workings by relocating it to a new, out-of-place, avant-garde 
context, which exposes the ludicrously reductive function and fiction of the sign ‘woman’ 
as the stand-in for sexual semblance as such. This analysis works insofar as the images are 
treated somewhat generically, as incidences of re-functioned or détourned spectacles. 
A more substantive and complex reading of the same images emerges, however, if the 
particularity of their historical context is taken into account, such as the specific types of 
post-war women’s magazines in which they appeared. 

In an interview with Michèle Bernstein in 1999, I asked why these bikini-babe images 
were selected. Significantly, she began her answer by admitting that she was responsible 
for putting images into the SI’s journal. Her reason for including images in general was 
prompted by Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, where Alice ponders, ‘what 
is the use of a book … without pictures and conversations?’ This allusion may appear to 
deflate their significance. But I think it suggests that a particular use was at stake in the 
détournement of images from the world of popular, commercial-press culture, especially 
when it is considered that they were directed at a particular class of female consumers 
who bought magazines such as Elle (founded in 1945) and Marie Claire (founded in 1944 
and revived in 1954), which Bernstein acknowledged were the sources for the images. By 
the late 1950s both Elle and Marie Claire had undergone a profound shift in the ideal of 
femininity promoted in their pages. During the 1940s the focus had been on the ‘femme 
au foyer’, whose duty it was to keep a good home even in times of adversity. It should 
be noted that there was still rationing at this time. Many articles concentrated on ideas 
of domestic efficiency and on women’s contribution to rebuilding the French economy 
through reproduction. Despite women’s role in the resistance struggles of the war, which 
had helped to secure their right to vote in 1944, the post-war role expected of women 
was still limited to being a good mother and housekeeper.5 Interestingly, there were 
no advertisements in these magazines during the 1940s, so selling goods, which were 
scarce after the war in any case, was not the priority. The first advertisement for a washing 
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machine appeared in Elle in November 1949. But selling a particular feminine role model 
certainly was a priority.

By the late 1950s, however, advertising à l’American was in full swing, with both Elle 
and Marie Claire displaying glossy images of modern ‘must have’ household machines 
and gadgets, even if they were well beyond the average worker’s budget. Promoted 
alongside such supposedly labour-saving devices, was a new ideal of the ‘superwoman’, 
targeting and challenging its young female audience, typically teachers or secretaries, 
to live up to the changing roles of women in the labour markets of the late 1950s and 
early 1960s, where more than the reproduction of children was necessary to rebuild the 
French economy. Surveys carried out by these magazines revealed that, for these new 
women, a life at home was no longer sufficient or desired.6 Women’s increasing financial 
contribution to the home was also reflected in surveys that showed men’s changing 
attitudes and expectations, who reportedly considered intelligence and common sense 
at the top of the list of qualities sought in an ideal wife, with domestic skills dropping to 
the bottom.7 Nonetheless, women were still expected to do the ‘double-shift’, earning a 
wage on top of cleaning, cooking and bringing up baby. In fact, magazines like Elle were 
promoting a very limited emancipation for women via gadgets, running advertisements 
such as ‘Moulinex liberates women’. During the 1950s women still had very few legal 
rights over their bodies, parental home or bank accounts; these rights were not instituted 
until the late 1960s. But the image of woman was in flux, with an older ideal waning and 
a newer one yet to be fully formed. For the young, upwardly mobile audience of Elle 
or Marie Claire the femme au foyer may not have been for them, but the new roles on 
offer were still experienced as artificial, be it as worker, citizen, mother or a glamorous 
‘do-it-all, have-it-all’ superwoman.

The reality of everyday life for most women was more banal and tedious, and certainly 
at odds with the shiny ‘alien settings of chrome and Formica’ advertised in magazines 
and forming the ideal domestic settings of American movies inundating France after the 
war.8 A census in 1946 revealed that 20 per cent of dwellings in Paris had no running 
water, 77 per cent had no bathroom and 54 per cent had no inside lavatory.9 Even those 
who managed to move out of the inner city slums to the new low-rent ‘grands ensembles’ 
– namely, suburban housing projects located on the outskirts of Paris – could not afford 
luxury items such as fridges and washing machines. Indeed, a survey in 1956 showed that 
60 per cent of housewives questioned wanted such labour-saving devices, but none could 
afford the substantial initial outlay required.10 This proves that the burgeoning consumer 
or affluent society was socially selective, forcing an economic division between the haves 
and the have-nots, but also a gender division between working men, who were expected 
to provide these goods, and their non-working wives who wanted them. 

For the SI, everybody – male, female or otherwise – was subjected to the alienating 
conditions of the society of the spectacle. This was characterized in a precocious text 
by Ivan Chtcheglov dating from 1953, ‘Formulary for a New Urbanism’, which was 
also published in the first issue of internationale situationniste under his alias Gilles 
Ivain: ‘a mental disease has swept the planet: banalization. Everyone is hypnotized by 

Stracey T02909 01 text   97 02/09/2014   11:39



9 8  |  c o n s t r u c t e d  s I t u at I o n s

Fi
gu

re
 6

.2
 

[I
n 

ov
er

co
at

] 
fro

m
 is

su
e 

1 
of

 in
te

rn
at

io
na

le 
sit

ua
tio

nn
ist

e (
Ju

ne
 1

95
8)

 p
. 7

 (r
ep

ro
du

ce
d 

co
ur

te
sy

 o
f t

he
 

D
eb

or
d 

Es
ta

te
/A

lic
e B

ec
he

r-H
o.

 R
ig

ht
s r

es
er

ve
d)

.

Stracey T02909 01 text   98 02/09/2014   11:39



t h e  s I t u at I o n  o F  W o m e n  |  9 9

Fi
gu

re
 6

.3
 

[O
n 

th
e 

be
ac

h]
 fr

om
 is

su
e 

1 
of

 in
te

rn
at

io
na

le 
sit

ua
tio

nn
ist

e (
Ju

ne
 1

95
8)

 p
. 1

1 
(r

ep
ro

du
ce

d 
co

ur
te

sy
 o

f 
th

e D
eb

or
d 

Es
ta

te
/A

lic
e B

ec
he

r-H
o.

 R
ig

ht
s r

es
er

ve
d)

.

Stracey T02909 01 text   99 02/09/2014   11:39



1 0 0  |  c o n s t r u c t e d  s I t u at I o n s

production and conveniences – sewage system, elevator, bathroom, washing machine.’11 
Yet, the effects of this banalization were not symmetrical or gender-neutral, but rather 
uneven and biased. As Kristin Ross aptly describes it: ‘women undergo the everyday – 
its humiliations and tediums as well as its pleasures – more than men. The housewife, 
that newly renovated post-war creation, is mired in the quotidian; she cannot escape it.’12 
In the 1950s, it was the category of ‘woman’ that the society of the spectacle subjected 
to the coercive and dissimulating drives of everyday life more heavily than any other, 
constantly projecting fantasy images of the proper way to look, act, cook, etc. Images of 
women became the central site for the alienating machinations of the spectacle. 

So, as representatives of the spectacle’s technique of everyday control and 
regimentation, the images of women in the SI’s journal are more illustrative of the content 
of the texts in which they appear than first seems to be the case. For example, Asger Jorn’s 
‘Les Situationnistes et l’Automation’ closes with a speculation on whether standardiza-
tion will lead to ‘a total debasement of human life’ or the discovery of ‘new desires’. It is 
accompanied by a bikini-babe image on the facing page (Figure 6.4).13 ‘La Lutte pour le 
Controle des Nouvelles Techniques de Conditionnement’ talks of a race between free 
artists and police in experimenting with, and developing the use of, new techniques of 
conditioning, such as advertising. This text is accompanied by an image of a semi-naked 
woman ‘flashing’, which condenses the criminalized act of indecent exposure with the 
titillating allure of the striptease (Figure 6.2).14

From Michèle Bernstein’s perspective, however, these bikini-babes had two specific 
meanings to be played with. First up, they were ‘charmant’ and ‘splendid demonstrations 
of the natural look’, in the sense that they no longer bore what she called ‘secondary 
sexual attractions’, such as make-up, high heels, lacquered hairdos, all attributes of high-
maintenance screen idols like Betty Grable and Marilyn Monroe.15 Such a ‘natural look’ 
at that time symbolized liberation from an artificially contained and concealed body, 
exemplified by the heavily corseted ‘New Look’ created in 1947 by the fashion designer 
Dior. This restrictive garment can be understood as part of France’s post-war ‘return to 
order’, when women who worked in the war were expected to free up their jobs for the 
returning soldiers, and suture themselves back into the role of housewives or glamorous 
superwomen. 

There are, of course, problems with Bernstein’s definition of the natural look. It 
tends to reinforce a rather essentialist reading of these images, as signs of the category 
of ‘natural woman’, at home in her essential element of water or playing with animals. 
What is glossed over is the obvious fact that the bikini-clad body is not natural, but a 
historically (un)dressed body, disciplined by a particular regime of zoned eroticization. 
It may even be seen as representative of a certain ‘body fascism’ with regard to the proper 
or socially acceptable type of body, namely youthful and of a certain weight, permitted to 
be displayed in this garment, and in magazines such as Elle.

The bikini is a peep-show garment, structured to draw attention to the very parts it 
barely covers, fragmenting the female body into erotic zones. Its shocking and provocative 
appeal can be gleaned from the fact that it took its name from the USA’s atomic weapons 
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testing in the Pacific Ocean near Bikini Atoll. In the wake of the devastation wrought 
by such atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945, things considered intense 
or shocking were referred to as ‘atomic’, and seductive or provocative women were 
often referred to as ‘bombshells’. Therefore, it is perhaps not a surprise that when two 
Frenchmen independently designed skimpy alternatives to the one-piece swimsuit in 
the summer of 1946, both acquired nuclear nicknames. Jacques Heim created a tiny 
two-piece called the ‘atome’. Louis Reard introduced his design on 5 July, only four days 
after the United States had begun atomic testing in the Bikini Atoll. In a bold marketing 
ploy, Reard named his creation ‘le bikini’, implying that it was as explosive an invention 
as the bomb. It was precisely the provocative frisson of these images that Bernstein 
(anonymously, on behalf of the SI collective) was importing into the SI’s texts.

Bernstein’s second interest in using these images of bikini-babes presents a very 
different model of the body at stake. This is what she called the ‘paraplegic’ aspect of 
these images. Most of the women on display were, in a certain sense, deformed in some 
way, that is, disabled through the photographic cropping of their limbs. Their legs, 
feet and arms were effectively amputated by the photographic frame. In psychoana-
lytical terms, rather than a narcissistic desire represented by a whole body image, here 
circulates a desire for a pre-symbolic, pre-Oedipal body, represented by these sadistically 
produced ‘part objects’, bodies that are fragmented or castrated at the level of the visible. 
As photographic images, they are guillotined by the shutter and cut up by the processes 
of framing and cropping. No photograph is ever whole. Its frame is porous to what is 
located outside of it, and its meanings are supplemented by interaction with what comes 
up against its borders, namely, other images and texts from different spaces and times.

Such an unstable web of signification is inherent to the montage or collage aesthetic 
of détournement itself. But what needs to be resisted here is a tendency to claim a general 
or trans-historical reading of the SI’s détourned images. The SI did not endorse the 
technique of appropriation per se. They insisted that to critically re-use existing images 
or spectacles, required an understanding of the targeted audience and the dominant 
meanings or codes in order to re-code them. The SI was emphatic in defining détournement 
as a targeted tactic, reliant on established meanings in order to see and comprehend 
their undoing. I would argue that it is in the gap opened up by the slippage of meaning 
between a given signified (code) and signifier (material support) – which takes place 
through the ruination of the contingent or arbitrary, yet historical, linkage between the 
two terms of the sign – that a transformation emerges. Yet, the risk of misrecognition 
haunts the images. This can be seen in the SI’s risk of repeating, rather than undoing, the 
sexist codification of these images. In order to deconstruct this code and to reconstruct 
their subversive potential, it is necessary to locate the specific post-war context of these 
images, even if this is something that the SI themselves failed to do.

For example, what Bernstein forgot to mention was that one of these ‘amputees’, 
reclining on horseback, was a culturally significant icon from the 1950s, namely Brigitte 
Bardot. In the late 1950s, Brigitte Bardot or ‘BB’ as she was often referred to, stood 
for a new ideal of ‘woman’. Claire Laubier remarks that, for the young cinema-going 
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generation of the time, the 1956 release of Roger Vadim’s film, Et Dieu Créa La Femme 
(And God Created Woman), starring BB as the adolescent heroine, Juliette, represented 
a transformed portrayal of femininity. Instead of romantic, vulnerable women who like 
to please men, such as Marilyn Monroe, or the distant, unobtainable screen-star, such 
as the icy princess Grace Kelly, here was a more ‘earthy’, ‘identifiable’ female character 
who defied received morality. In her bare feet and blue jeans, BB represented a sexually 
emancipated ‘femme-enfant’, a ‘Lolita with attitude’, even a sort of female James Dean, as 
was remarked on at the time.16 The latter comparison presents a somewhat ambiguous 
figure of a female as a man in drag, conferring on BB a masculine aura of independence 
and rebelliousness, whose predatory sexual encounters were undertaken without guilt or 
remorse. One critic even remarked that BB looked like a man from the back, a reference 
to her athletic and sinuous frame. Whatever the gender ambiguity, or perhaps because 
of it, BB symbolized a more instinctive (hence still naturalistic) subject, for whom men 
became l’homme object – a feminine reversal that mirrors the conventional masculine, 
heterosexist desire that subjugates and objectifies its others. BB was a sign of sexual 
liberation, a reversal of the sex roles figured in the image of female revolt. No longer 
passive, BB was an autonomous agent pursing her own intense experiences. And unlike 
the equally aggressive and predatory cinematic figure of the femme-fatale, BB didn’t have 
to die for her indiscretions. Therefore, the SI’s appropriation of the image of BB also 
appropriates this sign of rebellion.

Of course, BB also represented a home-grown, that is, French rebel without a 
cause. Although, like James Dean, her image did turn out to have a cause after all. This 
nationalized heroine could be read as a critique of what the SI described as France’s 
post-war colonization by American culture. The Marshall aid plan of 1948 set up 
an unequal trade, a sort of one-way street whereby all things American could flow in, 
but all things French stayed at home.17 This Americanization was also read in terms of 
a feminization and emasculation of French culture. Such terms suggest a heterosexist 
orientation. Nevertheless, to expose consumer culture as feminized, does grasp something 
of the dominant symbolic codings of advertising at that time, where the reified image of 
woman was predominant. It also recognizes a particular gendered process of deceit or 
disavowal, in which the image of woman veils or dissembles what all of us, men included, 
are subjected to within the alienating logic of the commodity form. 

Abusif images

In issue 9 of internationale situationniste, August 1964, three images of women appeared 
that may seem similar to the previous ones, but present significant differences. They are 
different partly insofar as two of the images were sourced not from women’s magazines, 
but from porn mags such as Playboy (first published in 1953), thereby presupposing an 
exclusively male audience. Also, unlike the bikini-babes images, all three can be considered 
as examples of ‘détournements abusifs’, that is, exorbitant or excessive détournements. In 
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contrast to a minor détournement, an exorbitant détournement was defined as the recon-
textualization of an intrinsically significant element, which derives a different scope 
from the new context, for example, a slogan of Saint-Just or a sequence from a Sergei 
Eisenstein film. This abusif form involves some alteration to the pillaged element, such as 
the addition of a speech-bubble or a new caption, as well as a new situation. Despite not 
being significant images by the likes of Eisenstein, these soft-porn images fit the abusif 
bill, in being spatially relocated and significantly altered or damaged by the inclusion 
of an additional element. I will refer to them as ‘pop-porn’ images – my neologism to 
indicate the commercial massification of sexuality or pornography at stake within them.

Let’s consider the first (Figure 6.7): naked on a boat, with a sailor hat at a jaunty 
angle, removed bikini strewn in the background, glass in hand, the image’s bubbled, 
utterance reads: ‘NON HOY NADA MEJOR QUE JODER CON UN MINERO 
ASTURIANO. ESOS SÉ QUE SON HOMBRES! (‘I know of nothing better than to 
sleep with an Asturian miner. They’re real men!’) And the second (Figure 6.8): reclining 
in a hammock, glancing over her shoulder from her shadowy space, bubbles the words, 
‘LA EMANCIPACIÓN DE LOS TRABAJADORES SERÁ LA OBRA DE ELLOS 
MISMOS!’ (‘The emancipation of the working class must be the act of the workers 
themselves!’) These acts of excessive détournement are paradoxically both transformative 
and complicit in their effects. They are transforming in that the usually silent porn star 
of the magazine tableau not only looks directly at the viewer, but is also permitted to talk 
back. By breaking the auratic or distanced silence of her typically mute visual appeal, 
the images trouble the voyeuristic construction of most porn mag images. The private 
male gaze solicited conventionally is also abandoned by their new setting within the 
internationale situationniste, which is (at least intended to be) public and ungendered. 

However, these images remain complicit with the sexual regime they are drawn 
from in numerous ways. Consider what these women are permitted to voice and whose 
desire they speak of. In the first image, the reduction of the woman’s desire to the task of 
pleasing and serving men re-inscribes the fantasmatic presupposition of conventional, 
heterosexist porn images. The desires ventriloquized here are, of course, those of the SI, 
and this act could be considered as a gesture of empowerment in that the empty image-
spectacle is given a concrete, political consciousness. The reference to the Asturian 
miners was to a contemporary Spanish crisis, namely one of the longest running miners’ 
strikes, virtually continuous since 1962. To openly speak in favour of it was to risk state 
censure and police arrest, hence any supportive images or literature, such as the SI’s, had 
to be smuggled into Spain clandestinely. This very censure is itself parodied by the use of 
a censured image.

A label was in fact given to pornographic images in the 1960s: ‘the sulphur of liberation’.18 
This invokes a poisonous act of desublimation, insofar as porn freed up sexual taboos in 
the form of blatantly exposed bodies, but only in order to convert them into sexualized 
commodities for the porn industry. This may be considered an example of what Marcuse 
termed ‘repressive desublimation’, whereby a loosening up of taboos or social repressions 
served a process of re-disciplining, in this case, the control of the body for monetary 
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purposes. Yet, disciplined or otherwise, these images were socially provocative, and it 
is perhaps this aspect that the SI intended to incorporate into their revolutionary texts. 
Despite the fact that even the détourned proletarianization of the second image does 
not necessarily challenge the conventional erotics of the images deployed here, it is still 
the female body that acts as the ground for such subversive or transgressive tactics. The 
sexual allure of the commodified female figure is conflated with the sign for liberation 
as such. Sexual difference continues to drive the economy of the SI’s selected pop-porn 
images, in that the woman-as-sign or spectacle is the metonymic substitution of sexual 
revolution for political revolution (the miners’ strike). The SI are decidedly of their 
time in this respect. But by presenting the sign ‘woman’ as an ideal figure for all rebels to 
identify with, in the sense of being privileged as the most appropriate visual form for the 
SI’s desire for revolution, an ambiguous process of cross-gendered projection is staged.

These pop-porn images also interact with the texts to which they are juxtaposed. The 
Asturian miner example is collaged among a medley of international newspaper clippings 
sourced from French papers such as Le Monde and Paris-Presse, the British Observer and 
the Japanese Zenshin. What these clippings share is their insurgent content. References 
are made to various terrorist activities and armed insurrections carried out by students 
in Barcelona and Madrid. Support is given to various strikes, such as that of dockers in 
Denmark and sailors in Rio de Janeiro. Praise is given to the violent student protests 
against the presence of American Polaris submarines in Japan. All the events alluded to 
date from 1963–4 and so are contemporaneous with the publication of the SI’s journal. 
The images of women are therefore moored among international acts of rebellion, 
terrorist insurgencies against governments and the socio-political status quo. 

As with the ready-made texts, these ready-made, but altered, pop-porn images perform 
as examples of what Greil Marcus describes as the SI’s practice of ‘intellectual terrorism’.19 
This refers to their détournement, theft and thus refusal of the intellectual property rights 
of published images. In this way, Marcus argues, the journal – itself copyright free 
– becomes a laboratory for experiments in ‘counter-language’, and I would add ‘counter-
spectacles’, whereby détournement becomes an act of ‘aesthetic occupation of enemy 
territory, a raid launched to seize the familiar and turn it into the other, a war waged 
on a field of action without boundaries and without rules’.20 This is an apt description 
of the anarchic tendency of détournement as such, or what Marcus defines as ‘a politics 
of subversive quotation, of cutting the vocal cords of every empowered speaker’.21 In 
the case of the pop-porn images, I would argue it is also a case of metaphorically giving 
the disempowered a voice. As the Situationist Gil Wolman said of détournement: ‘any 
sign – any street, advertisement, painting, text, any representation of a society’s idea of 
happiness – is susceptible to conversion into something else, even its opposite’.22 The 
outcomes of such reversals of perspective, however, depend on the contingency of the 
act of détournement, the concrete historical moment and context in which it is put into 
operation. When this situation changes, the reversal changes too, or is even lost altogether.

In the case of the proletarianized porn star (Figure 6.8), she circulates amid 
commentaries on the anarchist tendency of the SI group itself. The longest collaged 
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Figure 6.8 [Reclining in hammock] from issue 9 of internationale situationniste (August 1964) 
p. 36 (reproduced courtesy of the Debord Estate/Alice Becher-Ho. Rights reserved).
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snippet makes reference to a recent edition of the English magazine Tamesis, March 
1964, which published an English translation by David Arnott of the SI’s text ‘All the 
King’s Men’; first published in issue 8 of internationale situationniste, January 1963. The 
content of this text concerned the insubordination of words. Even if words are made to 
work on behalf of the dominant organization of life (the spectacle) they are not therefore 
completely automated: ‘unfortunately for the theoreticians of information, words are 
not in themselves “informationist”; they embody forces that can upset the most careful 
calculation’.23 Therefore, the SI concluded that the so-called ‘newspeak’ of the spectacle 
(we can add here news images), its militarization of communication into information, was 
by no means inevitable. For the SI, this opened up the possibility for a new, immanently 
forged, anti-spectaclist poetry of life.

If these two pop-porn images were anonymously produced, the third and final one 
(Figure 6.9) was attributed to the Scandinavian Situationist J.V. Martin, who, along 
with Michèle Bernstein, Jan Strijbosch and Raoul Vaneigem, was an editor of this issue 
of the journal. This image, as with Bernstein’s BB, was appropriated from the popular 
commercial press. But, unlike BB, this women has a speech-bubble added, as well as an 
a-typical, lengthy, explanatory, supporting caption that translates as follows: 

Echoing the Spanish ‘comics’ which in a single blow received political censure as well 
as moral censure from priests, the SI distributed this photograph in Denmark on the 
occasion of the engagement of the daughter of the Danish, social-democratic king with 
the Greek sovereign following polite protestations from the Left. Christine Keeler, in 
the famous photo attributed to Tony Armstrong-Jones here declares: ‘as the SI says, it 
is more honourable to be a prostitute like me than the wife of the fascist Constantin’.24

J.V. Martin produced a thousand copies of this image. The year before, Christine Keeler 
had become famous for having simultaneous sexual affairs with a Soviet naval officer, 
Eugene Ivanov, and the British secretary of state for defence, John Profumo. Profumo 
lied about the affair and was later forced to resign. It was during this scandal that the 
celebrated photograph of Keeler, naked, astride a copy of the Danish designer Arne 
Jacobsen’s ‘ant chair’, appeared. The image itself was apparently produced to promote a 
motion picture that was never realized. So Martin’s détournement of this image drew on 
its incendiary context. 

The other textual supports to this image include a quotation from Guy Atkins’ recent 
book Asger Jorn, published in 1964. It sets out the differences between Jorn’s involvement 
with the CoBrA group and the SI. CoBrA is described as a gregarious movement, with 
little discipline, which accounted for its growing out of control. The SI was, on the 
contrary, a more closed and tight-knit group, less susceptible to breaks because of its 
disciplined and coherent character. Yet, the relation of this text to this image contradicts 
this premise, by being far from coherent or disciplined in the outcome of its meaning. 
The SI’s practice turns on itself. It must be emphasized that the SI’s détournements could, 
in general, be subjected to re-translations and alternative slippages of meaning. 
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Figure 6.9 [ J.V. Martin modification of Christine Keeler image] from issue 9 of internationale 
situationniste (August 1964) p. 37 (reproduced courtesy of the Debord Estate/Alice Becher-Ho. 
Rights reserved).
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Situationist women

Susan Rubin Suleiman has written that, ‘[unlike the Surrealists,] the Situationists seem 
to have ignored women altogether, except perhaps as sex objects in the most banal 
sense’.25 This comment is, as I hope I have already shown, characteristic of the neglect 
of the SI by feminist scholarship. It reveals a certain reconstruction and acceptance of 
Surrealism by branches of a feminist, psychoanalytically informed, cultural criticism, for 
which (typically) man-made images of women have been successfully mined for their 
socio-psychic revelations of masculinist fantasies of femininity. This derives, in part, from 
the image culture of the 1920s and 1930s, especially its comparatively closeted represen-
tations of sexuality, which enabled any exposure of the body (surrealist or otherwise) to 
assume a scandalous or titillating allure. In contrast, the SI confronted the media culture 
of the late 1950s and 1960s, where images of sexuality are less coy, ‘letting it all hang out’. 
In this culture of openness, feminist psychoanalytical readings, derived from methods of 
de-sublimation, are hard-pressed to deal with the blatant or conscious (not unconscious) 
exposure of desires and fantasies that are exploited to sell goods in the pages of magazines. 
I have argued that the SI’s appropriation of such conscious fantasies of femininity can 
also be critically mined to explain how and why such avowed (not disavowed) images, 
strategically expose the dissimulating or spectacliste character of the reigning image 
economy of the 1950s and 1960s, which obviously persists today in numerous ways.26 
However, although I hope to have punctured the sense that the Situationists ‘ignored 
women altogether’, I fully concede that the situation of women in the SI is muted. But 
the question is how and why? 

In important respects, the reasons only confirm the suspicions of feminist 
commentators. In the first place, there simply weren’t many women involved. Of the 70 
members of the SI listed, only seven were women during the period 1957–67 – one of 
whom, Katja Lindell, subsequently became a man – and there were none between 1967 
and the SI’s dissolution in 1972.27 And out of these seven, only two can be described as 
active contributors, in the sense of having a substantive role in producing and taking part 
in the construction of situations. These were Michèle Bernstein and Jacqueline de Jong.28 
Such a small contingent of women seems to have encouraged a persistent misrepresenta-
tion of the SI as a men’s club. But not only does this overshadow the fact that even this 
small contingent compares favourably with the female participants in numerous other 
avant-garde artistic groups, it also downplays the contributions of Bernstein and de Jong. 

Bernstein is perhaps not the best witness to her contributions to the SI, claiming that 
she ‘only took notes for the SI’. This may be recognized as a form of feminine self-efface-
ment, perhaps induced by male self-assertion. But it is mischievously modest. Before 
becoming editor of situationniste internationale, Bernstein had been an active contributor 
to the Lettrist International group (a member from 1952 to its integration with the SI 
in 1957) and an editor, not just mimeographer/typist, of their freely distributed journal 
Potlatch.29 As a member of the SI from its inception, she not only took notes during 
their conferences but also contributed articles to their journal and was a member of its 
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editorial team, along with five or six others (men), from 1963 to 1966.30 In the first issue 
of internationale situationniste Bernstein produced one of the more hard-core SI texts, 
called ‘Pas d’Indulgences Inutiles’ (‘No useless leniency’), which justified acts of absolute 
exclusion from the group so as to maintain its kernel of truth, inter-cut with a détourned 
image of a bikini-babe – undoubtedly selected by Bernstein herself.31 Another important 
contribution was her article ‘Sunset Boulevard’, in praise of the cinematic technique of 
Resnais’ Hiroshima, mon amour (1959) and against the ‘new novel’ exemplified by the 
likes of Alain Robbe-Grillet and films such as Last Year at Marienbad.32 Among Bernstein’s 
activities outside the internationale situationniste, she wrote a ‘eulogy’ to Pinot-Gallizio’s 
model of ‘Industrial Painting’, in praise of its machinic, anti-authorial, collective, mass 
production.33 She also created works for the first and last so-called Situationist exhibition, 
Destruktion af RSG-6, consisting of a series of ‘Alternative Victories’; coincidentally an 
image and description of the latter was reproduced in issue 9 of international situationniste, 
the same issue in which the bikini-babes and pop-porn images appeared.34 

As a former – or rather, dropped-out – Sorbonne student, Bernstein was considered 
one of the best writers in the group, as well as one of the few who could speak and 
write in English, which landed her the task of writing an article introducing the SI to 
the Anglophone world for The Times Literary Supplement in 1964.35 She also wrote two 
novels, the first of which was called Tous les Chevaux du Roi (All the King’s Horses – a 
reference to Humpty Dumpty in Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland again), published 
in 1960 by the prestigious publishing house, Buchet-Chastel. It depicted the everyday 
lives and loves of a young, modern couple called Genevieve and Gilles – versions of 
herself and her then husband Guy Debord (they were married from 1954 to 1971). 
There are psycho-geographical wanderings through Paris; sexual intrigue as the two 
share a female lover called Carol; and in one scene, where Gilles is asked what he is so 
busy with all the time, he replies ‘reification’. ‘It must be a lot of work’, his young lover 
says, ‘with lots of books and papers on a big table.’ ‘No’, replies Gilles, ‘mostly I just drift 
around.’36 This same dialogue would re-appear as the speech-bubbles of two wandering 
cowboys on the front cover of ‘The Return of the Durutti Column’, a tract distributed as a 
preamble to the ‘On the Poverty of Student Life’ pamphlet that appeared in 1966 during 
the student uprisings in Strasbourg. Bernstein’s second novel, La Nuit (The Night), was 
also published by Buchet-Chastel in 1961. Here she retells the same story as in the first 
novel, but in the style of the ‘new novel’, replacing a linear narrative with a multiplicity of 
perspectives. As a consequence, the story appears in the form of a series of disconnected 
scenarios centred around night-time dérives about Paris. Both books’ themes of adultery 
and polymorphous sexuality mirrored the sexual ambiguity of Bernstein herself: ‘I don’t 
know if I was bisexual then, even though I looked like a boy and was thought to be a 
dyke. Later I became more one way.’37 Among the SI group itself they invented the term 
‘marsupial’ to describe such a sexually ambiguous woman or androgynous ‘anti-woman’.38 
This freedom of sexuality within the SI contradicts the heterosexual perspective typically 
attributed to the SI’s détourned images of women.
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Bernstein contributed to the SI in crucial indirect ways too. For example, it was through 
her contacts at Buchet-Chastel that Debord was able to publish The Society of the Spectacle. 
More importantly still, perhaps, her waged labour provided necessary funds to both live 
and to produce the glossy pages and shiny metallic covers of their journal, as well as 
backing other projects such as the short-lived attempt to open a bar called Le Methode, in 
homage to Descartes. She was the hidden motor running the SI, its economic secret. The 
various jobs she has been credited with include a racetrack prognosticator, a horoscopist, 
a publisher’s assistant, a secretary at Éditions de Navarre, a journalist for the newspaper 
Libération and, surprisingly perhaps, a successful advertising director. With regard to 
the latter, Bernstein claimed, ‘to us, you understand, it was all spectacle; advertising was 
not worse than anything else. We took our money where we could find it.’39 It is worth 
mentioning that a year after she divorced Debord in 1971 – that is also, after she no longer 
provided money to him or the SI, or what was left of it by then – the group dissolved.

Jacqueline de Jong’s encounter with the SI was briefer; she was a member from the late 
1950s to her expulsion in March 1962. She first became aware of the SI through an artist 
called Renée Nele (herself excluded from the SI in February 1962) and Nele’s contact 
with the German avant-garde group Gruppe Spur.40 De Jong first met Jorn and Debord 
in Amsterdam, while she was working at the Stedelijk Museum. The story goes that Jorn 
fell in love with her at first sight and it was through him that she joined the SI, allegedly 
to help organize revolutionary adventures in Amsterdam.41 With regard to the status of 
women in the SI at that time, de Jong admits that there were always young girls hanging 
around Michèle and Guy, and that she was one of them. But, according to Bernstein, who 
was and remains a good friend of de Jong, her position, ‘as a very young, single-minded 
and unattached person was different’.42 

One of de Jong’s first collaborations with the SI was what she describes as a ‘gesamt’ 
(that is, collaborative) work, produced during the 5th SI conference held at Göteborg, 
Sweden in 1961. It comprised a détourned painting with the heads of all the contributors 
collaged onto the bodies of frolicking peasant-folk types: from left to right, the 
participants are named as, J.V. Martin, de Jong, Nash, Kunzelmann and Debord. De Jong 
in fact mentions an earlier collaboration, when she visited Pinot-Gallizio’s experimental 
laboratory in Alba, Italy in 1960. There she participated in the collective and anonymous 
production of rolls of Industrial Painting, examples of which had already been exhibited 
in Turin (1958) and Paris (1959). At the Göteborg conference, de Jong proposed 
publishing an English-language journal to be called The Situationist Times. Ironically, it 
was only produced after de Jong’s expulsion from the SI in 1962. Her expulsion resulted 
from her solidarity with the Gruppe Spur, which was excluded in February 1962 on the 
pretext of their being too artistic. The expulsion took the form of a pamphlet, published 
without commentary through the SI’s central committee and undersigned by Debord, 
Kotanyi, Vaneigem and Uwe Lausen, the latter a former member of the Gruppe Spur. 
Problems about the role of artists had already arisen at the Göteborg conference, much to 
the displeasure of practising artists such as Heimrad Prem and Jorn’s brother, Jorgen Nash. 
But for de Jong, the 1962 pamphlet was more about petty jealousies and backstabbing. 
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While Nash and the other Spurists set up a second Situationist International, the 
‘New Imaginist Bauhaus’ at Nash’s farm refuge, Drakabygett in Sweden, de Jong finally 
got round to producing The Situationist Times, she admits somewhat out of rage. Through 
Jorn, who had resigned from the SI in April 1961, she managed to get Noël Arnaud to 
edit the first two issues. He was already an experienced editor of avant-garde journals 
such as La Révolution Surréaliste.43 These first two editions were Rotaprint productions, 
printed in East Holland on a rotary press and distributed in Paris. When de Jong better 
understood the process of journal production and distribution she took over as the 
principal editor and publisher. Through the publisher P.V. Glob, another friend of Jorn’s, 
The Situationist Times expanded its distribution to other European countries until it ran 
into financial trouble. After issue 6 the journal met its end in 1967. Apparently issue 7 
was ready to go to press but there was no money to print it. Its theme was ‘the wheel’ 
– following earlier issues themed around ‘the ring’, ‘the spiral’ and ‘the labyrinth’. The 
Situationist Times was unlike the internationale situationniste: it was restricted to particular 
themes, it was also in bold colour and could be described as more artistic in that images 
and its visual appearance were a central aspect, and these outweighed the inclusion of 
more politically rigorous, theoretical texts.

On closer scrutiny, it is clear that both Bernstein and de Jong had considerable 
influence and effectiveness within the SI, despite the overwhelming dominance of 
certain male members, notably Debord. And it is evident that their contributions were 
tied, if not literally married to leading male lights. In an interview de Jong endorsed a 
remark by Bernstein that, ‘I, myself and others were wives with an absolute uncritical 
solidarity towards Debord and obviously the SI in general’, going on to claim that it was 
because of this that ‘the expressions of the few women present left behind no traces’.44 
These comments indicate the decisive ambiguity that pervades the situation of women 
in the SI. In one sense they may be read as a declaration of subordination, of both these 
individual women and women’s issues as a whole. In another, they declare a solidarity 
between women and men, between women and the SI, and between the SI and women. 
This solidarity should be subjected to scrutiny by feminist criticism, but such scrutiny 
should not blind itself to the political emancipation of women through revolutionary 
politics that are not dedicated to women exclusively. The fact is that, when faced with 
questions about the impoverished role of women in the SI, both Bernstein and de Jong do 
not appeal to feminism but to a revolutionary identity that is not grasped by sex, sexuality 
or gender. Thus it is to these considerations of revolutionary identity and organization 
that the situation of women in the SI leads us.

Revolutionary identity

The SI’s politics and mode of revolutionary organization was based on a critique of all 
forms of separation or division, such as that between workers and non-workers, young 
and old, blacks and whites, men and women. The danger of what the SI understood as 
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separatist or micro-politics, such as anti-racism or anti-sexism, was its distraction from a 
critique of the totality of the spectacle. As the SI neatly put it, any singular or micro-revolt 
against the society of the spectacle ‘reassures the society because it supposedly remains 
partial, pigeonholed in the apartheid of “youth problems” (analogous to “women’s issues” 
or the “black question”) and is soon outgrown’.45 For the SI, only a total transformation 
of the socio-economic conditions of spectacle – for example, its conversion into a form 
of non-authoritarian communism based on the model of workers’ councils – would or 
could bring about an end to a society based on alienated divisions. This is not say that 
the SI failed to recognize actually existing discrepancies between different social groups 
– see, for instance, their 1965 essay on the Los Angeles Watts riots, or their support of 
the battle for an independent Algeria, which includes a critique of the lack of freedom for 
women in this context.46

The broader question for the SI was how to eradicate such prejudicial, marginaliza-
tions and hierarchical exploitations. The answer was always at the level of totality, of a 
total war on the spectacle, typically expressed in terms of a class war between those in 
control, the so-called directors of the spectacle and those who were dominated by it, 
the so-called executants. Or to use the SI’s exact terminology, borrowed from Debord’s 
contact with Cornelius Castoriadis’ analysis in the group Socialisme ou Barbarie, a class 
war between ‘order-givers’ and ‘order-takers’. This terminology entailed an expansion 
of the Marxian definition of the proletarian class in that the order-takers now not only 
included the workers, but also their managers and various technocrats, as well as those 
out of work, or who refused to work, thieves and vagabonds, abject figures dismissed by 
Marx as the ‘lumpen’. 

Just as the SI had a diverse yet particular range of cultural avant-gardist precursors – 
Dada, Contructivism, Surrealism, CoBrA, Lettrism – so too they had specific political 
or revolutionary influences, from anarchism to non-authoritarian socialism, or what 
Richard Gombin calls the ‘radical tradition’ comprising a non-aligned, non-party-based 
leftism.47 The principal model of revolutionary organization appropriated by the SI was 
that of workers’ councils, but not before subjecting it to a sustained critique that exposed 
its historical failures. In other words, the SI’s support for this model was contingent 
upon an updated appraisal of its continuing use-value within the present moment. In 
two key texts from 1969, René Riesel’s ‘Preliminaries on the Councils and Councilist 
Organization’ and Vaneigem’s ‘Notice to the Civilized Concerning Generalized Self-
Management’, criticisms were laid out concerning ‘councilist ideology’, especially the 
tendency of ‘separation’ that had plagued councilist movements.48 Not only did many 
workers’ councils maintain a division of labour, but also in actual practice (if not in 
theory) there was often a separation between the elected spokesperson and those doing 
the electing – this despite their avowed principles of direct democracy, in which the status 
of elected representatives is revocable at any moment. It was found, in fact, that those 
elected often operated independently of their constitutive body of voters, and not always 
on their behalf or for their benefit. For Riesel, such separations can only be surmounted 
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by ‘making the local general assemblies of all the proletarians in revolution the council 
itself, from which any delegation must derive its power at every moment’.49

On the plus side, however, council communism and workers’ councils (in a form 
based on the SI’s appropriation of the ideas of Anton Pannekoek) were based on the 
principle of individual autonomy, in the guise of a self-creating species-being, without 
the need of an ‘other’ stepping in to represent oneself, with the attendant risk of reducing 
the difference of individual singularity to the class of the same, that is, the risk of some 
representative becoming one’s substitute. This explains the SI’s disdain for Leninism and 
Stalinism, where the head or leader ruled over the body of a subjugated proletariat, or the 
order-givers ruled the order-takers, forming a dictatorship over and not by the proletariat. 
In theory, the idea of leadership and disciples was anathema to the SI, even if such an 
organizational ideal was not apparent in the SI’s practice of constant exclusions and 
realignments of their associative body/group.50 Nevertheless, autonomy and equality 
were the minimum requirements for the SI’s model of revolutionary agency as indicated 
in the text ‘The Class Struggle in Algeria’: ‘radical self-management, the only kind that 
can endure and conquer, refuses hierarchy within or outside itself; it also rejects in 
practice any hierarchical separation of women (an oppressive separation openly accepted 
by Proudhon’s theory as well as by the backward reality of Islamic Algeria)’.51

It was precisely this focus on creative autonomy, or what de Jong describes as their 
‘elixir of creativity’, that drew her into the SI’s orbit. And it was/is this potential of the SI – 
its stress on transforming given situations oneself (with the help of like-minded others), 
without relying on a party, unions, organizers or any other representative stand-ins – 
which also attracted later admirers, such as anarchist-leaning Carol Ehrlich in her 1977 
article ‘Women and the Spectacle’, in Spectacular Times, no. 7. As she wrote here: ‘We 
must smash all forms of domination…. We have to see through the spectacle … but 
that work must be without leaders as we know them, and without delegating any control 
over what we do and what we want to build.’ When it comes to actions, she continues, 
‘concede nothing to them, or to anyone else…. We make history or it makes us.’52 No 
doubt, the SI would have fully endorsed such a Marxian commitment to self-making 
history. The obvious difference, of course, is that Ehrlich gives a specifically gendered 
twist to women’s oppression by that ‘tormentor called culture’, with the spectacle 
operating as the root cause of a dominant and dominating patriarchal society. The SI 
never made such a clear-cut gender divide, since for them all order-takers are exploited 
by the alienating conditions of spectacle whatever their age, sex or race.

Nevertheless, the SI was not afraid to champion the influence of specifically female 
role models. For example, they openly praised and cited Rosa Luxemburg; they rallied 
behind the actions of the infamous ‘pétroleuses’ of the Paris Commune; and they enthu-
siastically acknowledged the significance of women’s active participation in the Paris 
events of May 1968, of which the SI wrote: ‘The extensive participation of women in 
all aspects of struggle was an unmistakable sign of its revolutionary depth.’53 Also, with 
regards to May ’68, the SI, in its own book about the events, singled out and paid tribute 
to a female protester who died fighting at the barricades.54 Such open support for the 
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work and acts of women by no means signals a ‘feminist’ agenda. Indeed, it is safe to say 
that the Situationists were not feminists. But I contend that this should be understood 
in a similar sense to Simone de Beauvoir’s contemporaneous assertion that she too was 
‘not a feminist’. 

Such an anti-feminist or, more accurately, ‘anti-feminine’ stance, emerged in response 
to what de Beauvoir conceived of as the decidedly bourgeois and reformist outlook of 
many so-called ‘women’s groups’ existing at that time. As Claire Duchen explains in her 
book Women’s Rights and Women’s Lives in France 1944–1968, during this period the 
word ‘feminist’ was rejected by many women’s groups as evoking a pre-war, specifically 
pre-suffrage moment, before, that is, the securing of the right for women to vote, finally 
realized in 1945.55 The word ‘feminist’ was considered the opposite of ‘feminine’; it 
conjured up an aggressive woman trying to be like a man. Most organizations, according 
to Duchen, preferred the label ‘féminin’, for example the Mouvement Démocratique 
Féminin (a non-communist, leftist women’s political club). Other groups such as the 
Union Féminine Civique et Sociale (a Catholic, conservative women’s organization) 
and the Union des Femmes Françaises (a communist dominated women’s organization) 
also explicitly rejected the term ‘feminist’ as old-fashioned, out of step with new law 
reforms and legal rights for women (beyond suffrage) beginning to emerge at that time. 
Although, as Duchen notes, the actual changes in the situation of women at that time 
were very limited, with no real advances. Real changes in the civil code that would finally 
give women some rights over their homes, bank accounts, families and own bodies – in 
the form of access to contraception – would not be implemented until the late 1960s 
and early 1970s. Instead, the common focus of many of these mainly bourgeois women’s 
groups was on limited legal reforms, usually for the benefit of a very selective and 
specialized female contingent.56 

The beginnings of a broader challenge to patriarchy had in fact appeared in 1949, with 
the publication of Simone de Beauvoir’s book, The Second Sex. It immediately proved 
to be a bestseller. Its critical reception was, however, very mixed and predominantly 
negative. For example, Marie Claire was anxious that such a libertarian woman as de 
Beauvoir, whose desire for freedom rendered her ‘not a real woman’, was allowed to 
teach children.57 The Communist journal Les Jeunes Femmes was more positive about the 
breadth of issues covered, if still a little wary.58 The range and ambition of The Second 
Sex were hard to digest. It was not concerned with trying to achieve limited, legal 
reforms for particular classes of women, but placed all women at the centre of a broader, 
socio-political analysis, in particular challenging the social restrictions to women’s full 
autonomy. Unfortunately, the publication of The Second Sex was somewhat untimely. The 
breadth of its critique of the political situation of women was not fully appreciated or 
even recognized in its time. Yet it would become an important source and literary tool 
for women’s emancipation post-1968, which involved attacks on the totality of ‘women’s 
situation’, including a critique of the ways in which the very idea of what it means to be a 
woman was socially contrived and mediated. 
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It is this attack aimed at the ‘total situation’ that resonates with a Situationist position. 
As de Beauvoir wrote, ‘all oppression creates a war’, but the means to extricate oneself 
from this situation was not, as her then partner Jean-Paul Sartre had imagined it. For 
Sartre, freedom lay in the possibility of transcending or escaping the given situation, and 
for him there was always the possibility of asserting one’s freedom. But, as de Beauvoir 
acknowledged, in light of her own experiences, in some situations the ideal of ‘freedom 
of choice’ was not always permissible, or possible, which rendered free choice a delusion. 
Her example was that women (or rather the category ‘woman’) were trapped in their 
situation like rats, because they were not assigned any autonomy or the faculty of reason 
in the then current societal structure. To overcome such coerced limitations to their total 
situation, women had to abolish the social consequences and determinations assigned 
to sexual difference. For de Beauvoir, as too for the later Situationists, freedom did not 
involve merely overcoming the ‘given-ness’ or ‘facticity’ of a situation – this, in some 
sense, would be to accept an historical (and thus changeable) condition as if it were 
permanently fixed. Instead, freedom would emerge only through the radical negation 
and transformation of the concept of the already ‘given’ situation as such. It is the very 
coordinates of what is accepted as the given situation that need to be revolutionized; 
at stake was the creative construction of a totally new situation and, ideally, new form 
of free, autonomous agency. As de Beauvoir writes at the end of the section ‘Women’s 
Situation and Character’, women must ‘reject the limitations of their situation and seek 
to open the road of the future. Resignedness is only abdication and flight, there is no 
other way out for women than to work for her liberation.’59 And if the SI would not agree 
with the limitation of this liberation to that of women only – since it opposed their more 
inclusive model of a new proletariat, the so-called order-takers – they would surely have 
agreed with de Beauvoir’s insistence that, to succeed, ‘this liberation must be collective’.60

By way of a brief conclusion, it could be argued that the SI, despite their opposition to 
single-issue politics, risked operating at a limited, micro-level by attacking the realm of 
cultural images. It needs to be remembered, however, that for the SI the spectacle, in the 
guise of capital become image, was a global phenomenon. Nothing remained outside a 
relation to its colonizing ways, just as nothing escaped the logic of the commodity form. 
And if their critique of the spectacle at the level of images is in danger of reproducing 
women-as-spectacle, this is not so much a result of their being anti-feminist but, rather, 
a consequence of the spectacle’s feminization of useful appearance, of a gendered 
asymmetry in capitalist uses of ‘sexual semblance’ to sell commodities. Spectacle 
commodity aesthetics uses women as the privileged sign of desire, or rather commodity 
aesthetics in the late 1950s and early 1960s was hegemonically coded as feminine. It was 
precisely the counterfeit character of such ‘sexist’ representations that the SI’s methods 
of détournement set out to perturb. Here, habituated responses, or what seems natural was 
de-naturalized, via a sort of Brechtian process of estrangement, which jolts and de-couples 
commonplace encounters with certain types of images, such as the bikini-babes and 
pop-porn. Through the SI’s processes of mimetic re-staging and out-of-place resituating, 
a counter-hegemonic re-coding is put into play. In 1957, the bikini-babes were made 
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homeless; disjointed and out of context they questioned their role as superficial ornaments 
to the texts they supplemented. Such images were emptied-out or revealed as empty 
signifiers, able to be filled up with different connotations, thus succeeding in troubling 
the image of woman as ‘the’ sign of desire, by making absurd their sexy veil or conceit. 
With the pop-porn images, the expected mute body of pornographic images is undone 
with their speech-bubble addresses to the viewer. This may be an act of ventriloquism 
on behalf of the SI, but by metaphorically speaking a political consciousness or an act 
of scandal-mongering, an unstable, but generative space of engagement is opened up 
between the silent voyeur and the image that talks back.

At stake in the SI’s image war was a social or class war, and the task of taking part in 
this war was not, as I hope the above focus on key Situationist women proves, limited to 
only the male contingent of the SI. Their collective, egalitarian programme was to search 
out and invent a revolutionary, inclusive, non-apartheid social situation, constructed 
by new types of radical agencies emerging from the prism of an altered or détourned 
spectacle. The task was not simply to cause the ruin of the spectacle at the level of images, 
suggesting an isolated project, but to see such détournements as part of an already global 
decomposition of the spectacle, evidenced, for the SI, by the battles in Cuba, the Congo, 
Algiers and Saint Domingo. From a contemporary feminist perspective (as multiple 
as that can be), however, the group perhaps did not go far enough, by not taking into 
account how we are differently subjugated to, or terrorized by, the culture of the spectacle 
along the lines of race, sexuality or gender. We might all be saturated by the spectacle, but 
surely to different degrees of acceptance and resistance. In this light, it is fair to say that 
the members of the SI were a symptom of the situation and time that produced them, the 
late 1950s and early 1960s, when, as Bernstein said to me, it was not expected that a man 
could boil an egg.

Yet, as the SI diagnosed, even if you can’t step outside of the spectacle, you can 
re-function it from within, by speaking its language differently or picturing a different 
world. Détournement was one strategy they used to de-familiarize and subvert the 
commonplace assumptions about the meanings and uses of certain images of women. 
It re-codified the spectacle’s ready-made image banks, conferring on them what Valentin 
Voloshinov calls a different ‘accent’. In the case of the bikini-babes and pop-porn 
images, the SI confronts the spectacle’s unseen and falsely naturalized sexism and so 
sets in motion a critique of commodity aesthetics that feminizes semblance itself. Its 
détournements expose this sexism as a particular socio-historical formation – and thereby 
transformable – rather than immutable or eternal. It does not resolve such gendered dis-
criminations, but it does expose them to analysis. It questions the inevitable conquest 
of the social by its consumer images by revealing the work of dissemblance involved in 
those images’ production – namely, how the social relations that produced these images 
remain hidden. The spectacle tries to deny that its representations are the products 
of a particular (alienated) form of social labour determined by capitalist modes of 
production and consumption. To attack the spectacle is to attack capital. But who does 
this attacking? Who/what emerges from it? For the SI in the 1950s and 1960s this was 
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the task of anyone who felt alienated and wanted to change, or rather revolutionize, the 
total situation. Nevertheless, as a former Situationist claimed, what the SI lacked was 
a more nuanced and differentiated model of the agents of revolution, and their ‘new 
revolutionary critique of the social’ would have benefited from ‘a sex revolutionary 
critique of culture’.61 A sense of differentiation, as being significant to the struggle against 
spectacular conditions, was somewhat belatedly, acknowledged at the end of the SI’s life 
in 1972, when they declared that: ‘Everywhere the respect for alienation has been lost. 
Young people, workers, coloured people, homosexuals, women and children, take it into 
their heads to want everything that was forbidden them.’62 This is an untimely opening-up 
of the new proletariat along a ‘differenced’ axis at the moment of the SI’s own demise. 

Too little and too late for some feminists perhaps, but, in the cultural climate of the late 
1950s and 1960s, the SI did deconstruct the sexing of commodity images. Not, however, 
in the name of a pro-feminist agenda, but in the name of an autonomous, all-inclusive 
and hence unpredictable, new proletariat; an emergent, but not yet instituted figure, 
constituted in part via new representational strategies, such as the SI’s collective and 
anonymous détournements, intended to solicit and picture a different way to live within, 
but against, the machinations of the spectacle.
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c o d a

Learning from the SI

In a proto-Situationist text from 1955, Guy Debord and Gil Wolman stressed the 
importance of the ‘educative value’ of acts of critical intervention into everyday life.1 The 
question I want to raise at this book’s end is: what educative values, or what lessons, 
might the Situationist’s theory of constructed situations still offer for today’s critical 
interventionists?

In fact, speculations on the possibility of updating the use-value of Situationist tactics 
were already tendered by members of the Situationist International (hereafter SI). After 
the dissolution of the group in 1972, Debord and Gianfranco Sanguinetti reflected on its 
past interventions and various schisms in their book The Veritable Split in the International, 
recounting successes and explaining failures, but also proffering an appraisal of the limits 
of contemporary ‘pro-Situ’ formations.2 Their main objections were to those who had 
taken up various Situationist ideas and methods, but in a purely academic fashion, 
merely contemplating their function rather than putting them into practice, or those who 
attempted to put their ideas into action but in a restricted fashion, either by remaining 
within the bourgeois institutions of art or by emptying out the revolutionary social 
content of the SI. 

The Veritable Split in the International was not, however, just a riposte to neo-
Situationist imitators. It also opened up future possibilities. In a somewhat prophetic 
gesture, the issues of pollution, ecological catastrophe and the dangers of nuclear energy 
were identified as the newest terrains of alienation, demanding revolutionary analysis 
and subversion. For Debord and Sanguinetti, capitalism was entering a new phase of 
‘galloping irrationalism’ that threatened the continuation of the species, as is evident 
from their list of the types of general degradation awaiting us:

Whether it is a question of the chemical pollution of the breathable air or the 
adulteration of foodstuffs, or the irreversible accumulation of radio-activity by the 
industrial use of nuclear energy, or the deterioration of the cycle of water from the 
underground water levels to the oceans, of the urbanistic leprosy which spreads ever 
further in place of what were town and country, or the ‘demographic explosion’, of 
the progression of suicide and mental illness, or the threshold reached by harmful 
noise ….3
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It was just such accumulating disasters of capitalism that beckoned future Situationist-
oriented practices or even the label ‘Situationist’, given that, ‘the very term “situationist” 
was only employed by us to pass on, in the renewal of the social war, a certain number 
of perspectives and theses’.4 Those continuing the project to renew and provoke a 
total social revolution of capitalism, its divisions of labour, the alienating spectacular 
image-economy and a sustained class war in the name of ‘pollution and the proletariat’ 
(understood as the two concrete sides of a critique of political economy) were judged 
‘Situationist’. 

But they would be Situationist ‘in a completely new way’, since they would be 
transformed by the changed historical conditions in which they emerge.5 A similar 
transformation applies to the re-use of Situationist tactics, such as détournement, since 
this was a historically and contextually targeted practice, necessarily evolving to match 
the changing geo-political situation it is deployed to subvert. And, of course, such 
updated interventions required a new interventionist organization, beyond the SI’s 
limited (mainly male) coterie: ‘young people, workers, coloured people, homosexuals, 
women and children’; all those that ‘take it into their heads to want everything that was 
forbidden them’.6

What follows is my brief, by no means definitive, reflection on some of the use-values 
of the SI’s theory of constructed situations, upgraded and re-purposed for critical inter-
ventionists in recent years. This is inevitably no more than a gesture. There is no prospect 
of being comprehensive or definitive, given the acutely historically specific nature of 
what is at stake. But I do claim to be rigorous in linking the Situationists’ past and present, 
to resist endorsing a vague continuum of the SI. To this end, I propose three categories 
of practice. First, ‘Digital Resistance’, which focuses on the question of ‘spectacle’ today, 
on how social relations and agencies are critically mediated through new and dominant 
image technologies. Second, ‘Reclaim the Streets’, which examines forms of direct action 
occupying and restructuring public space. Third, ‘Never Work’, which aims to map out 
a critical cartography of changing labour relations that explicitly put the issue of the 
production of life at the centre of a critique of capital’s regime of alienated labour. These 
categories are not meant to be exhaustive, but neither are they random, since they analyse 
three key terrains of the SI’s own resistance. The selection of works for each category 
has been further delimited to groups or works that more or less self-consciously appeal 
to the legacy of the SI. I have also focused on activities that correspond to my focus on 
the Situationists’ construction of situations, especially with regard to their collective 
constitution and their revolutionary or socially transformative ambition. In each case, 
I am interested in both the historical reiteration of SI practices and how these have 
been transformed by new historical conditions. In sum, while I do not hope that this 
examination will exhaust contemporary possibilities or survive the course of history, I 
do hope that it will provide a robust model for further and future examinations of the SI’s 
lessons. And as these practices inevitably age with this book, I hope my considerations 
will offer at least a useful reflection on the historical moment in which I am writing.
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Digital resistance

I have selected forms of resistance within the electronic space or virtual worlds of 
computers or computer networks, first, because this presents types of image-production 
beyond those technically available to the SI, and so provides a new terrain in which to 
consider situ-like acts of subversion, and, second, in order to counter an argument put 
forward by Jonathan Crary in 1984 (so just over a decade after the SI’s demise), that with 
the nexus of the computer, the logic of commodity-spectacle has been transformed such 
that, in agreement with Jean Baudrillard, the ‘society of the spectacle’ no longer exists.7 

Crary’s analysis may appear over-familiar by now, but it continues to exert great 
influence and, as such, remains important for the concerns and practices projected 
here. His version of the so-called ‘eclipse of the spectacle’ was in part premised on a 
disappearance of what he defined as the television system operating between the 1950s 
and 1970s (the period of the SI), based on ‘representation’; which he claimed was then 
(in the 1980s) reconstituted by a networked system of live and interactive image-media, 
such as videos and computers, based not on representation, but on ‘distribution and 
regulation’.8 With the convergence of home computer, television and telephone lines, 
Crary saw the ‘nexus of a new social machinery’ that ‘testifies to an undoing of the 
spectacular consumption of the commodity’.9 To explain this undoing, Crary criticizes 
The Society of the Spectacle, claiming that ‘the auratic presence of the commodity was 
bound up with the illusion of its utter tangibility’. Since then, Crary continues, ‘we 
have witnessed the gradual displacement of aura from images of possessible objects, to 
digitized flows of data, to the glow of the VDT’.10 Here we apparently witness a reversal of 
the process analysed by Debord, in which:

the seeming self-sufficiency of the commodity was a ‘congealment’ of forces that were 
essentially dynamic. Now, however, with pure flux itself a commodity, a spectacular 
and ‘contemplative’ relation to objects is undermined and supplanted by new kinds 
of investments. There is no more opposition between the abstraction of money 
and the apparent materiality of commodities; money and what it can buy are now 
fundamentally the same substance … consumed as simply one more code.11

Against Crary, I would argue that this last statement simply encapsulates and reinforces 
the very logic of the spectacle defined by Debord as the moment when capital becomes 
image. Debord’s notion of the image-form, whether referencing tangible, possessable 
objects, or virtual, immaterial data flows, is the generalized abstract equivalent of all 
social relations, a single image-code, so to speak, which, like the Marxian money-form, 
reduces qualitative differences to quantitative sameness. Crary seems to forget that the 
spectacle is not literally about images, but that it concerns the types of social relations 
mediated by them, whatever their form. And, in many cases, just because pulses of light 
are seemingly more dynamic than solid, tangible products, this does not mean that a 
contemplative relation towards them has been eclipsed. 
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Generally, the computer user sits on the spot, in an isolated room, and the virtual 
worlds that are accessible can be just as alienating as the real one: tempting you to buy 
discounted goods you do not need; giving you the sense of participating in actions 
happening elsewhere, without leaving the comfort of your home; allowing escapist 
fantasies of identity switching. And let’s not forget the exclusivity of the so-called 
democratic space of the internet, where access requires a computer, electricity and 
enough literacy to use a keyboard. It should also be remembered who owns the network 
when you surf the world-wide web or hit the interactive red button on the TV. What 
sort of participation or control is at stake here? There are many one-way streets here, 
prescribed by the owner-corporations pursuing profit. These are the very hierarchies and 
forms of social exclusion, mediated and produced by the ruling image-economy, which 
the SI’s concept of the spectacle set out to expose and critique. The spectacle works by 
allowing a false sense of participation within its tightly controlled and closely surveilled 
borders. Those who refuse to challenge such alienating conditions acquiesce to their 
passive survival within its parameters and are in this sense contemplative.

Distributed, as opposed to representational, systems of image-production are no less 
susceptible to standardizing disciplinary regimes. As Crary acknowledges, citing Deleuze 
and Guattari, the information age is part of a global reorganization (via processes of de-
territorialization and re-territorialization) of domination and circulation. The world-wide 
web takes part in the shifting and collapsing of geographical frontiers, putting in their 
place ‘vast mirco-electronic territories for expansion’; and it is this ‘electronic substitute 
for geography that corporate and national entities are now carving up’.12 Information, by 
automated data processing, produces new patterns of accumulation and consumption 
shifted onto new surfaces. Such patterns intensify the logic of the spectacle, especially 
in its ‘integrated’ phase, as diagnosed by a post-Situationist Debord in 1989.13 The 
‘integrated spectacle’ is his term for the combination of earlier, spectacular stages of 
power, namely, the ‘diffuse’, associated with American consumerism and free markets, and 
the ‘concentrated’, linked to totalitarian, state-bureaucratic social controls, be they fascist 
or Stalinist. The integrated spectacle works on a global scale, inculcating and disciplining 
its subjects by leaving no social, economic, political or psychic space uncolonized by the 
alienating machinations of its image-economy.

New image technologies and new ways to access them, whether dynamic or static, 
do not indicate an eclipse of the spectacle, but rather its re-emergence, perhaps from 
the other side of an eclipse. Any end to ‘spectacle’ would require an end to capital and 
the disappearance of its cell form, the commodity. This situation has not yet arrived. On 
the contrary, the primacy of the image as a form of capital, or the dominance of what 
Foster calls ‘sign exchange value’ seems secure.14 If anything, the virtual world of the 
computer’s electronic flows extends our fascination with hyper-real images, with the 
phantasmagorical, or what Marx called the ‘phantom-like objectivity’ of the commodity, 
whose seductive appearance (not just tangibility) works to erase any traces of the 
concrete labour that produced it. Under spectacular conditions we are all seduced by the 
aesthetic appearance, the imaginary value, of the commodity, whether it be in the form 
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of a hand-blown glass vase, a painted picture or pixellated data. And, as an expanded 
space in which the colonizing spectacle-economy flows, the digital realm is as open to 
acts of subversion and anti-capitalist critique as any other. The recent and widespread 
tendency in discussions of networked digital culture, which emphasizes the apparent 
immaterialism of new technologies and the communicative relations they enable, does 
not, I argue, dissolve either the society of the spectacle or the promise of its critique 
through a Situationist praxis of constructed situations. What follows are a few examples 
of electronic forms of disobedience within both the commercial space of the web and 
its cultural or leisure spheres, which stand out as constructed situations that attempt to 
realize a non-alienated sociality.

Digital activism often takes the form of ‘hacktivism’, illegally breaking or cracking 
into data systems in order to reformat or re-engineer them, in what has been described 
as electronic détournements. The type of hacktivism that concerns me is politically 
motivated. For example, the art collective Electronic Disturbance Theatre (EDT), which 
frames its actions as ‘electronic civil disobedience’, has staged a number of virtual sit-ins 
in support of the Zapatista rebels in Chiapas, Mexico, by deploying a self-authored 
web-based software called FloodNet, designed by Brett Stalbaum.15 The online sit-ins 
aimed to disrupt the service of targeted websites, such as that of the Mexican President 
or the US Department of Defense. Participants in a FloodNet protest are asked to load 
the FloodNet webpage, which contains a Java applet that requests the target website 
every few seconds. This constant reloading disrupts the targeted server, even causing it to 
crash. FloodNet can also be used to generate subversive, automated messages, such as ‘no 
human rights found on this server’, which EDT made appear on the Mexican President’s 
website. Such blocking or ‘denial-of-service’ attacks have been described as the virtual 
counterpart of the physical blocking of entrances to buildings, though, without the 
risk of actual physical harm.16 The limit of such virtual blockades, however, is the lack 
of face-to-face contact with other protesting comrades and so the loss of a tangible 
experience of collaborative solidarity. 

Another example of anti-corporate and anti-capitalist blocking aimed at subverting 
the commercial takeover of the internet by the likes of Google or Netscape, is provided 
by the Swiss-based artists’ collective ‘etoy’. In 1996 they deployed a programme called 
Digital Hijack, which promised users novel material about certain popular subjects. Those 
affected had typed keywords such as ‘Madonna’ or ‘Penthouse’ into a search engine, and 
then clicked on etoy’s top-rated site, only to be greeted with the response: ‘Don’t fucking 
move. This is a digital hijack’. This was followed by the loading of an audio file about the 
plight of imprisoned hacker Kevin Mitnick and the hijacking of the internet by Netscape. 
Here, etoy successfully détourned, that is subversively re-functioned, the tools with 
which the internet is commercially exploited, in order to produce a constructed situation 
out of them.17

The very name of this group also got it caught up in a ‘toy war’ launched in 1999 
by the billion-dollar US toy company eToys, which filed a legal suit over the property 
rights to the domain name (Figure C.1). The suit apparently stemmed from complaints 
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received by eToys from potential customers who had missed the ‘s’ and ended up on the 
art site only to find, ‘nudity, obscene words and even a photograph of the Oklahoma 
City bomb site, along with the caption “such work needs a lot of training”’.18 EToys 
offered etoy substantial compensation in cash and shares if they agreed to change their 
name – despite there being no legal basis for the suit, since etoy predated eToys by three 
years and operated in what can certainly be described as a very different market sector.19 
Nevertheless, a California court ruled in favour of the big company and ordered the art 
site to shut down their server. In response, etoy enlisted the help of over a dozen lawyers 
and launched a virtual war that included a band of ‘toy soldiers’ loaded on to a web page 
called Toywar, as well as using their savvy regarding net tools, such as FloodNet, which 
overloaded the eToys server and prevented online ordering at a time when it hurt most, 
Christmas. Other, equally technologically adept, net-based activists joined in this ‘David 
versus Goliath’ campaign, successfully garnering a lot of media attention. Despite the 
odds, the ‘e-activists’ won out, pressuring eToys to withdraw its suit. Such interventions 
and confrontations expose how corporate structures, commercial strategies and 
imaging techniques can be playfully emulated, critically mimicked and so strategically 
reconstructed as situations.20

My final example of cultural subversion on the internet takes place within spheres 
dedicated to leisure and pleasure, rather than commerce. Desktop Theater was initiated 
as an alternative, experimental form of internet chat room that took place in the 2-D 
avatar-based chat room called The Palace – a virtual community predecessor to Sims. Set 
up in 1997 by Lisa Brenneis and Adriene Jenik, Desktop Theater aimed to re-function 
the so-called public space of a chat room into a creative live-time equivalent to street 
theatre. To do this, several ‘actors’ meet, in present time, at an agreed location within 
The Palace. Each actor dons a specific avatar (a computer-generated character) for the 
performance. A specific dramatic text is performed through a cut-and-paste method, 
which displays the text in a bubble above the avatar’s head. With more advanced software 
the typed words can be heard as well as seen. Other, unsuspecting, online chatters enter 
the scene and can engage, or not, with the actors, becoming part of the performance or 
creating their own separate conversations with other avatars. One example of this virtual 
street theatre was a performance entitled ‘Spectacled Society’, based on Debord’s The 
Society of the Spectacle (Figure C.2). The avatar selected was a rather disturbing black 
cube that spoke bubbled snippets from the book in an alien, electronic voice.21 Not 
surprisingly, many of the online avatars that were approached by this black cube with 
chat-up lines expounding alienation didn’t stay around for long. One of the aims of such 
interventions was to provoke questions about identities and performance in virtual 
worlds. Typically, many avatars tend to replicate stereotypes readily available in the real 
world, such as Barbie-doll blondes and muscle-bound Kens – hardly testing the bounds 
of fantasy identity formation. Indeed, by using strange and often non-humanoid avatars, 
Desktop Theater questioned how online participants ‘author’ themselves, not only 
through the types of visual image they adopt, but also through types of interaction or the 
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social relations played out on screen. This exposes how, as Mark Poster puts it: ‘in these 
situations, the body, mediated by the interface of the computers and the communications 
network, enters a new relation with the subject, a dissociated yet actual relation that 
opens identity to new degrees of flexible, unstable determination’.22 

But even if these virtual relations are actual, they still do not involve face-to-face 
encounters. In contrast, a key aspect of Situationist activity was direct action in the 
real world, the non-virtual streets, where unsuspecting passers-by could be engaged 
as part of a collective act of resistance. In cyberspace there are limited passers-by, and 
one’s relations to others are often highly attenuated, for instance, by having to choose 
to enter a particular chat room, or not. While this very difference has been exploited 
to establish online modes of solidarity, questions about the persisting value of social 
relations and solidarity arising from more direct, non-virtual, participation in protest – as 
well as questions of the specific boundaries between online and offline contexts – remain 
significant. Let’s turn now to considering the critical potentialities of such direct action 
in the light of the SI’s strategies.

Figure C.2 Desktop Theatre, Spectacled Society, 2000 (reproduced with kind permission from 
Adriene Jenik).
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Reclaim the streets

In a 1959 tract entitled ‘Situationist Theses on Traffic’, the SI announced a counter-offen-
sive to the ‘breaking up of the dialectic of the human milieu in favour of automobiles’.23 
In opposition to capitalist city planners, the SI’s revolutionary urbanism sought to 
emancipate the streets from their subservience to mechanized things. They identified 
a number of precedents for this. An exemplary case was the Paris Commune of 1871, 
elsewhere described as ‘the only realization of a revolutionary urbanism to date, attacking 
on the spot the petrified signs of the dominant organization of life, understanding social 
space in political terms, refusing to accept the innocence of monuments’.24 As discussed 
in detail in the preceding chapters of this book, other cases included: the anti-Vietnam 
protesters; the uprisings in universities from Berkeley to Edinburgh, Strasbourg and 
Paris; the Watts riots; the civil rights movement; anti-colonial wars in Indochina, the 
Congo, Cuba and, nearer to the SI’s home, the war of independence in Algeria; and, of 
course, the events of May 1968 in Paris, where streets were barricaded, police fought, 
walls reclaimed by graffitists, with millions on strike in their own occupation movements. 
As I hope to have shown in my earlier discussions of key aspects of some of these cases, 
disparate as their negations were, what they shared was an attempt from below, by the 
marginalized and exploited, to refuse to live out their lives according to the urban and 
architectural structures of the capitalism, the society of the spectacle. 

Recent examples of comparable street protests, often drawing explicitly on the lessons 
provided by the SI during the events of May ’68, are abundant. An evocative compilation 
of these is to be found in the 2003 publication edited by Notes from Nowhere, We Are 
Everywhere, which aimed to capture some of the radical ideas and creative exuberance 
of the protest movements against neo-liberal global capitalism.25 Two tactics that the 
SI adopted and developed recur in these movements: the use of graffiti and the idea 
of revolt as festival. One example is the graffito, ‘ni Dios, ni amo, ni marido, ni partido’ 
(‘neither God, nor master, nor husband, nor party’), which is the work of the Bolivian, 
anarcho-feminist group Mujeres Creando (Women Creating), established in La Paz in 
1992. They describe their use of graffiti as a means to paint happiness onto the walls 
of Bolivian streets, to make visible a militant feminism of the streets, which included 
handing out pots of paint to the poor women of the barrios who splashed protest slogans 
on the walls of the bank to which they owed crippling debts. Their mode of graffiti attack 
is directly attributed to the SI’s graffito: ‘the face of happiness vanished from art and 
literature as it began to be reproduced along endless walls and billboards’.26 In the late 
1990s, the UK agitprop collective, Reclaim the Streets, combined these tactics of graffiti 
and festival, when they took over the M41 for play. Blocking the motorway with huge 
trucks carrying large sound systems, they covered the lanes in sand for kids to play in, 
which was captured in the slogan ‘above the tarmac the beach’, deliberately recalling the 
May ’68 graffito ‘Under the paving stones the beach’.27

In the chapter on ‘Carnival’ from We Are Everywhere, Notes From Nowhere develop 
the idea of a festive rebellion by way of the Situationist Raoul Vaneigem’s slogan, ‘to work 
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for delight and authentic festivity is barely distinguishable from preparing for a general 
insurrection’, which is shown to permeate many of the anti- or alter-globalization and 
anti-Iraq-war coalitions.28 This is not about simply having fun, enjoying the destruction 
of property. The carnival offers a revolutionary experience that is no longer suspended 
until the future; ‘carnival reminds us to refuse the idea that revolution is a ready-made 
permanent blueprint that we wait for, but a process that begins right here, right now’.29 
Festive revolt is also typified by a radical form of civil disobedience that is not necessarily 
adversarial, in the sense of staging violent or aggressive opposition to the forces of law and 
order. Rather than meeting force with force, it deflates force. An example is the modus 
operandi of the Pink Fairies, an affiliation of pink tutu-wearing, feather duster waving, 
anti-globalization protesters. For them, the police, as guardians of the state, expect and 
even desire violent clashes, since this plays into their advantage, where superior weapons 
and armour tend to win out. So, instead, the Pink Fairies dance up to the police front line 
and tickle them with feather dusters or kiss them on the cheek. The police’s authority 
as upholders of law and order is not opposed, but tickled, refused with a disarmingly 
intimate and flirtatious gesture. The nervous laughter of many of the police officers 
belies their confusion, fear and anxiety over not knowing how to react, suggesting an 
embodiment of critical effect that echoes the concern for a ludic, somatic and irruptive 
poetics of radical subjectivity in earlier Situationist uses of photographs of graffiti. 
Another openly Situationist inspired youth group called Otpor (Resistance) emerged 
in response to the Milosevic regime’s tightening of its control over the universities in 
1998. They were against violent tactics and interested in a ‘revolution of the mind’. When 
they met a roadblock on the edge of the city they simply lifted the policemen (who had 
disobeyed orders to fire on the protesters) and placed them on the side of the road, as if 
they were merely some cumbersome yet innocuous obstacles in the way of their march to 
the capital.30 Here, the rule of law is not fought, but simply moved aside. 

Books such as 5 Days that Shook the World: Seattle and Beyond (2000) and Afflicted 
Powers: Capital and Spectacle in a New Age of War (2005) register a change in the 
constituency of these collective insurgencies. The anti-capitalist demonstrators against 
the World Trade Organization in Seattle in October 1999, or those joining in the largest 
ever anti-war demonstrations taking place across the globe on 15 February and then 15 
March 2003, as America and the UK prepared to go to war with Iraq, were not represen-
tatives of centralized, activist movements that followed a single manifesto or party line. 
Typically, they were decentralized and dynamic, composed of a loose coalition of activists, 
a coagulating multitude, organizing face-to-face or in cyberspace, but all prepared to assert 
the carnal and vulnerable human body against the abstraction of global capital. Yet the 
agendas and desired outcomes at stake greatly differed: from those favouring solidarity 
with Third World peoples, to those attempting to protect US jobs, to those carrying ‘save 
the turtle’ placards.31 For some, like the RETORT collective, the very looseness of these 
multitudes and the vagueness of the protesters’ language meant there was a danger of 
overlooking the deeper causes of the so-called ‘war on terror’. A more focused, centralized 
and targeted coalition was needed, they argued, aimed at understanding both ‘empire 
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and jihad’.32 For others, the very looseness of these collaborations, their refusal to take a 
singular name, made them more difficult for the authorities to confront and control, and 
was also more faithful to the diversity of the movements and the regional locations of 
their struggles. I think the Situationists forged a model of revolutionary organization that 
remains resonant with this predicament, insofar as they were in favour of small groups 
coming together, no matter how diverse their background, in collective anonymity, in 
the name of a specific or local, revolutionary task, but one that is part of a larger or global 
strategy targeted to contest the society of the spectacle in its totality. 

If these protests involved a mass occupation of the streets, I now want to turn 
to examples of a refusal of what the SI termed ‘the innocence of monuments’ and 
the attempt to understand social or public space in political terms. The Polish artist 
Krzysztof Wodiczko’s recent work has involved collaborations with marginalized, usually 
immigrant communities, as part of a broader project to reanimate debates about the 
structuring (both civil and economic) of the public sphere. Drawing explicitly on the 
SI’s theories of ‘unitary urbanism’ and ‘psycho-geography’, his series of slide and video 
projection projects typically involve a night-time (re)appropriation and reordering of 
an existent public monument or corporate building, in order to question the relations 
of social, psychical and political power that are symbolically and phantasmagorically 
embedded within it. An exemplary case is The Tijuana Projection (2001; Figure C.3), 
which utilized a mixture of video projections and sound recordings to give voice and 
visibility to the young women who worked in terrible sweatshop conditions in the 
so-called maquiladoras – the industrial factories in the region of Tijuana, Mexico. These 
women participated with Wodiczko in a year-long process that culminated in a public 

Figure C.3 Krzysztof Wodiczko, The Tijuana Projection, 2001. Staged at the Centro Cultural 
Tijuana, Mexico (reproduced with kind permission from the artist).
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performance in front of the Centro Cultural Tijuana (the Tijuana Cultural Centre or 
CECUT), designed by Manuel Rosen in 1982 to celebrate Mexico’s cultural heritage. 
The women wore specially designed headsets, integrating a camera (connected to two 
projectors) and a microphone (linked to loud speakers), which enabled live transmission 
of their testimonies. These focused on issues such as work-related abuse, sexual abuse, 
family disintegration, alcoholism and domestic violence. They were projected live, in a 
public plaza in front of around 1,500 people, a multitude of witnesses to the projection 
of the women’s faces and voices onto the 60 ft façade of the Omnimax Theatre and the 
domed top of CECUT.

Through this process of public projections, the architectural landmark was transformed, 
superimposed with alternative figurations and given a new façade. For Wodiczko, public 
buildings and monuments like CECUT are designed to stimulate particular historical, 
psychological and sociological affects. Typically, they represent a certain authority, a 
symbol of the ruling powers that commissioned them. In the case of CECUT, this was 
supposed to be a symbol of modernity for Tijuana. But the economic base of Mexican 
modernization was in part structured by the almost slave-labour conditions of teenage 
girls. By projecting their faces to fill the entire elevation of the domed building, they 
animated, occupied and, in a sense, took over the historic building by blurring the 
lines between them and it. Drawing on Foucault’s notion of ‘fearless speech’, Wodiczko 
describes how such projects aim to let the usually silenced, forgotten or hidden gain the 
right to be seen and heard in a public space usually controlled by authorized speakers.33 
Usually, monuments represent those who succeed at the expense of the vanquished, 
and so ‘history’ becomes a one-sided narrative of, by and for, the victors. The Tijuana 
Projection can thus be thought of as a constructed situation in which a type of counter-
monument or anti-monument, produced through the tactic of détournment, comes to 
confront symbolic authority with its repressed others. As Susan Buck-Morss has put it, 
such art projects permit a type of ‘protective exposure’, using art as a sort of camouflage, 
a safe place within a public space to speak the truth to power.34

Akin to his Situationist predecessors, Wodiczko is not interested in making new public 
works of art, but in refocusing on real life through the lens of art. In this way he links his 
cultural projects directly to questions of living, to the politics of life. They are as messy, 
contingent, unstable and contradictory as life. For Wodiczko, The Tijuana Projection 
should not be envisaged as a fixed object, but as the setting up of a transitional space where 
the collaborators make mutual use of each other, playing with, expanding and destroying 
the parameters of the project as it goes along. It is not a seamless or harmonious process 
but, as the artist notes, involves passages of conflict and difference. But this constructively 
adversarial, agonistic process allows independent speech to emerge and, as in the case 
of the Mexican women concerned, this exposes inequalities and social stratification as 
well as the difficulties that their attempts to develop a public language face. By staging 
counter-occupations the character of public space is questioned. How and for whom are 
these sites animated? How is social meaning enacted or inscribed there? For Wodiczko, 
this is what makes his public, interventionist art into a political situation, a constructed 
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situation in the sense discussed throughout this book, since it demands that public space 
and access to fearless speech be constantly renegotiated, by critically un-building and 
reconstructing architectural symbols to expose their lack of innocence.35

In contrast to Wodiczko, the Surveillance Camera Players (hereafter SCP), founded 
by Bill Brown in November 1996, in New York, aim to question the loss of our rights 
to privacy, to invisibility, in our age of technological surveillance. As they announce on 
their website, ‘the cameras violate our constitutionally protected right to privacy’.36 To 
manifest their opposition, the SCP perform specially adapted plays directly in front of 
variously located public surveillance cameras, such as in the subway, shopping malls, 
alleyways, parks or lifts. Their debut performance was a rendition of Alfred Jarry’s 
absurdist play Ubu Roi staged in front of a CCTV camera situated in Manhattan’s Union 
Square on 10 December 1996. At that time the SCP consisted of six members led by Bill 
Brown.37 Other performances include a version of George Orwell’s 1984, staged inside 
the 14th Street and 6th Avenue subway station of Manhattan (Figure C.4). The sounds 
of passing commuters and trains became part of the play, which involved holding up big 
posters with phrases such as ‘Big Brother’ in front of cameras with visible monitoring 
screens, enabling the SCP to capture the resultant images on their own video cameras. 
Such plays are performed in front of an unseen audience, which sometimes reveals 
itself, as in the case of watching police officers who often turn up to cut short these 
play-events.

According to their website, the SCP use their visibility, their public appearances, their 
interviews with the media and their website to ‘explode the cynical myth that only those 
who are guilty of something are opposed to being surveilled by unknown eyes’. The SCP 
search out unmarked surveillance cameras and put them to a new unintended use: no 
longer to fight crime, but as the mediator for collaborative agit-prop theatre, with both a 
local audience of random passers-by and a remote one of camera operatives (or perhaps 
empty monitoring rooms) and later viewers. The advantage of such amateur dramatics 
is that they can be staged by anyone with access to paper, card and paint. In what might 
be regarded as a sign of solidarity, the SCP also encourage anyone, anywhere, wishing 
to stage their own anti-surveillance events to freely adopt the SCP name-tag, as a ploy 
to keep individual players’ identities anonymous or private. However, in many of their 
dramas the individuals involved do not wear masks and so are readily identifiable.

In an interview, the SCP describes the ideal response to its works as one of inspiration 
and autonomy: ‘I can do that’. Versions of its performances are captured and posted 
on the internet, inviting a networked community to offer criticisms or post their own 
anti-surveillance activities, and so set up a dialogue between temporally and spatially 
differentiated groups. A key motto is Situationist Raoul Vaneigem’s ‘Think globally, act 
locally.’ They make further comparisons with the tactics of the SI when they describe 
their activities in terms of détournement: ‘We détourne the pre-existing theatre 
created by the placement of surveillance cameras in public places, to create a theatre 
of rebellion and trust, rather than a theatre of conformity and fear.’ This concept of a 
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panoptic theatre of surveillance complicates Foucault’s claim that: ‘Our society is not one 
of spectacle, but of surveillance…. We are neither in the amphitheatre, nor on the stage, 
but in the panoptic machine, invested by its effects of power, which we bring to ourselves 
since we are part of its mechanism’.38 The SCP’s ‘self-disciplining’ before an unseen gaze 
dramatizes the societal imposition and habituation of masks and roles. This situation is 
not that far removed from the SI’s diagnosis of spectacular society – its use of the dream 
machines of cinema, advertising, etc. to impose models of pseudo-being, models that 
tailor aspiration to the movement of non-life. Hence the need to construct situations 
for oneself, by refusing ready-made role models and disrupting the spectacle. For the 
SCP, absurdist humour can counteract the ‘inducement of state paranoia’ triggered by 
constant surveillance. But it could be argued that such performative acts are a form of 
exhibitionism, internalizing the state of ‘Big Brother’ to satisfy a desire to be seen and a 
pleasure in being watched.

It is clear that, at the same time as critiquing the technology of surveillance, the SCP 
is also aware that it is totally dependent on it, ‘when the cameras are taken down (one 

Figure C.4 Surveillance Camera Players, Performance of George Orwell’s 1984, 14th Street/
Seventh Avenue subway station, Manhattan, USA, 9 November 1998.

Images taken from Surveillance Camera Players (www.notbored.org/the-scp.html) (reproduced 
by permission).

C.4.1 Title board C.4.2 The telescreen reminds you that ‘Big 
Brother is Watching You’

C.4.3 Julie and Winston are the dead C.4.4 Winston is executed by O’Brien
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day!) the SCP will disappear’.39 But, in the meantime, the increasing privatization of 
public space and of the private self remains to be contested. Like the psychogeographical 
borrowings of Wodiczko, the SCP conceives of the occupation of public space in both 
spatial and psychological terms, but also as a function:

Privatization isn’t simply a spatial phenomenon. It is also functional (private entities 
taking on public functions such as policing and sanitation) and socio-psychological 
(abandonment of public life and ‘politics’, and retreat into ‘private lives’). We try to 
fight privatization on all three levels.40

Through the détournement of one machinic assemblage of domination they construct 
situations dedicated to autonomous play. And their deliberately amateur mode of staging 
is intended to encourage alliances and solidarity ‘among the visionary, the depressed, 
the drug-addicted, the paranoid, the outcast, the homeless, the disenfranchised – i.e., 
everywhere’.41 The SCP’s lesson, like that of the SI, is that anyone can take part in such 
disturbances, all that is required is the desire to perturb and subvert already existing 
apparatuses and the unacceptable situations they sustain.

‘Never work’

In 1953 Debord scrawled the graffito ‘NE TRAVAILLEZ JAMAIS’ (‘Never work’) on a 
wall in la rue de Seine (Figure C.5). This could be considered as an aristocratic disdain 
for manual work by those, like Debord, who didn’t have to work for a living, financially 
supported as he was by a monthly stipend from his family and the earnings of his 
significant other, Michèle Bernstein. A more generous reading, bearing in mind the SI’s 
attempts to form a ‘united front against forced labour’, would be that Debord advocated 
never working according to the conditions of alienated waged labour imposed by a 
capitalist economy. In 1950s France this was characterized by the SI as an accumulating 
consumer society, colonizing both the sphere of work and non-work, the latter including 
leisure, pleasure and a pseudo-creative life. It is within this context, where modern forms 
of spectacular production co-opted the whole of social life, not just its wealth or labour, 
that the SI’s modes of resistance through collective festivals, non-productive labour, gift 
exchange and playful excess made tactical sense.

More recently, former members of the Italian group of political activists and theorists, 
Autonomia, have outlined a critique of capitalism that resonates more or less explicitly 
with that of the SI. Maurizio Lazzarato’s claim that post-Fordist capitalism is based on 
‘immaterial labour’, which has been developed by Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri 
to outline a form of ‘bio-power’ and ‘bio-political production’, in which capital is 
characterized not so much by the subsumption of labour, but the subsumption of social 
life itself, echoes the SI’s diagnosis of the radical extension of capitalist subsumption to 
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‘the whole life’ of society.42 But this debt to the SI, especially the critique of a society of 
the spectacle, is most explicit in Paolo Virno’s contribution to this scene.43

Virno’s relation to the SI revolves around his understanding of the transition from 
a Fordist to a post-Fordist capitalist economy – a decisive transition for all these 
post-Autonomia figures – where Fordism is concerned with the mass production 
of products, and post-Fordism is concerned with a ‘mode of production of the self ’. 
Criticizing Marx’s conception of ‘unproductive labour’, post-Fordism is variously 
defined by Virno as a form of service or virtuosic labour, such as the services of a butler, 
or the virtuosic performances of a pianist, teacher or dancer, all of which are activities 
where the product is not separable from the act of producing.44 This expanded co-option 
of social skills supposedly mirrors the change from an era of big industry, with factory 
work and mass production, to the rise of the so-called tertiary sector of services and 
communication industries, characterized by telephone call centres and internet sites: 
‘These people neither produce from scratch, nor transform. They are neither primary nor 
secondary. Tertiary is what they are…. [T]hey are neither instruments of production, 
nor drive belts of transmission. They are a lubricant, at the most pure Vaseline.’45 For 
Virno, drawing directly on Debord’s concept of the spectacle, the key to a post-Fordist 
economy is the transformation of human communication into an ‘industry of the means 
of communication’; ‘in the spectacle we find exhibited, in a separate and fetishized form, 
the most relevant productive forces of society, those productive forces on which every 
contemporary work process must draw: linguistic competence, knowledge, imagination, 
etc.’46 The spectacle thus exposes its double nature: it refers to a specific product of a 
particular industry, but also to ‘the quintessence of the mode of production in its 
entirety’.47 Here we have a mode of production that is no longer reducible to machines 
(dead labour) but depends on its lubrication by ‘linguistic-cognitive competencies 
inseparable from living labour’.48 

For Virno and other former Autonomia figures, post-Fordist life is the scene of both 
new forms of capitalist subsumption but also new forms of resistance to it. This is due to 
the extent that service labour tends to be more self-organized by the labour-force itself, 
that is, less directed by capitalists, thereby producing increased potential for political 
self-organization within the capitalist workplace. It is also due to the tendency of this 
self-organization to define itself independently of work, producing a radical refusal 
of work that echoes Debord’s radical injunction to never work! Hence, Autonomia’s 
point of departure was the successful resistance that took place in Italy during the late 
1970s: ‘when the young labour-power, challenging all expectations, chose temporary 
and part-time work over full-time employment in big corporations’.49 And they see it 
continuing in the persistence of self-determining forms of activity in the new de-regulated 
and flexible work conditions that have become so conspicuous subsequently. 

It is worth noting here that the group Autonomia (which replaced Potere Operaio in 
1975) was a branch of Italian Operaismo (Workerism) that, despite its name, was actually 
opposed to work, or rather, against the socialist exaltation of its dignity, much like the SI. 
As Sylvère Lotringer observes, the group didn’t want to re-appropriate work, or take over 
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the means of production, but aimed to reduce it. Like the SI, it was highly critical of trade 
unions, regarding the latter as too concerned with wage increases and reforming working 
conditions, meaning by this that they didn’t fight to change the workers’ lot as such but, 
at best, make exploitation of surplus-value more tolerable. Against this, Autonomia 
‘pressed for the reduction of labour time and the transformation of production through 
the application of technical knowledge and socialized intelligence’.50 Like the SI, they 
embraced the possibility of dead labour, in the form of improved technical machinery, to 
free up human labour and give back time so that it can be spent living creatively.

The SI always insisted that the critique of alienated labour and its co-option of life was 
at the centre of its revolutionary theory and informed the manner in which it chose to 
make critical or anti-capitalist cultural products. For example, the SI’s rolls of Industrial 
Painting were collectively and anonymously produced with the help of haphazard 
machines (signalling a co-production of living and dead labour) and freely distributed 
in the manner of a ‘potlatch’.51 And during the events of May 1968, its formation of the 
Council for Maintaining the Occupation Movement enabled a connection with the 
proletariat, joining in the pickets and factory takeovers by striking workers, who went 
against the directive of their trade union (the CGT, backed by the French Communist 
Party) to ‘return to work’. For the SI, the strikers’ refusal to work was a refusal of a 
totalizing capitalism that had taken over their lives: ‘no salary will compensate for the 
whole of their social existence’.52 

However, another point of resonance between the SI and Autonomia is more 
problematic, concerning their shared reduction of the complexity of the different types 
of labour actually existing in a society of spectacle or post-Fordism. What Virno et 
al. neglect is that old-fashioned Fordist factory work is still alive and kicking in many 
places, like China and India, as too is slave labour in the form of global child and sex 
trafficking industries. And these labours also subsume life. It should also be said that, 
despite the centrality of a critique of labour to SI theory and practice, the SI’s concept 
of work or labour is obscure and difficult to define. Often the terms work and labour are 
conflated, or used somewhat generically to cover an assortment of differing modes of 
production, both industrial and creative. Especially lacking, considering the emergence 
of feminist politics during the late 1960s, is any attempt to analyse the division of labour 
along gender lines, such as how and why women received less money than their male 
counterparts for the same work. This was because, for the SI, class was the overarching 
and divisive concept within capital, subsuming the issues of race and gender, which it 
treated as symptoms, not as causes. 

How to end? The aim of this ‘lesson’ is not some nostalgic prompt to go back and read 
the SI properly, as if they had all the answers. Instead, I have tried to show that it is from 
the standpoint of current critical praxis that the use-value and relevance of the SI needs 
to be revived. It is a matter of searching out productive historical remembrances – ‘the 
reversible coherence of the world’53 – between revolutionary theories and practices of 
the present, and those of the past, even if these have failed. It is through such untimely 
conjunctions that its transformative potential is released.
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no. 12, September 1969, p. 4; and for criticisms of Sartre as a Stalinist and of his pro-Chinese 
stance, see ‘Domination de la Nature, Idéologies et Classes’, internationale situationniste, no. 8, 
January 1963, p. 5.

79. See Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness: An Essay on Phenomenological Ontology, translated 
by H.E. Barnes, Routledge: London, 1986, pp. 481–556. This book was first published in 
1943 as L’Être et le Néant.

80. ‘Questionnaire’, p. 138.
81. The phrase is: ‘we want a phenomeno-praxis’, ibid.
82. Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 483.
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83. See Jappe, Guy Debord, p. 127.
84. Ibid., p. 484.
85. Ibid., p. 489.
86. Freedom is defined in part as an escape from ‘the given’, or from ‘fact’, but this ‘facticity’ of 

freedom can be either surpassed or ‘nihilated’. See ibid., pp. 484–5.
87. In this context, one needs to consider the concept of a ‘radical imaginary’ developed by 

Cornelius Castoriadis in, for instance, L’Institution Imaginaire de la Société, Éditions du Seuil: 
Paris, 1975; translated by K. Blamey as The Imaginary Institution of Society, Polity Press: 
London, 1987. Debord was acquainted with Castoriadis whom he met when the SI made 
some approaches to Socialisme ou Barbarie in the early 1960s. Although the 1975 concept 
of the ‘radical imaginary’ was not available until after the demise of the SI in 1972, I intuit 
a correspondence with the SI’s perpetual self-alteration of society, via modes of radical re-
institutions of alternative mores, gestures, behaviour, etc. The radical imaginary works on 
the socio-political coordinates of a society, as much as on its psychic-somatic conditions. 
To propose a model of ‘re-institutions’ questions the notion of ‘institutions’ as always fixed. 
Instead they are open to constant, historical flux. Or, we might update this and say, a radically, 
collectively re-instituted or reconstructed society alters the parameters of its cultural, socio-
political, economic and biological conditions.

88. I develop the term ‘carnate radicalism’ as a positive riposte to what the SI derided as the 
‘abstract’ and ‘disincarnate’ radicalisms or idealisms of much contemporary thought. See 
‘Maintenant l’I.S.’, internationale situationniste, no. 9, August, 1964, pp. 3–5; translated as 
‘Now, the S.I.’, in Knabb (ed.) Situationist International: Anthology, p. 135.

89. Ibid., p. 137.

1 Surviving History: A Situationist Archive

 1. Guy Debord and Asger Jorn, Mémoires, Internationale Situationniste: Copenhagen, 1959. A 
facsimile edition of Mémoires was published by Jean-Jacques Pauvert Aux Belles Lettres: Paris, 
1993.

 2. In a 1959 edition of Mémoires held by the library of University College London there is an 
appended note which states that Mémoires was first drawn up by the SI in December 1957, 
and that it appeared in print in December 1958, although the book carries the publication 
date of 1959.

 3. These dates in fact cover the formation of the avant-garde group the Lettrist International 
(1952–7). Its core figures were Guy Debord, Michèle Bernstein, Gil Wolman, Mohamed 
Dahou, André-Frank Concord and Jacques Fillon, all of whom joined the SI in 1957. On this 
formation see Stewart Home, The Assault on Culture: Utopian Currents from Lettrisme to Class 
War, AK Press: Stirling, 1991, pp. 12–21. See also the facsimile edition of the Lettrist Inter-
national’s journal, Guy Debord, Guy Debord Présente Potlatch (1954–57) Édition Augmentée, 
Gallimard, Paris, 1985.

 4. Debord joined the Lettrist Movement in 1950. Lettrism was launched in post-war Paris c. 
1946, by the Romanian poet Isidore Isou and the Frenchman Gabriel Pomerand. Isou’s main 
claim was that the evolution of any art is characterized by two phases – amplic and chiselling. 
The amplic phase is a period of expansion. It is followed by a period of chiselling, cutting-back 
and eventually destruction. Home characterizes Isou’s claim as follows: 
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In poetry the amplic period lasted until 1857, when Baudelaire initiated a chiselling phase 
by reducing narrative to anecdote: Rimbaud abandoned anecdote for lines and words, 
words were reduced to space and sound by Mallarmé; and finally the Dadaists destroyed 
words altogether. Isou was to ‘complete’ this chiselling phase and, with his Lettriste 
‘discoveries’, initiate a new amplic period. (Home, The Assault on Culture, p. 13)

 Other key Lettrist figures included Jean-Louis Brau, Gil Wolman and Maurice Lemaître. See 
also Stephen C. Foster (ed.) ‘Lettrisme: Into the Present’, special issue of Visible Language, vol. 
17, no. 3, July 1983.

 5. The transcript of Hurlements in Ion (no. 1, April 1952) shows that originally the film was to be 
a collage of images and sound assembled from a variety of pillaged ready-made sources. When 
the film was actually produced it contained no images at all. For a copy of this transcript 
see Gérard Berréby (ed.) Documents Relatifs à la Fondation de l’Internationale situationniste: 
1948–1957, Éditions Allia: Paris, 1985, pp. 109–23. For transcripts of all Debord’s films, see 
Guy Debord, Oeuvres Cinématographiques Complètes: 1952–1978, Éditions Champ Libre: 
Paris, 1978; a selection of which is translated as Guy Debord, Society of the Spectacle and other 
Films, Rebel Press: London, 1992. 

 6. See Guy Debord, ‘Théorie de la Dérive’, internationale situationniste, no. 2, December 1958, 
pp. 19–23; translated by K. Knabb as ‘Theory of the Derive’, in Ken Knabb (ed.) Situationist 
International: Anthology, Bureau of Public Secrets: Berkeley, CA, 1981, pp. 50–4. This text 
was written in 1956 and a version published in Les Lévres Nues, no. 9, November 1956, which 
included accounts of two dérives.

 7. Jorn and Debord employed this strategy of collaging a heterogeneous mixture of ready-made 
pop images and drips of lithographed colour in a previous collaborative book project that 
was entitled Fin de Copenhague, first published May 1957. It was allegedly put together in 
just 24 hours using sources bought from a single Danish kiosk. A facsimile edition has been 
subsequently made available; Asger Jorn and Guy Debord, Fin de Copenhague, Éditions Allia: 
Paris, 2001.

 8. For a gossipy jaunt through such habitats see Andrew Hussey, The Game of War: The Life and 
Death of Guy Debord, Jonathan Cape: London, 2001. For an attempt to name the shadowy 
figures (the female head is named as ‘Edith’), see Roberto Ohrt, Phantom Avantgarde, Edition 
Nautilus: Hamburg, 1990, pp. 56, 65.

 9. The Situationists acknowledged their debt to the poet Comte de Lautréamont’s phrase 
‘plagiarism is necessary, progress implies it’, in ‘Methods of Détournement’, written by 
Debord and Wolman in 1956; translated in Knabb (ed.) Situationist International: Anthology, 
pp. 8–14. See also Ed van der Elsken, Love on the Left Bank, London, 1956, facsimile edition 
Dewi Lewis: Stockport, 2010.

10. The Situationists were critical of the techniques of ‘art informel’, a type of abstract expressionism 
or action painting, and its associated myths of the pure or autonomous gesture. For the 
SI, all gestures are mediated. And they were especially critical of the spectacular painterly 
performances of the French artist Georges Mathieu. See Guy Debord, ‘Les Situationnistes et 
les Nouvelles Formes d’Action dans la Politique ou l’Art’, in exhibition catalogue, Destruktion 
af RSG-6: En kollektiv manifestation af Situationistisk Internationale, Galerie EXI: Odense, 
1963, 15–18; translated by T.Y. Levin as ‘The Situationists and the New Forms of Action in 
Politics or Art’, in Tom McDonough (ed.) Guy Debord and the Situationist International: Texts 
and Documents, MIT Press: Cambridge, MA, 2002, pp. 159–66. A critique of the aura of art in 
relation to reproduction techniques is more fully developed in Walter Benjamin’s essay ‘The 
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Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’, in his Illuminations, translated by H. 
Zohn, Fontana: London, 1973.

11. The mention of Jorn’s ‘supporting structures’ appears on the front cover of the original edition 
of Mémoires, whereas it appears on the title page of the 1993 re-edition. 

12. Potlatch, the title of the Lettrist International’s bulletin, refers to pre-commercial societies 
which operate on the principle of ‘the gift’ rather than monetary exchange. Mémoires, in the 
spirit of potlatch, was given away to friends. The Situationists acknowledged appropriating 
the term from Johan Huizinga’s book, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-Element in Culture, 
first published in 1938. Now up for sale, the 1993 edition of Mémoires reneges on the spirit of 
a potlatch economy.

13. Walter Benjamin, ‘Surrealism’, in One-Way Street and Other Writings, translated by E. Jephcott 
and K. Shorter, Verso: London, 1979, pp. 225–39 (p. 229).

14. For example, see Aragon’s discussion of how the low elements of collage present a challenge 
to the high art of painting in his essay ‘La Peinture au Défi’, in Les Collages, Hermann: Paris, 
1965, pp. 35–71.

15. Guy Debord, La Société du Spectacle, Éditions Buchet-Chastel: Paris, 1967; translated by 
D. Nicholson-Smith as The Society of the Spectacle, Zone Books: New York, 1995, thesis 131, 
p. 96.

16. Ibid., thesis 24, p. 19.
17. Ibid., thesis 157, p. 114.
18. Ibid., thesis 200, p. 141. This is a détournement of the line: ‘A spectre is haunting Europe – the 

spectre of communism’, in Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The Communist Manifesto.
19. See Guy Debord, Panégyrique, vol. 1, Gérard Lebovici: Paris, 1989; vol. 2, Arthème Fayard: 

Paris 1997; translated by J. Brook and J. McHale as Panegyric, vols 1 and 2, Verso: London, 
2004, p. 16.

20. The ‘sadism’ of the cut-up image refers not just to the body of the woman fragmented into 
body parts, but to what Georges Bataille calls the destructive gesture of art: ‘art … proceeds 
in this way by successive destructions. To the extent that it liberates libidinal instincts, these 
instincts are sadistic.’ Quoted in Hal Foster, Compulsive Beauty, MIT Press: Cambridge, MA, 
1995, p. 113. I do not mean to overlook the sexual dimension of the female content of this 
image. I will discuss similar uses of images in terms of their sexualized character in Chapter 6. 
Here, I am more interested in the desublimatory potential of the ‘cut’ itself rather than what is 
cut-up.

21. The re-edition has substituted non-abrasive textured paper for the sandpaper covers.
22. The 1989 exhibition of Situationist works at the Institute of Contemporary Art in London 

got around this abrasive problem by displaying Mémoires in a glass case. See the exhibition 
catalogue, On the Passage of a Few People through a Rather Brief Moment in Time: The Situationist 
International 1957–1972, edited by Elisabeth Sussman, MIT Press: Cambridge, MA, 1989. 
University College London Library’s edition, from which my illustrations have been taken, 
has been covered in cling film.

23. Walter Benjamin, ‘Some Motifs in Baudelaire’, in his Charles Baudelaire, translated by H. 
Zohn, Verso: London, 1997, p. 157. 

24. Ibid., p. 155.
25. Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, thesis 157, p. 114.
26. Benjamin, ‘Some Motifs in Baudelaire’, p. 155.
27. Ibid.
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28. Jorn was influenced in his CoBrA days by a fellow member Christian Dotrement, who is 
quoted as saying: ‘the patch of colour is a scream in the hands of a painter … a scream of 
its very substance’. Quoted in Home, The Assault on Culture, p. 10. The Lettrist movement 
was also interested in Artaud’s theories of language. What Artaud called the ‘dissociative and 
vibratory’ effects of poetry on our sensibilities, due to the physical and material aspect of 
words, is an apt description of the effect of the discordant layout of Mémoires.

29. Asger Jorn, ‘La Création Ouverte et ses Ennemis’, internationale situationniste, no. 5, December 
1960, pp. 29–50; translated by F. Tompsett as Open Creation and its Enemies, Unpopular 
Books: London, 1994. 

30. ‘Le Détournement comme Negation et comme Prelude’, internationale situationniste, no. 3, 
December 1959, pp. 10–11; translated as ‘Détournement as Negation and Prelude’, in Knabb 
(ed.) Situationist International: Anthology, pp. 55–6.

31. ‘All the King’s Men’ [original title in English], internationale situationniste, no. 8, January 1963, 
pp. 29–33; translated in Knabb (ed.) Situationist International: Anthology, pp. 114–17. The 
title is a reference to the many jobs that words can perform, as described by Humpty Dumpty 
in Lewis Carroll’s, Through the Looking-Glass and What Alice Found There, 1872.

32. ‘All the King’s Men’, p. 114.
33. Mustapha Khayati, ‘Les Mots Captifs: Préface à un Dictionnaire Situationniste’, internationale 

situationniste, no. 10, March 1966, pp. 50–5; translated as ‘Captive Words: Preface to a 
Situationist Dictionary’, in Knabb (ed.) Situationist International: Anthology, pp. 170–6 
(p. 171).

34. ‘This falling into step of words reflects a more profound militarization of the whole society, its 
division into two basic categories: the caste that rules and the great mass of executants.’ Ibid., 
p. 173.

35. Ibid., p. 117.
36. Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, thesis 158, p. 114.
37. Debord, Panegyric, p. 28.
38. Contrary to Claire Gilman, who argues that all the elements, from images to drips, to words 

on the pages of Mémoires are made equivalent due to their reduction ‘to the state of the 
photographic’, I insist that there is still a difference in registers: temporal, in the layering 
effect, and formal, where a drip, if not an index of an authentic gesture, can work to perturb 
and contaminate the boundaries of the text and image sources. See Gilman, ‘Asger Jorn’s 
Avant-Garde Archives’, OCTOBER, no. 79, Winter 1997, pp. 33–48 (p. 45).

39. The woman is, in fact, Eliane Brau, a member of the Lettrist movement who also wrote a book 
on the Situationists called Le Situationnisme ou la Nouvelle Internationale, Debresse: Paris, 
1968.

40. Guy Debord, Comments on the Society of the Spectacle, translated by M. Imrie, Verso: London, 
1990, p. 20; translated from Commentaires sur la Société du Spectacle, Gallimard: Paris, 1988, 
pp. 35–6. 

41. Debord, Panegyric, p. 71.
42. Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, thesis 149, p. 110.
43. Ibid., thesis 128, p. 94.
44. Ibid. 
45. Ibid., thesis 141, p. 104.
46. Ibid., thesis 133, p. 132. Translation altered.
47. Ibid., thesis 160, p. 115.

Stracey T02909 01 text   148 02/09/2014   11:39



n o t e s  |  1 4 9

48. Ibid. 
49. Ibid.
50. internationale situationniste, no. 5, December 1960, p. 11.
51. See Allan Todd, Revolutions 1789–1917, Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 1998.
52. Guardian, Saturday 28 July 2001, p. 3. Considering Debord’s view on the pulsing machinery 

of the spectacle, it seems appropriate to cite a newspaper source here.
53. Ibid.
54. See Debord’s ‘Attestations’, in the 1993 re-edition of Mémoires, not paginated.

2 Industrial Painting: Towards a Surplus of Life

 1. See ‘Définitions’, internationale situationniste, no. 1, June 1958, p. 13; translated by K. Knabb 
as ‘Definitions’, in Ken Knabb (ed.) International Situationist: Anthology, The Bureau of Public 
Secrets: Berkeley, CA, 1981, p. 45.

 2. ‘The spectacle’s function in society is the concrete manufacture of alienation.’ Guy Debord, La 
Société du Spectacle, Éditions Buchet-Chastel: Paris, 1967; translated by D. Nicholson-Smith 
as The Society of the Spectacle, Zone Books: New York, 1995, thesis 32, p. 23.

 3. Gilles Ivain (alias Ivan Chtcheglov), ‘Formulaire pour un Urbanisme Nouveau’ (1953) 
published for the first time in internationale situationniste, no. 1, June 1958, pp. 15–20; 
translated as ‘Formulary for a New Urbanism’, in Ken Knabb (ed.) Situationist International: 
Anthology, pp. 1–4.

 4. See Raoul Vaneigem, ‘Basic Banalities (I)’ (1962), and ‘Basic Banalities (II)’ (1963), in 
Knabb, (ed.) Situationist International: Anthology, pp. 89–100 and pp. 118–33 respectively.

 5. Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, thesis 26, p. 21. See also thesis 24: ‘The social cleavage 
that the spectacle expresses is inseparable from the modern state, which, as the product of the 
social division of labour and the organ of class rule, is the general form of all social division.’ 
ibid., p. 20; and thesis 25: ‘Separation is the alpha and omega of the spectacle’, ibid., p. 20.

 6. internationale situationniste, no. 9, August 1964, p. 24.
 7. It continues, ‘the living becoming master and possessor of its world – that is, of history – and 

coming to exist as consciousness of its own activity’ (italics in original). Debord, The Society of 
the Spectacle, thesis 74, p. 48.

 8. Michèle Bernstein, ‘Éloge de Pinot-Gallizio’, in Pinot-Gallizio, Bibliothèque d’Alexandrie: 
Paris, 1960, front two pages, no pagination. 

 9. This information was taken from a caption in Pinot-Gallizio, 1960, no pagination.
10. ‘Abandoned in the open air and subordinated to atmospheric conditions; the sun, the rain, 

the wind, left their accidental traces on the canvas and left their memory there.’ Giuseppe 
Bonini, Pinot Gallizio: Le Situationnisme et la Peinture: du 13 février au 4 mars 1989, Galerie 
1900–2000, Marcel Fleiss: Paris, 1989, p. 10.

11. One example of Industrial Painting called Oppera collettiva from 1957 has the multiple 
signatures of Pinot-Gallizio, Jorn and Constant graffitied all over it. An image of this can be 
seen in Libero Andreotti and Xavier Costa (eds) Situacionistas arte, politica, urbanismo, Museu 
d’Art Contemporani de Barcelona: Barcelona, 1996, p. 45.

12. The Situationists were not ignorant of the chance aesthetic of Surrealism, but they were 
highly critical of the concept of the unconscious. Stewart Home describes how in Asger 
Jorn’s ‘Discours aux Pingonins’, published in CoBrA, no. 1, he critiqued Breton’s definition of 
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Surrealism as ‘pure psychic automatism’ using a materialist dialectics. Referring to his model 
of a conscious experimental position, Jorn demonstrated that individual creativity could not 
be explained purely in terms of psychic phenomena detached from a physical, material reality. 
As Home puts it, ‘explication is itself a physical act which materialises thought, and so psychic 
automatism is joined organically to physical automatism’. Stewart Home, Assault on Culture: 
Utopian Currents from Lettrisme to Class War, AK Press: Stirling, 1991, p. 10.

13. In the ‘notice biographique’, a list of Pinot-Gallizio’s various jobs includes: ‘chimiste, 
pharmacien, acteur, archéologue’ – see Pinot-Gallizio, 1960, back page, no pagination.

14. It continues, ‘the specialized role played by the spectacle is that of spokesman for all other 
activities, a sort of diplomatic representative of hierarchical society at its own court, and the 
source of the discourse that society allows itself to hear’. Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, 
thesis 23, pp. 18–19.

15. The IMIB was set up in Switzerland in 1953 by Jorn, Appel and Corneille, all ex-CoBrA 
members, along with Italian artists Enrico Baj and Sergio Dangelo, both members of the 
Nuclear Art Movement, formed in 1952.

16. Home, The Assault on Culture, p. 24. For a more detailed description see Asger Jorn, ‘Notes 
on the Formation of an Imaginist Bauhaus’ (1957), in Knabb (ed.) Situationist International: 
Anthology, pp. 16–17.

17. Ibid., p. 16.
18. Ibid., p. 17.
19. Ibid.
20. In Raoul Vaneigem’s ‘Commentaries against Urbanism’, he makes an interesting analogy 

between urban ‘planification’ that regulates city space, and the types of scientific management 
techniques used in factory production, where a similar zoning, regulation and disciplining is 
applied to the body of the worker. First published in internationale situationniste, no. 6, August 
1961, pp. 33–7; translated in Libero Andreotti and Xavier Costa (eds) Theory of the Dérive and 
other Situationist Writings on the City, Museu d’Art Contemporani de Barcelona: Barcelona, 
1997, pp. 119–24.

21. For an account of Jorn’s embrace of all things kitsch, see his 1941 text ‘Intimate Banalities’, 
discussed by Peter Wollen in ‘Bitter Victory; the Art and Politics of the Situationist 
International’, in the exhibition catalogue On a Passage of a Few People through a Rather Brief 
Moment in Time: The Situationist International 1957–1972, edited by Elisabeth Sussman, MIT 
Press: Cambridge, MA, 1989, p. 48. On the aversion of productivist aesthetics to ornament, 
see Peter Wollen, ‘Fashion/Orientalism/the Body’, New Formations, no. 1, Spring 1987, 
pp. 5–33.

22. It was while a member of CoBrA that Asger Jorn developed his interest in child art and 
‘outsider art’, and this continued to influence his and others’ work in the IMIB. Jorn had also 
been a friend of the ‘art brut’ artist Jean Dubuffet. See Guy Atkins, Asger Jorn: The Crucial 
Years, 1954–1964, Wittenborn Art Books: New York, 1977.

23. To put it somewhat crudely, as a commodity, labour-power has two values, namely use 
value and exchange value. Its use value can be described as whatever the capitalist gets the 
labour-power (the worker who sells her or his labour) to do or to produce. Its exchange value 
is what it costs to reproduce the labour power owner (the worker) for a set period of time, 
for example, a day. The surplus value is the difference between the exchange value of the 
labour-power and the value it creates during the set period that is owned by the capitalist 
(say, a working day). It is of course the production of value (not just use) that interests the 
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capitalist, for if this is worth more than the cost of paying for the labour power to produce 
the useful goods, then a surplus value can be reaped. Importantly, however, the exploitation 
arises not because the workers are not paid a fair wage or the going rate for their labour (they 
are not being cheated), but because of their class position, which means they have no choice 
but to sell their labour power (or starve) and, at the same time, cannot make use of the value 
created by this labour themselves, as this is expropriated by the capitalist as surplus value. As 
Marx says: 

the useful quality of labour-power, by virtue of which it makes yarn or boots, was to the 
capitalist merely the necessary condition for his activity; for in order to create value, labour 
must be expended in a useful manner. What was really decisive for him was the specific 
use-value which this commodity possesses of being a source not only of value, but of 
more value than it has itself. (Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, vol. 1, translated by 
B. Fowkes, Penguin Classics: London, 1990, pp. 300–1)

24. Giors Melanotte, ‘L’Activité de la Section Italienne’, internationale situationniste, no. 2, 
December 1958, pp. 27–30 (p. 28). 

25. Giuseppe Pinot-Gallizio, ‘Discours sur la Peinture Industrielle et sur un Art Unitaire 
Applicable’, internationale situationniste, no. 3, December 1959, pp. 31–5 (p. 32).

26. Marcel Mauss, The Gift: The Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic Societies, translated by 
W.D. Halls, Routledge: London, 1990, p. 6.

27. The Lettrist International published the journal Potlatch from 1954 to 1957. These have been 
reprinted in Guy Debord, Guy Debord Présente Potlatch (1954–1957) Édition augmentée, 
Gallimard: Paris, 1996. 

28. Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-Element in Culture, Beacon Press: Boston, 
1955, p. 58. An extract appears under the heading ‘Le Journal des Faux-monnayeurs’, Potlatch, 
no. 21, June 1955; republished in Guy Debord Présente Potlatch, p. 172. Unlike the Lettrist 
International, Huizinga refers to the work of Mauss.

29. The notion of unproductive expenditures is taken from Georges Bataille, ‘The Notion of 
Expenditure’ (1933), in Visions of Excess: Selected Writings, 1927–1939, translated by A. Stoekl, 
University of Minnesota Press: Minneapolis, 1996, pp. 116–29. For Bataille’s take on the 
destructive aspects of a potlatch festival see ‘The Gift of Rivalry: Potlatch’, in his The Accursed 
Share: An Essay on General Economy, vol. 1: Consumption, translated by R. Hurley, Zone Books: 
New York, 1991, pp. 63–77. This was first published in 1949, with a new edition in 1967.

30. In her ‘eulogy’, Bernstein also makes a reference to a tactical inflation in values announcing 
that, ‘all values, be they ideological, artistic, or even financial must be violently unleashed 
everywhere by inflation’. Pinot-Gallizio, 1960, no pagination. 

31. Pinot-Gallizio, ‘Discours sur la Peinture Industrielle’, p. 32.
32. Raoul Vaneigem, Traité de Savoir-vivre à l’Usage des Jeunes Generations, Éditions Gallimard: 

Paris, 1967; translated by D. Nicholson-Smith as The Revolution of Everyday Life, Rebel Press/
Left Bank Books, London and Seattle, 1994, p. 259.

33. See details in Home, Assault on Culture, p. 34. The Situationists supported acts of graffiti as a 
form of direct intervention negating the last vestiges of artistic specializations, for example, 
no need for prepared grounds or expensive tools, just chalk, knives or spray cans, and as a 
means to re-territorialize public space from below as happened in the streets of Paris during 
the events of May 1968. See Walter Levino, L’Imagination au Pouvoir, Le Terrain Vague: Paris, 
1968. On the role of graffiti more generally in the SI see Chapter 5.
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34. It has been said to me that Industrial Painting is ‘ugly’, so ‘who wants their gift: they can keep 
it!’ But it is worth stressing the point that it is not the actual piece of Industrial Painting that is 
at issue, but its mode of creative practice or labour that presents a model for a new playful and 
collaborative way of living: not art into life, but art as a speculative model for a new way to live 
within spectacularized conditions.

35. Pinot-Gallizio, ‘Discours sur la Peinture Industrielle’, p. 32. 
36. Ibid., p. 33.
37. Vaneigem claimed: ‘It is a question not of elaborating the spectacle of refusal, but rather of 

refusing the spectacle.’ See excerpts from ‘The Fifth S.I. Conference in Göteborg’, in Knabb 
(ed.) Situationist International: Anthology, p. 88.

38. See Richard Wagner, ‘The Art-Work of the Future’ (c.1850), extracts published in Charles 
Harrison and Paul Wood (eds) Art in Theory: 1815–1900, An Anthology of Changing Ideas, 
Blackwell Publishers: London, 1998, pp. 471–8.

39. Andrew Ross, ‘The Rock ‘n’ Roll Ghost’, OCTOBER, no. 50, Fall 1989, pp. 108–17 (p. 115).
40. Pierre Canjuers and Guy Debord, ‘Preliminaries Toward Defining a Unitary Revolutionary 

Program’ (1960), in Knabb (ed.) Situationist International: Anthology, p. 309.
41. Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, thesis 31, p. 23. The SI’s relation to the concept work 

is complex but central to their practice. For example, Debord claimed that a radical 
transformation in the meaning of work was necessary to implement ‘the shifting of the centre 
of life from passive leisure to productive activity’, not that this meant that ‘overnight all 
productive activities will become in themselves interesting. But to work toward making them 
so, by a general and ongoing re-conversion of the ends as well as the means of industrial work, 
will in any case be the minimum passion of a free society.’ Knabb (ed.) Situationist International: 
Anthology, pp. 308–9. Peter Smith makes some excellent comparisons between the SI and 
William Morris in ‘Never Work! The Situationists and the Politics of Negation’, in Mathew 
Beaumont, Andrew Hemingway, Esther Leslie and John Roberts (eds) As Radical as Reality 
Itself: Essays on Marxism and Art for the 21st Century, Peter Lang: Bern, 2007, pp. 217–50. But 
the SI were not concerned with making any type of work interesting, fulfilling, or creative 
while it remained within a capitalist system; at best this would be a limited reformism. This 
also accounts for the SI’s hostility to trade unions that secured gains in working conditions 
that remained within a capitalist system. ‘Never work’ meant making the whole system never 
work. This required a ‘new General Ludd’, leading this time to ‘an onslaught on the machinery 
of permitted consumption’, Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, p. 86. 

42. Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, thesis 198, p. 140.
43. Guy Debord, Panegyric, vol. 1, translated by J. Brook, Verso: London, 1991, p. 34.
44. See Bataille, The Accursed Share: An Essay on General Economy.
45. Debord and Canjuers, ‘Preliminaries Toward Defining a Unitary Revolutionary Program’, 

p. 305.

3 Destruktion af RSG-6: The Latest Avant-Garde

 1. At the SI’s 5th conference held at Göteborg, Sweden, 28–30 August 1961, it was agreed 
that from then on the term ‘antisituationist’ would be applied to all works produced by a 
member of the SI: ‘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 
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the mark of a situationist.’ ‘La Cinquième Conférence de l’I.S. à Göteborg’, internationale 
situationniste, no. 7, April 1962, p. 28; translated by K. Knabb as excerpts from ‘The Fifth S.I. 
Conference in Göteborg’, in Ken Knabb (ed.) Situationist International: Anthology, Bureau of 
Public Secrets: Berkeley, CA, 1981, p. 88. The ‘genuinely situationist conditions’ refers to the 
defeat of capitalism. 

 2. Guy Debord, ‘Les Situationnistes et les Nouvelles Formes d’Action dans la Politique ou 
l’Art’, in exhibition catalogue, Destruktion af RSG-6: En kollektiv manifestation af Situationis-
tisk Internationale, Galerie EXI: Odense, 1963, pp. 15–18; translated by T.Y. Levin as ‘The 
Situationists and the New Forms of Action in Politics or Art’, in Tom McDonough (ed.) Guy 
Debord and the Situationist International: Texts and Documents, MIT Press: Cambridge, MA, 
2002, pp. 159–66. (Note that an English translation was published in the original catalogue, 
but I have chosen to use the superior Levin translation in what follows.) For a typical mis-
characterization of the separation of art and politics in the SI, see Miriam D. Maayan, ‘From 
Aesthetic to Political Vanguard: The Situationist International, 1957–1968’, Arts Magazine, 
vol. 65, January 1989, pp. 49–53.

 3. Debord, ‘The Situationists and the New Forms of Action in Politics or Art’, p. 159. 
 4. Ibid.
 5. See Peter Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, translated by M. Shaw, University of Minnesota 

Press: Minneapolis, 1984.
 6. Bürger has characterized this as a ‘false sublation’ of the autonomy of art into the means–end 

rationality of everyday living within the culture industry. See ibid., p. 54.
 7. Debord, ‘The Situationists and the New Forms of Action in Politics or Art’, pp. 159–60.
 8. ‘Report on the Construction of Situations and on the International Situationist Tendency’s 

Conditions of Organization and Action’, excerpts in Knabb (ed.) Situationist International: 
Anthology, pp. 17–25; translated from ‘Rapport sur la Construction des Situations et sur les 
Conditions de l’Organisation et de l’Action de la Tendance Situationniste Internationale’, in 
Annexe 2 of Internationale Situationniste: édition augmentée, Librairie Arthème Fayard: Paris, 
1997, pp. 689–701.

 9. ‘Report on the Construction of Situations’, p. 18.
10. Ibid., p. 19.
11. Ibid., p. 20.
12. Debord, ‘The Situationists and the New Forms of Action in Politics or Art’, p. 164.
13. Quoted in ‘La Cinquième Conférence de l’I.S. à Göteborg’, internationale situationniste, no. 7, 

April 1962, p. 28. 
14. From ‘L’Avant-Garde de la Presence’, internationale situationniste, no. 8, January 1963, 

pp.  14–22; translated as ‘The Avant-Garde of Presence’, in Knabb (ed.) Situationist 
International: Anthology, pp. 109–10.

15. See ‘Réponse à une Enquête du Centre d’Art Socio-expérimental’, internationale situationniste, 
no. 9, August 1964, pp. 40–4; translated as ‘Response to a Questionnaire from the Center for 
Socio-experimental Art’, in Knabb (ed.) Situationist International: Anthology, p. 143–7.

16. Ibid., p. 144.
17. On the connection of a cultural and proletarian revolution, see Guy Debord and Pierre 

Canjuers (a member of the group Socialisme ou Barbarie), ‘Preliminaries toward Defining a 
Unitary Revolutionary Program’ (1960), in Knabb (ed.) Situationist International: Anthology, 
pp. 305–10. 
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18. Debord refers to ‘the theory of praxis verified by virtue of its transformation into a theory-in-
practice’. Guy Debord, La Société du Spectacle, Éditions Buchet-Chastel: Paris, 1967; translated 
by D. Nicholson-Smith as The Society of the Spectacle, Zone Books: New York, 1995, thesis 90, 
p. 59.

19. Guy Atkins, Asger Jorn: The Crucial Years, 1954–64, Wittenborn Art Books: New York, 1977, 
p. 60.

20. ‘The Avant-Garde of Presence’, in Knabb (ed.) Situationist International: Anthology, p. 110.
21. Ibid.
22. ‘Maintenant, L’I.S.’, internationale situationniste, no. 9, August 1964, pp. 3–5; translated as 

‘Now, the S.I.’, in Knabb (ed.) International Situationist: Anthology, pp. 135–8.
23. ‘Adresse aux Révolutionaires d’Algérie et de Tous les Pays’, internationale situationniste, no.10, 

1966; translated as ‘Address to Revolutionaries of Algeria and of All Countries’, in Knabb 
(ed.) Situationist International: Anthology, p. 152.

24. Debord, ‘The Situationists and the New Forms of Action in Politics or Art’, p. 160. This idea is 
repeated in ‘Address to Revolutionaries’, p. 150.

25. ‘Address to Revolutionaries’, p. 150.
26. See Guy Debord and Gianfranco Sanguinetti, The Veritable Split in the International, translated 

by anonymous, B.M. Piranha: London, 1974, 3rd revised and corrected edn, Chronos 
Publications: London, 1990, p. 14. First published as La Véritable Scission dans l’Internationale, 
Éditions Champ Libre: Paris, 1972.

27. Debord, ‘The Situationists and the New Forms of Action in Politics or Art’, p. 161.
28. Ibid. 
29. Ibid., p. 162.
30. This raises interesting questions about the SI’s relation to terrorist tactics. They supported 

violence as a necessary tactic in a violent and violating society that marginalizes and oppresses 
the poor. A good example of a strategic use of violence is given in their text of the 1965 South 
Los Angeles Watts riots. (See ‘Le Déclin et la Chute de l’Économie Spectaculaire-marchande’, 
internationale situationiste, no. 10, March 1966, pp. 3–11; translated as ‘The Decline and Fall 
of the Spectacle-Commodity Economy’, in Knabb (ed.) Situationist International: Anthology, 
pp. 153–60.) However, terrorism as such, especially the mindless killing of innocent victims, 
was not something the SI unambiguously supported as is indicated by the following: 

From the perspective of social struggle it must first of all be said that one should never 
play with terrorism. But even serious terrorism has never in history had any salutary 
effectiveness except in situations where complete repression made impossible any other 
form of revolutionary activity and thereby caused a significant portion of the population to 
side with the terrorists. (‘De la Répression’, internationale situationniste, no. 12, September 
1969, p. 98) 

 Sanguinetti also described how terrorism can be used by the state to work against the 
proletarian cause, as was the case of the Italian state and the Red Brigades in 1969. (See 
Gianfranco Sanguinetti, On Terrorism and the State: The Theory and Practice of Terrorism 
Divulged for the First Time, translated by L. Forsyth and M. Prigent, Chronos: London, 1982.) 
More generally, the SI claims that what prevents explosions of anger and violence is the end 
of the proletariat through the collective construction of everyday life. This is a paraphrase 
from Raoul Vaneigem, ‘Notice to the Civilized Concerning Generalized Self-Management’ 
(1969), translated in Knabb (ed.) Situationist International: Anthology, pp. 238–89 (p. 287).
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31. Debord, ‘The Situationists and the New Forms of Action in Politics or Art’, p. 164.
32. Ibid. 
33. Ibid., p. 165.
34. Guy Debord, Panegyric, translated by J. Brook and J. McHale, Verso: London, 2004. An image 

of ‘Directive no. 2’ appears on p. 116.
35. Debord’s Directive may allude to Marx’s famous eleventh thesis on Feuerbach: ‘The 

philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point is to change it.’ ‘Theses 
on Feuerbach’, in Karl Marx, Early Writings, translated by R. Livingstone and G. Benton, 
Penguin Books: London, p. 423. The idea of the realization of philosophy is introduced more 
explicitly in Marx’s ‘Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right: Introduction’, in ibid., pp. 243–57. 

36. Debord, ‘The Situationists and the New Forms of Action in Politics or Art’, p. 165. 
37. I gained specific details of these works from an interview with Michèle Bernstein in 1999.
38. Many of the works exhibited in Destruktion af RSG-6 were destroyed in a firebomb attack on 

the SI’s Danish headquarters in 1965. For details of this attack see ‘L’I.S. et les Incidents de 
Randers’, internationale situationiste, no. 10, March 1966, pp. 22–6.

39. Debord, ‘The Situationists and the New Forms of Action in Politics or Art’, p. 165. 
40. ‘Response to a Questionnaire from the Center for Socio-experimental Art’ (1964), p. 147.
41. Debord, ‘The Situationists and the New Forms of Action in Politics or Art’, p. 165. 
42. ‘Les Mauvais Jours Finiront’, internationale situationniste, no. 7, April 1962, p. 13; translated as 

‘The Bad Days Will End’, in Knabb (ed.) Situationist International: Anthology, p. 85. 
43. Raoul Vaneigem, Traité de Savoir-vivre à l’Usage des Jeunes Generations, Éditions Gallimard: 

Paris, 1967; translated by D. Nicholson-Smith as The Revolution of Everyday Life, Rebel Press/
Left Bank Books: London and Seattle, 1994, p. 234.

44. ‘Response to a Questionnaire from the Center for Socio-experimental Art’, p. 147.
45. Debord, ‘The Situationists and the New Forms of Action in Politics or Art’, pp. 165–6.
46. ‘The permanence of art or anything else does not come into our considerations … eternity 

is the greatest idea a person can conceive of in connection with his acts.’ ‘Report on the 
Construction of Situations’, p. 25.

47. Debord was famously disparaging in this regard. ‘When the spectacle stops talking about 
something for three days, it is as if it did not exist.’ Guy Debord, Comments on the Society of the 
Spectacle, translated by M. Imrie, Verso: London, 1990, p. 20; translated from Commentaires 
sur la Société du Spectacle (1988), Gallimard: Paris, 1992, pp. 35–6. According to Debord’s 
diagnosis, in a détournement of Marx, a spectre was haunting the spectacle, the spectre of 
history: ‘Because history itself is the specter haunting modern society, pseudo-history has 
to be fabricated at every level of the consumption of life.’ Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, 
thesis 200, p. 141. This is a détournement of the line, ‘A spectre is haunting Europe – the spectre 
of communism’, which opens Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The Communist Manifesto 
(1848), translated by S. Moore, Penguin Classics: London, 1985, p. 78.

4 Consuming the Spectacle: The Watts Revolt and a New Proletariat

 1. ‘Le Déclin et la Chute de l’Économie Spectaculaire-marchande’, internationale situationniste, 
no. 10, March 1966, pp. 3–11; excerpts translated by K. Knabb as ‘The Decline and Fall of the 
Spectacle-Commodity Economy’, in Ken Knabb (ed.) Situationist International: Anthology, 
Bureau of Public Secrets: Berkeley, CA, 1981, pp. 153–60. Note that Knabb (ed.) Situationist 
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International: Anthology is not a facsimile of the internationale situationniste and does not 
reproduce the images accompanying the original article that will be addressed here.

 2. A seminal interpretation of the Watts riots as a ‘race riot’, which nonetheless remains highly 
illuminating, is Jerry Cohen and William S. Murphy, Burn, Baby, Burn! Los Angeles Race Riot, 
August 1965, E.P. Dutton: New York, 1966.

 3. ‘The Decline and Fall of the Spectacle-Commodity Economy’, p. 154. This is not to deny 
the racial aspect of Watts, a district where 80 per cent of the participants in the curfew area 
were black. See David O. Sears and John B. McConahay, ‘Riot Participation’, in Los Angeles 
Riot Study, co-ordinated by Nathan E. Cohen, Institute of Government and Public Affairs, 
University of California Los Angeles: Los Angeles, 1967.

 4. ‘The Decline and Fall of the Spectacle-Commodity Economy’, p. 153.
 5. ‘Address to Revolutionaries of Algeria and of all Countries’, in Knabb (ed.) Situationist 

International: Anthology, pp. 148–52 (p. 152); translation of ‘Adresse aux Révolutionaires 
d’Algérie et de Tous les Pays’, internationale situationniste, no. 10, March 1966, p. 43–9.

 6. The idea of a ‘reversible coherence of the world’ appears in both ‘Address to Revolutionaries 
of Algeria and of all Countries’, p. 150, and Guy Debord, ‘Les Situationnistes et les Nouvelles 
Formes d’Action dans la Politique ou l’Art’, in exhibition catalogue, Destruktion af RSG-6: En 
kollektiv manifestation af Situationistisk Internationale, Galerie EXI: Odense, 1963; translated 
by T.Y. Levin as ‘The Situationists and the New Forms of Action in Politics or Art’, in Tom 
McDonough (ed.) Guy Debord and the Situationist International: Texts and Documents, MIT 
Press, Cambridge, MA, 2002, p. 160. For an extensive examination of this idea in the latter 
context see Chapter 3, ‘Destruktion af RSG-6: The Latest Avant-Garde’.

 7. ‘The Decline and Fall of the Spectacle-Commodity Economy’, p. 153.
 8. See in particular Chapter 2, ‘Industrial Painting: Towards a Surplus of Life’.
 9. See Marcel Mauss, The Gift: The Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic Societies, translated 

by W.D. Halls, Routledge: London, 1990. 
10. ‘The Decline and Fall of the Spectacle-Commodity Economy’, p. 153.
11. Ibid.
12. Ibid., p. 155. The English translation misses the pun intended by the slippage of letters in the 

original French phrase, ‘le passage de la consommation à la consummation’. See ‘Le Déclin et 
la Chute de l’Économie Spectaculaire-marchande’, internationale situationniste, no. 10, March 
1966, p. 6.

13. For an account of the complex geography of Los Angeles see Robert Fogelson, The Fragmented 
Metropolis: Los Angeles 1850–1930, Harvard University Press: Cambridge, MA, 1967.

14. See Robert Kirsch’s ‘Introduction’ to Cohen and Murphy, Burn, Baby, Burn!’, pp. 7–17 (p. 7).
15. Ibid., p. 8.
16. Theodore H. White’s diagnosis of preceding riots remains pertinent for Watts: 

one cannot speak … of a single Negro community in a big city. Each has two Negro 
communities: one that is beginning to achieve, and another that is threatened with 
collapse of all human values, all dignity, all function; they are almost as different as two 
separate ethnic groups. And it is in the second of these communities that one must seek the 
sources of the uprisings of 1964. (Theodore H. White, The Making of the President in 1964, 
Atheneum: New York, 1965, p. 227)

17. In fact, 34 were ultimately reported killed, including a fireman, a deputy sheriff and a Long 
Beach policeman. See Cohen and Murphy, Burn, Baby, Burn!, p. 137.
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18. On this issue see Violence in the City – An End or a Beginning? A Report by the Governor’s 
Commission on the Los Angeles Riots, State of California, 2 December 1965, State of California: 
Los Angeles, 1965. This was Governor McCone’s commission. See also David O’Sears 
and John B. McConalay, The Politics of Violence: The New Urban Blacks and the Watts Riots, 
Houghton Mifflin: Boston, 1973.

19. See T.M. Tomlinson and David O’Sears, ‘Negro Attitudes Toward the Riot’, Department of 
Psychology, MR-97, and Eugene L. Loren, ‘Economic Background’, Economics Department, 
MR-86; both part of the Los Angeles Riot Study.

20. See Raymond J. Murphy and James M. Watson, ‘The Structure of Discontent: The Relationship 
Between Social Structure, Grievance and Support for the Los Angeles Riot’, Department of 
Sociology, MR-92, Los Angeles Riot Study.

21. Ibid., p. 20. Other complaints included poor credit conditions, difficulty in cashing cheques, 
quick repossession of goods and poor furniture.

22. Quoted in Cohen and Murphy, Burn, Baby, Burn!, p. 9.
23. Ibid., p. 10.
24. Ibid., p. 11.
25. Ibid., p. 13. See also Harry M. Scoble, ‘Negro Politics in Los Angeles: The Quest for Power’, 

in Los Angeles Riot Study; and Robert Merton, Social Structure and Social Theory, Free Press: 
Glencoe, IL, 1957.

26. Cohen and Murphy, Burn, Baby, Burn!, p. 306.
27. Ibid., p. 10.
28. ‘The Decline and Fall of the Spectacle-Commodity Economy’, p. 154. 
29. See Cohen and Murphy, Burn, Baby, Burn!, p. 63.
30. See Sears and McConahay, ‘Riot Participation’, Los Angeles Riot Study, pp. 7–10.
31. ‘The Decline and Fall of the Spectacle-Commodity Economy’, p. 155. 
32. Ibid.
33. Raoul Vaneigem, Traité de Savoir-vivre à l’Usage des Jeunes Generations, Éditions Gallimard: 

Paris, 1967; translated by D. Nicholson-Smith as The Revolution of Everyday Life, Rebel Press/
Left Bank Books, Seattle and London, 1994, p. 271.

34. Vaneigem, The Revolution of Everyday Life, p. 264.
35. In Pierre Canjeurs and Guy Debord, ‘Preliminaries Toward Defining a Unitary Revolutionary 

Program’ (1960), in Knabb (ed.) Situationist International: Anthology, pp. 305–10 (p. 307).
36. See Scoble, ‘Negro Politics in Los Angeles: The Quest for Power’, in Los Angeles Riot Study, 

p. 8.
37. Ibid., p. 10.
38. Ibid., pp. 10–11.
39. See Gerald Horne, Fire This Time: The Watts Uprising and the 1960s, University Press of 

Virginia: Charlottesville, 1995.
40. Malcolm X (c. 1964): ‘You can’t have racism without capitalism. If you find antiracists, usually 

they’re socialists or their political philosophy is that of socialism.’ 
41. Canjeurs and Debord, ‘Preliminaries Toward Defining a Unitary Revolutionary Program’, 

p. 307.
42. See table for ‘Riot Participation as a Function of Sex and Age’, in Sears, ‘Riot Participation’, Los 

Angeles Riot Study, p. 13. For various tabulations and statistics of participants concerning class, 
sex and age, see Murphy and Watson, ‘The Structure of Discontent’, in Los Angeles Riot Study. 

43. See ‘Part One: Context’, in Horne, Fire This Time, pp. 3–23.
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44. ‘The Decline and Fall of the Spectacle-Commodity Economy’, p. 155. 
45. Ibid., p. 156.
46. Ibid. For a more complex overview of this issue see Frazier E. Franklin, Black Bourgeoisie, 

Collier: New York, 1962.
47. ‘The Decline and Fall of the Spectacle-Commodity Economy’, p. 157. In an equally pessimistic 

tone, the SI insisted that American blacks served as a ‘spectacular prod: the threat of under-
privilege spurs on the rat race’. Ibid.

48. Ibid.
49. Ibid., p. 158.
50. Gerald Horne gives a detailed account of the ascendance of such movements in the wake of 

the vacuum created by the erosion of leftist-influenced organized labour resistance during 
the anti-communist red-scare heyday of the 1950s. See his ‘Introduction’ to Fire This Time, 
pp. 3–22. See also Scoble, ‘Negro Politics in Los Angeles: The Quest for Power’, in Los Angeles 
Riot Study, p. 10: ‘The self-help practices proclaimed and followed by the Black Muslims may 
help an ex-convict, a prostitute, or simply a “lower-lower” individual to rise, but collectively 
such self-help doctrines tend toward the perpetuation of the ghetto with the insulation from 
power that the ghetto implies.’

51. ‘The Decline and Fall of the Spectacle-Commodity Economy’, p. 159.
52. Ibid., p. 158. According to E.J. Hobsbawm the term ‘primitive rebels’ refers to social bandits 

like Robin Hood who were linked to small peasant and rural communities. They stood for 
maintaining tradition in the face of encroaching forms of modernization. The Wattists, 
most of whom were immigrants from Alabama in the South, certainly had a rural heritage. 
But the tradition for blacks was also one of slavery, certainly not a position to defend. See 
E.J. Hobsbawm, Primitive Rebels: Studies in Archaic Forms of Social Movements in the 19th and 
20th Centuries, W.W. Norton: New York, 1959.

53. ‘The Decline and Fall of the Spectacle-Commodity Economy’, p. 158.
54. Ibid., p. 153. See also Margaret Elaine Burgess, Negro Leadership in a Southern City, University 

of North Carolina Press: Chapel Hill, 1960.
55. ‘The triumph of the middle class in the NAACP underscored the vitality of the Californian 

Dream. Those with attractive homes, well-tailored suits, large cars, and hefty bank accounts 
were thought to be better people and happier.’ Horne, Fire This Time, p. 14. Clearly this 
description did not apply to many in South LA, especially the majority taking part in the 
revolt.

56. Quotation attributed to Bobbi Hollon, a young eye-witness whom the SI characterize as a 
‘sociologist’, talking to the Herald Tribune in October 1965, in ‘The Decline and Fall of the 
Spectacle-Commodity Economy’, p. 156. For a brief history of gang cultures in Los Angeles 
see Mike Davis, City of Quartz: Excavating the Future in Los Angeles, Pimlico: London, 1998.

57. Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, Progress Publishers: Moscow, 1977, 
p. 63.

58. Tom Bottomore, ‘Lumpenproletariat’, in A Dictionary of Marxist Thought, Blackwell: Oxford, 
1983, p. 293. See also Davis, ‘The Revolutionary Lumpenproletariat’, in his City of Quartz, 
pp. 293–300.

59. Horne, Fire This Time, p. 11. On the negative impact of the so-called ‘lumpen’ on the Panthers 
and the black struggle, see Henry Winston, Strategy for a Black Agenda: A Critique of New 
Theories of Liberation in the United States and Africa, International Publishers: New York, 1973.
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60. Raoul Vaneigem, ‘Basic Banalities (II)’ (1963), in Knabb (ed.) Situationist International: 
Anthology, pp. 118–33 (p. 126).

61. Ibid., p. 126. See also Marx’s son-in-law, Paul Lafargue’s pamphlet, The Right to Laziness 
(1880), composed after his participation in the Paris Commune (1871). It was republished 
in France around the time of the Watts riots as Le Droit à la Paresse, Maspero: Paris, 1965.

62. Cited in Denis Hollier, Against Architecture: The Writings of Georges Bataille, MIT Press: 
Cambridge MA, 1989, p. 126.

63. Karl Marx, ‘A Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right: Introduction’, 
in Karl Marx: Early Writings, translated by R. Livingstone and G. Benton, Penguin Classics: 
Harmondsworth, 1992, p. 256.

64. Guy Debord, La Société du Spectacle, Buchet-Chastel: Paris, 1967; translated by D. Nicholson-
Smith as The Society of the Spectacle, Zone Books: New York, 1995, thesis 26, p. 21.

65. Guy Debord and Gianfranco Sanguinetti, The Veritable Split in the International, translated 
by anonymous, B.M. Piranha, London, 1974, 3rd revised and corrected edn, pp. 19–20. First 
published as La Véritable Scission dans l’Internationale, Éditions Champ Libre: Paris, 1972.

66. See Richard Gombin, The Radical Tradition: A Study in Modern Revolutionary Thought, 
translated by R. Swyer, Methuen: London, 1978, p. 35; and Colin Ward, Anarchism: A Very 
Short Introduction, Oxford University Press: Oxford, 2004.

67. See Frances Lannon, The Spanish Civil War: 1936–1939, Osprey Publishing: Oxford, 2002.
68. Hugh Thomas, The Spanish Civil War, Penguin Books: London, 2001, pp. 631–7.
69. The basis for the SI’s conflation of Lenin and Stalin concerned their bureaucratic and dictatorial 

forms of leadership. It is no more reductive than Lenin’s conflation of disparate models of 
non-authoritarian communism under the disparaging umbrella term ‘infantile disorders’. See 
V.I. Lenin, Left-wing Communism: An Infantile Disorder (1920), Foreign Languages Press: 
Peking, 1965.

70. See Cornelius Castoriadis, La Société Bureaucratique, Union général d’éditions: Paris, 1973. 
71. Gombin, The Radical Tradition, p. 32.
72. Ibid., p. 42.
73. For an example of the SI’s embrace of ‘the international realization of the absolute power of 

workers’ councils’, see ‘On the Poverty of Student Life’ (1966), in Knabb (ed.) Situationist 
International: Anthology, pp. 319–37 (p. 334). See also Anton Pannekoek, Workers’ Councils, 
Southern Advocate for Workers’ Councils: Melbourne, 1950.

5 Situationist Radical Subjectivity and Photo-Graffiti

 1. Enragés et Situationnistes dans le Mouvement des Occupations, Gallimard: Paris, 1968, new 
edition 1998; translated as René Viénet, Enragés and Situationists in the Occupation Movement, 
France, May ’68, Autonomedia and Rebel Press: New York and London, 1992. Note the 
translation’s attribution of sole authorship to Viénet is misleading, since the book was in fact 
a collaborative compilation of eyewitness accounts, from various members of the Situationist 
International, including Guy Debord, Mustapha Khayati and Raoul Vaneigem, as well as 
former members of the Enragés group, such as René Riesel.

 2. For a typical example of this, see Jean Barrot, ‘Critique of the Situationist International’, 
in Stewart Home (ed.) What is Situationism? A Reader, AK Press: Edinburgh, 1996. This 
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reductively subjectivist, and thus one-sided, model of Situationist subjectivity misses its 
inherently dialectical and historically contingent formation.

 3. For an extensive outline of the SI’s conception of constructed situations, see the Introduction.
 4. The historical importance of this 1953 graffito for Debord is evident from its reproduction, 

25 years after the SI had officially been disbanded, in his autobiography, Panégyrique, Librairie 
Arthème Fayard: Paris, 1997; translated by J. Hale and J. McHale as Panegyric, vols 1 and 2, 
Verso: London, 2004, p. 84. 

 5. For an examination of Destruktion af RSG-6 and Debord’s ‘Directives’, see Chapter 3.
 6. Guy Debord, ‘Rapport sur la Construction des Situations et sur les Conditions de 

l’Organisation et de l’Action de la Tendance Situationniste Internationale’, in Annexe 2 of 
Internationale Situationniste: Édition Augmentée, Librairie Arthème Fayard, Paris, 1997; 
excerpts translated by Ken Knabb as ‘Report on the Construction of Situations and on the 
International Situationist Tendency’s Conditions of Organization and Action’, in Ken Knabb 
(ed.) Situationist International: Anthology, Bureau of Public Secrets: Berkeley, CA, 1981, 
p. 25. For a discussion of the assertion quoted here in the context of the SI’s 1963 exhibition, 
Destruktion af RSG-6, see Chapter 3.

 7. Debord, ‘Report on the Construction of Situations’, p. 25.
 8. Ultra-détournement was, in turn, linked with a broader Situationist practice called unitary 

urbanism, which aimed at the integration or sublation of art, technology and politics within 
an urban environment as part of their revolutionary project to transform the society of the 
spectacle in its totality. For a list of key SI terms see ‘Définitions’, internationale situationniste, 
no. 1, June 1958, pp. 13–14; translated as ‘Definitions’, in Knabb (ed.) International Situationist: 
Anthology, pp. 45–6.

 9. Raoul Vaneigem, Traité de Savoir-vivre à l’Usage des Jeunes Generations, Gallimard: Paris, 1967; 
translated by D. Nicholson-Smith as The Revolution of Everyday Life, Rebel Press and Left 
Bank Books: London and Seattle, 1994. This book first appeared six months before the Events 
of May ’68.

10. For details, see Andrew Hussey, The Game of War: The Life and Death of Guy Debord, Jonathan 
Cape: London, 2001, p. 34.

11. See Stewart Home, The Assault on Culture: Utopian Currents from Lettrisme to Class War, AK 
Press: Stirling, 1991, pp. 12–21.

12. Vaneigem, The Revolution of Everyday Life, p. 202.
13. ‘All the King’s Men’ (title in English), internationale situationniste, no. 8, January 1963, p. 31; 

translated as ‘All the King’s Men’, in Knabb (ed.) International Situationist: Anthology, p. 115.
14. Vaneigem, The Revolution of Everyday Life, p. 200.
15. ‘All the King’s Men’, p. 115.
16. Vaneigem, The Revolution of Everyday Life, p. 272.
17. Raoul Vaneigem, ‘Basic Banalities (II)’ (1963), in Knabb (ed.) Situationist International: 

Anthology, p. 123.
18. Guy Debord, La Société du Spectacle, Éditions Buchet-Chastel: Paris, 1967; translated by 

D. Nicholson-Smith as The Society of the Spectacle, Zone Books: New York, 1995, thesis 1, 
p. 12.

19. Ibid., thesis 201, p. 141. 
20. Ibid., thesis 208, p. 146.
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21. Mustapha Khayati, ‘Les Mots Captifs (Préface à un Dictionnaire Situationniste)’, internationale 
situationniste, no. 10, March 1966, p. 50; translated as ‘Captive Words: Preface to a Situationist 
Dictionary’, in Knabb (ed.) International Situationist: Anthology, p. 170.

22. ‘All the King’s Men’, p. 114.
23. Ibid., p. 117.
24. Ibid., p. 114.
25. Vaneigem, The Revolution of Everyday Life, p. 190.
26. Ibid., p. 103.
27. See the photograph of this graffito in Walter Lewino, L’Imagination au Pouvoir, Le Terrain 

Vague: Paris, 1968.
28. See Georges Bataille, ‘The Psychological Structure of Fascism’, in his Visions of Excess: Selected 

Writings, University of Minnesota Press: Minneapolis, 1985, pp. 137–69; and Klaus Theweleit, 
‘The Soldierly Body, the Technological Machine and Fascist Aesthetic’, in Male Fantasies: 
Volume II: Psychoanalysing the White Terror, Polity Press: Cambridge, 1989, pp. 197–205.

29. Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, vol. 1, translated by B. Fowkes, Penguin 
Classics: London, 1990, p. 342.

30. Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, thesis 2, p. 12.
31. Vaneigem, The Revolution of Everyday Life, p. 146.
32. Ibid., p. 94.
33. Ibid., p. 202.
34. Ibid., p. 138.
35. This last sentence is a paraphrase from ibid., p. 253.
36. Hal Foster, The Return of the Real, MIT Press: Cambridge, MA, 1996, p. 211.
37. For a further comparison of the ‘en-soi’ with Jack the Ripper, and the link to the Penal Colony, 

see Vaneigem, The Revolution of Everyday Life, pp. 178–9.
38. Figures 5.2–5.4 and 5.6 are photos by Jo Schnapp, published in Lewino, L’Imagination au 

Pouvoir.
39. The list of books on the subject of May ’68 is extensive, but for important first-hand accounts 

of the political implications of the moment, see Daniel and Gabriel Cohen-Bendit, Obsolete 
Communism: The Left-Wing Alternative, translated by A. Pomerans, André Deutsch: London, 
1968; and for a recent revisit, and well informed critical analyses, see Kristin Ross, May ’68 
and its Afterlives, University of Chicago Press: Chicago, 2002.

40. On the historically specific and targeted aspect of détournement, see Guy Debord and Gil 
Wolman, ‘Methods of Détournement’, translated in Knabb (ed.) International Situationist: 
Anthology, pp. 8–14.

41. This image published in internationale situationniste, no. 12, September 1969, p. 103.
42. On the delayed and never present temporality of graffiti, as trace or clue, see Rosalind Krauss’s 

Derridian reading of Cy Twombly in The Optical Unconscious, MIT Press: Cambridge, MA, 
1993.

43. The re-edition is copyright protected, so reneging on the Situationists’ critical refusal of all 
things proprietary. For example, the original editions of the SI’s journal have the following 
printed on the inside front cover: ‘tous les texts publiés dans “internationale situationniste” 
peuvent etre librement reproduits, traduits ou adaptés même sans indication d’origine’. 
In theory and practice all SI material can be freely borrowed, stolen or détourned with SI 
permission and approval, without seeking or paying for copyright. 

44. Vaneigem, The Revolution of Everyday Life, p. 9.
45. See Debord and Wolman, ‘Methods of Détournement’, p. 14.
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6 The Situation of Women

 1. Both quotes from Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, translated by H.M. Parshley, Picador: 
London, 1988, p. 627 and p. 726 respectively.

 2. See Guy Debord and Gil Wolman, ‘Mode d’Emploi du Détournement’, in the Belgian 
revolutionary surrealist journal, Les Lévres Nues, no. 8, 1956, p. 40; translated by K. Knabb 
as ‘Methods of Détournement’, in Ken Knabb (ed.) Situationist International: Anthology, 
Bureau of Public Secrets: Berkeley, CA, 1981, p. 10. Here Debord and Wolman distinguish 
‘minor détournements’ (détournements mineurs) and ‘excessive or exorbitant détournements’ 
(détournements abusifs). The SI notes that any extended process of détournement would usually 
be composed of one or more sequences of exorbitant and minor types. This was a Lettrist 
text but the basic principles of this method was continued by the SI as evident in their essay, 
‘Le Détournement comme Negation and comme Prelude’, internationale situationniste, no. 
3, December 1959, pp. 10–11. See also the definition of this, along with other key terms, 
in ‘Définitions’, international situationniste, no.1, June 1958, pp. 13–14. These are translated 
as ‘Détournement as Negation and Prelude’ and ‘Definitions’, in Knabb (ed.) International 
Situationist: Anthology, pp. 55–6 and pp. 45–6 respectively. A later, third model called ‘ultra-
détournement’ was developed to describe actions of appropriation that took place in the street, 
such a re-territorializing public space with graffiti. For a discussion of the latter see Chapter 5.

 3. The images appear in the following articles: ‘Le Bruit et La Fureur’; ‘La Lutte pour le 
Controle des Nouvelles Techniques de Conditionnement’; ‘Problèmes Preliminaires à la 
Construction d’une Situation’; Asger Jorn, ‘Les Situationnistes et l’Automation’; Michèle 
Bernstein, ‘Pas d’Indulgences Inutiles’; ‘Action en Belgique contre l’Assemblée des Critiques 
d’Art Internationaux’, internationale situationniste, no. 1, June 1958, pp. 4–6, 6–8, 11–13, 22–5, 
25–6, 29–30 respectively.

 4. See Wolfgang Fritz Haug, ‘Towards a Critique of Commodity Aesthetics’ and ‘The Ambiguity 
of Commodity Aesthetics as Exemplified in the Use of Sexual Semblance’, in his Commodity 
Aesthetics, Ideology and Culture, International General: New York, 1987, pp. 103–20 and 
119–20 respectively.

 5. The right of women to vote was secured in 1944, but was not exercised until 29 April 1945. 
See Claire Duchen, Women’s Rights and Women’s Lives in France: 1945–1968, Routledge: 
London, 1994, p. 35. See also Claire Laubier (ed.) The Condition of Women in France 1945 to 
the Present: A Documentary Anthology, Routledge: London, 1990, especially Chapters 2 and 3.

 6. As one journalist put it: ‘they don’t want that life, restricted to domestic tasks; housework, 
housekeeping, children and nothing else’. Quoted in Duchen, Women’s Rights and Women’s 
Lives in France, p. 92.

 7. Ibid., p. 94.
 8. Kristin Ross, ‘French Quotidian’, in The Art of the Everyday: The Quotidian in Postwar French 

Culture, exhibition catalogue edited by Lynn Gumpert, New York University Press: New 
York, 1997, pp. 19–28 (p. 24).

 9. Duchen, Women’s Rights and Women’s Lives in France, p. 76.
10. Ibid., p. 75.
11. Gilles Ivain (alias Ivan Chetcheglov), ‘Formulaire pour un Urbanisme Nouveau’, internationale 

situationniste, no. 1, June 1958, pp. 17; translated as ‘Formulary for a New Urbanism’, in Knabb 
(ed.) International Situationist: Anthology, p. 2. 

12. Ross, ‘French Quotidian’, p. 24.
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13. See international situationniste, no. 1, June 1958, pp. 24–5.
14. Ibid., p. 7.
15. All quotes from my interview with Bernstein at her home in 1999.
16. For these different interpretations of BB see Laubier (ed.) The Condition of Women in France, 

pp. 34–41. The ‘Lolita with attitude’ reading was by Simone de Beauvoir.
17. On the biases of post-war US aid in Europe, see Brian Holmes, ‘Invisible States: Europe in 

the Age of Capital Failure’, in Simon Sheikh (ed.) Capital (It Fails Us Now), B_Books: Berlin, 
2006, pp. 29–57.

18. See Laurence Bestrand Dorléac, ‘The Art Scene in France, 1960–73’, in David Alan Mellor 
and Laurent Gervereau (eds) The Sixties: Britain and France 1960–1973: The Utopian Years, 
Philip Wilson: London, 1997, pp. 30–55 (p. 43).

19. Greil Marcus, Lipstick Traces: A Secret History of the Twentieth Century, Picador: London, 
1997, p. 178.

20. Ibid.
21. Ibid., pp. 178–9.
22. Quoted in ibid., p. 179.
23. ‘All the King’s Men’ (title in English), internationale situationniste, no. 8, January 1963, p. 29; 

translated as ‘All the King’s Men’, in Knabb (ed.) International Situationist: Anthology, p. 114.
24. internationale situationniste, no. 9, August 1964, p. 37. The image and caption are inserted into 

the article, ‘Les Mois Les Plus Longs (Février 63–Juillet 64)’, ibid., pp. 30–7.
25. Susan Rubin Suleiman, Subversive Intent: Gender, Politics and the Avant-Garde, Harvard 

University Press: Cambridge, MA, 1990, p. 214, footnote 44.
26. Guy Debord uses the term ‘spectacliste’. See La Société du Spectacle (1967), Gallimard: Paris, 

1992, thesis 14, p. 21.
27. See Christopher Gray (ed.) Leaving the 20th Century: The Incomplete Work of the Situationist 

International, FreeFall Publications: London, 1974, pp. 162–3.
28. As de Jong clarified in an important interview in 1998, at the time of a revived Situationist 

exhibition, other than Bernstein and herself: ‘there were no other active women involved 
or rather who were members. Gretel Stadler and Katja Lindell (who later became a man) 
were present at Göteborg but no more than the women of … (no names given) … however 
without other activities than being listeners in the audience.’ See Jacqueline de Jong interview 
with Dieter Schrage, ‘Jacqueline de Jong: Eine Frau in Der Situationistischen Internationale’, 
in the exhibition catalogue, Situationistische Internationale 1957–1972, Museum Moderner 
Kunst Stiftung Ludwig: Vienna, 1998, p. 69.

29. Bernstein’s contributions to the Lettrist International include her participation in the first 
screening of Debord’s film Hurlements en Faveur de Sade (1952) where she emitted a piercing 
scream and hurled bags of flour at the audience. She was an editor of Potlatch (1954–9), 
the title and concept of which, referring to forms of North American gift-exchanges, was 
also attributed to Bernstein. She published articles on the concept of the dérive, ‘Dérive au 
Kilomètre’, in Potlatch, nos 9, 10 and 11, 1954; also on the use of psychogeography, ‘Le Square 
des Missions Étrangères’, Potlatch, no.16, 1955. See also her important contribution to ‘Le 
Projet d’Embellissements Rationnels de la Ville de Paris’, Potlatch, no. 23, 1955.

30. Bernstein was an editor of internationale situationniste, nos. 8–10, 1963–6.
31. See internationale situationniste, no.1, June 1958, pp. 25–6.
32. Michèle Bernstein, ‘Sunset Boulevard’ (title in English), internationale situationniste, no. 7, 

April 1962, pp. 42–6.
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33. Michèle Bernstein, ‘Eloge de Pinot-Gallizio’, in exhibition catalogue, Pinot-Gallizio, 
Bibliothèque d’Alexandrie: Paris, 1960, no pagination. For further details see Chapter 2.

34. See internationale situationniste, no. 9, August 1964, pp. 43–4. For an examination of 
Destruktion af RSG-6 and Bernstein’s ‘Alternative Victories’, see Chapter 3.

35. Michèle Bernstein, ‘About the Situationist International’, in The Times Literary Supplement, 
September 1964.

36. For more on the background of these novels see Andrew Hussey, The Game of War: The Life 
and Death of Guy Debord, Jonathan Cape: London, 2001, p. 183.

37. Ibid., p. 182. And in my interview with Bernstein, she made it clear that any sexuality was 
permissible amongst the SI; that they were ‘young, carefree and experimental’.

38. Ibid., p. 184.
39. Marcus, Lipstick Traces, pp. 377–8.
40. It was at the third international conference of the SI in Munich, April 1959, that the Gruppe 

Spur registered its affiliation to the SI. In their manifesto, the Gruppe Spur championed a 
new aesthetic against the ‘decomposed ideal beauty of the old world … [and] the tired 
generation, the angry generation, [for whom] everything is buried. Now it is the turn of the 
kitsch generation. WE DEMAND KITSCH, FILTH, ORIGINAL MUD, CHAOS. Art is the 
shitheap where kitsch is staking its claim …’ Quoted in Hussey, The Game of War, p. 135. 
When de Jong met Heimrad Prem (artist and member of Gruppe Spur) she was impressed by 
his charisma and energy, and as an experimental painter in her own right was drawn to Gruppe 
Spur’s radical, expressionist ideas since, as she stated in a 1998 interview: ‘they appeared 
to be more attuned to my way of thinking than the informelles or Mack, Piene, even more 
than the Zero-Gruppe’. De Jong interview with Schrage, ‘Eine Frau in Der Situationistischen 
Internationale’, p. 68.

41. On Jorn’s meeting with de Jong see Hussey, The Game of War, p. 149.
42. De Jong interview with Schrage, ‘Eine Frau in Der Situationistischen Internationale’, p. 69.
43. Ibid., p. 71.
44. Ibid., p. 69.
45. ‘On the Poverty of Student Life’ (1966), in Knabb (ed.) International Situationist: Anthology, 

p. 326.
46. ‘Le Déclin et la Chute de l’Économie Spectaculaire-marchande’ and ‘Les Luttes de Classes 

en Algérie’, internationale situationniste, no. 10, March 1966, pp. 3–11 and 12–21 respectively; 
translated as ‘The Decline and Fall of the Spectacle-Commodity Economy’ and ‘The Class 
Struggle in Algeria’, in Knabb (ed.) International Situationist: Anthology, pp. 153–60 and 
160–8 respectively. For an examination of the SI’s response to the Watts riots, see Chapter 4.

47. Richard Gombin, The Radical Tradition: A Study in Modern Revolutionary Thought, translated 
by R. Swyer, Methuen: London, 1978. On Socialisme ou Barbarie see Cornelius Castoriadis 
[Pierre Chaulieu], La Société Bureaucratique, Union général d’éditions: Paris, 1973. For 
Debord’s relation to Socialisme ou Barbarie see Shigenobu Gonzalvez, Guy Debord ou la 
Beauté du Négatif, Editions Mille et une Nuits: Paris, 1988, pp. 31–6.

48. See René Riesel, ‘Préliminaires sur les Conseils et l’Organisation Conseilliste’ and Raoul 
Vaneigem, ‘Avis aux Civilisés Relativement à l’Autogestion Généralisée’, internationale 
situationniste, no. 12, September 1969, pp. 64–73 and 74–9 respectively; translated as 
‘Preliminaries on the Councils and Councilist Organization’ and ‘Notice to the Civilized 
Concerning Generalized Self-Management’, in Knabb (ed.) International Situationist: 
Anthology, pp. 270–82 and 283–9 respectively. For example, Riesel castigates the one-sidedness 
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of the practices of the KAPD (German Communist Workers Party), ‘who adopted councils 
as its program but by assigning itself [,] as its only essential tasks[,] propaganda and 
theoretical discussion – “the political education of the masses” – it left the role of federating 
the revolutionary factory organization to the AAUD (General Workers’ Union of Germany)’. 
‘Preliminaries on the Councils and Councilist Organization’, pp. 277–8.

49. Ibid., p. 271.
50. See ‘Manifeste’, internationale situationniste, no. 4, June 1960, pp. 36–8.
51. ‘The Class Struggle in Algeria’, pp. 160–8, (p. 167). In reference to Proudhon, it is worth 

noting that, despite the SI’s links to certain anarchist tendencies, such as the Anarchist 
Federation, represented by Guy Bodson, and brief exchanges with the review Informations et 
correspondences ouvrières (formerly Informations liaisons ouvrières, born in 1958 from a scission 
with Socialism ou Barbarie), or with L’Union des Groupes Anarchistes-Communistes, these 
never led anywhere and the SI never joined another political group; although links with the 
group Libertaire de Ménilmontant (in Paris) did have some practical consequences when 
member Gérard Joannès produced a détourned comic illustration for a text by Vaneigem 
which appeared in internationale situationniste, no. 11, October 1967, p. 35. For further details 
see Gonzalvez, Guy Debord ou la Beauté du Négatif, pp. 34–5. In general, anarchism was too 
nihilistic for the SI, whose project was fundamentally reconstructive, namely to build on the 
ruins of the spectacle. And as to why the SI never joined another group, this can perhaps 
be deduced from their explicit desire to ‘perform revolutionary tasks’, rather than be a 
revolutionary organization per se. On the SI’s model of revolutionary organization in general 
see Guy Debord and Gianfranco Sanguinetti, The Veritable Split in the International, translated 
by anonymous, B.M. Piranha: London, 1974, 3rd revised and corrected edn, Chronos 
Publications: London, 1990, p. 70; first published as La Véritable Scission dans l’Internationale, 
Éditions Champ Libre: Paris, 1972.

52. Carol Ehrlich, ‘Women and the Spectacle’, Spectacular Times, no. 7, 1977, p. 16.
53. ‘Le Commencement d’une Époque’, internationale situationniste, no. 12, September 1969, p. 4; 

translated as ‘The Beginning of an Era’, in Knabb (ed.) Situationist International: Anthology, 
p. 226.

54. See Enragés et Situationnistes dans le Mouvement des Occupations (1968) facsimile edition, 
Gallimard: Paris, 1998.

55. Duchen, Women’s Rights and Women’s Lives in France, p. 170.
56. See ibid., p. 167. For example, the Union Professionelle Féminine sought better working 

conditions for professional women only, as did the Association Françaises Diplômées des 
Universités (Association of French Women University Graduates). Even umbrella groups for 
various Socialist and Communist parties sought rights for specific groups of working woman, 
seeking better pay conditions, but seemingly unconcerned with expanding such benefits and 
opportunities to ‘all’ women in general. This is even true of the likes of the broader sounding 
Le Conseil National des Femmes, which did indeed focus on equal rights for women, but only 
those who were married. Whether liberal, socialist or bourgeois, the majority of then existing 
women’s groups supported limited legal reforms, in local areas, rather than campaigning for 
a more universal improvement of the situation of women in total. That is to say, there was no 
united, mass women’s movement wanting to challenge the patriarchal state.

57. Ibid., p. 188.
58. Ibid., p. 176. On the mixed reception of Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex see also Laubier 

(ed.) The Condition of Women in France, especially Chapter 2, pp. 17–27.
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59. de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, p. 639.
60. Ibid.
61. ‘From now on the possibility of a new revolutionary critique of society depends on the 

possibility of a sex revolutionary critique of culture and vice versa.’ ‘The Revolution of 
Modern Art and the Modern Art of Revolution’ (1967), a pamphlet by the English section 
of the SI (namely, T.J. Clark, Charles Radcliffe and Donald Nicholson-Smith), republished in 
Boomerang Series, no. 3, Chronos Publications: London, 1994, p. 8. 

62. Debord and Sanguinetti, The Veritable Split in the International, p. 19.

Coda: Learning from the SI

 1. See their ‘Introduction to a Critique of Urban Geography’, translated by Ken Knabb in Ken 
Knabb (ed.) Situationist International: Anthology, The Bureau of Public Secrets: Berkeley, CA, 
1981, pp. 5–8 (p. 8).

 2. Guy Debord and Gianfranco Sanguinetti, The Veritable Split in the International, translated 
by anonymous, B.M. Piranha: London, 1974, 3rd revised and corrected edn, Chronos 
Publications: London, 1990, p. 70. First published as La Véritable Scission dans l’Internationale, 
Éditions Champ Libre: Paris, 1972. The title is a détournement of the book The Alleged Splits in 
the International, in which Marx and Engels explained their expulsion of the anarchists from 
the First International in 1872.

 3. Debord and Sanguinetti, The Veritable Split in the International, p. 27.
 4. Ibid., pp. 72–3.
 5. Ibid., p. 30.
 6. Ibid., p. 19. This claim is also dealt with above in Chapter 6.
 7. See Jonathan Crary, ‘Eclipse of the Spectacle’, in Brian Wallis (ed.) Art after Modernism: 

Rethinking Representations, New Museum of Contemporary Art/David R. Godine: New York 
and Boston, 1984, pp. 283–94 (p. 287).

 8. Ibid., p. 284. This image transformation was in turn linked to a reorganization of world 
markets during the mid 1970s on a ‘non-bipolar model’, with the decline of ‘post-World War 
II U.S. hegemony’. Ibid., p. 287.

 9. Ibid., p. 287.
10. Ibid.
11. Ibid.
12. Ibid., pp. 286–7. It is also worth noting that the ‘congealment’ in the commodity that Crary 

objects to follows Marx’s specific analysis of the exchange (and not use) value of a commodity. 
This process requires subtracting from the commodity its particularity, its sensuous character-
istics, including the different types of concrete labour that are embodied in it, be it the work of 
a mason or joiner or software technician, what remains is ‘human labour in the abstract’. Or, as 
Marx put it, the residue of products of labour, that is, commodities as exchange value, have the: 
‘same phantom-like objectivity; they are merely congealed quantities of homogenous human 
labour, i.e. of human labour-power expended without regard to the form of its expenditure’. 
And, ‘as crystals of this social substance, which is common to all, they are values – commodity 
values’. See Karl Marx, ‘The Commodity’, Chapter 1 in Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, 
vol. 1, translated by B. Fowkes, Penguin Classics: London, 1990, p. 128.
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13. Guy Debord, Comments on the Society of the Spectacle, translated by M. Imrie, Verso: London, 
1990, p. 8. Such changes indicate the historical or dynamic, as opposed to eternal or static, 
formation of the spectacle.

14. See Hal Foster, ‘Contemporary Art and Spectacle’, in his Recodings: Art, Spectacle, Cultural 
Politics, Bay Press: Port Townsend, 1985, p. 92. Interestingly, this book is contemporary 
with Crary’s essay, though Foster insists on the reign of spectacular conditions and explores 
various artistic subversions of its image-values or sign exchange value, using a diverse array of 
tactical media, from advertising posters to LCD screens.

15. Brett Stalbaum understands FloodNet as both a tool of political protest and as a work of art, 
a ‘collaborative, activist and conceptual art work of the net’. Quoted in Julian Stallabrass, 
Internet Art: The Online Clash of Culture and Commerce, Tate Publishing: London, 2003, p. 99.

16. Christiane Paul, Digital Art, Thames & Hudson: London, 2003, p. 208. See also Tim Jordan, 
Activism! Direct Action, Hacktivism and the Future Society, Reaktion Books: London, 2002. 
In should be noted that some hacktivists reject the tactics of ‘denial-of-service’ as a form of 
censorship.

17. See Stallabrass, Internet Art, p. 81.
18. Ibid., p. 96.
19. Paul, Digital Art, p. 209.
20. Stallabrass, Internet Art, p. 101.
21. See: http://ajenik.faculty.asu.edu/desktoptheater/desktoptheater_content/archive/plays/

Spectacled_Society/files/ss_qt_01.htm (accessed 9 March 2014).
22. Mark Poster, What’s the Matter with the Internet?, University of Minnesota Press: Minneapolis, 

2001, p. 75.
23. Guy Debord, ‘Positions Situationistes sur la Circulation’, no. 3, December 1959, pp. 36–7; 

translated as ‘Situationist Theses on Traffic’, in Knabb (ed.) International Situationist: 
Anthology, pp. 56–8 (p. 57).

24. Guy Debord, Attila Kotanyi and Raoul Vaneigem, ‘Theses on the Paris Commune’ (1962), in 
Knabb (ed.) International Situationist: Anthology, pp. 314–17 (p. 315).

25. We Are Everywhere: The Irresistible Rise of Anticapitalism, edited by Notes from Nowhere, 
Verso: London, 2003.

26. See the interview, ‘Disobedience is Happiness: Mujeres Creando’, in We Are Everywhere, 
pp. 256–61. See also www.mujerescreando.org.

27. See Charlie Fourier (a pseudonym), ‘Reclaim the Streets: An Arrow of Hope’, in We Are 
Everywhere, pp. 50–9.

28. ‘Carnival’, in We Are Everywhere, pp. 173–301. See also Raoul Vaneigem, Traité de Savoir-vivre 
à l’Usage des Jeunes Generations, Editions Gallimard: Paris, 1967; translated by D. Nicholson-
Smith as The Revolution of Everyday Life, Rebel Press/Left Bank Books: London and Seattle, 
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