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to an as yet undiscovered world. Sometimes, at first glance, we are compared with and
mistaken for Dadaism, and we ourselves fully recognize the achievements of Dadaism,
but we do believe that, in contrast to Dadaism, our work is the result of investigating
the possibilities of calling the material to life.

We shall hope that a fresh spirit will always blow at our Gutai exhibitions and that
the discovery of new life will call forth a tremendous scream in the material itself.

3  Guy Debord (1931-1994) Writings from the Situationist
International

A thread runs through the French avant-garde from Baudelaire to Surrealism which focuses
on the unexpected, the bizarre, the magical aspects of the condition of modernity; these
aspects are supposedly experienced as revelations by those who know how to read the
madern city (see Art in Theory 1815-1900, D7 and 8, and the present volume A6 and
IVC3). Always incipiently revolutionary, after the effective demise of Surrealism in the post-
war period, this cultural tradition was developed by the Situationist International: an organ-
ization formed in 1957, reaching a high point of effectiveness in the May Events of 1968,
and disbanding in 1972. The Sl emerged as a synthesis of the Movement for an Imaginist
Bauhaus (itself descended from Cobra, and including Asger Jorn as a leading member [see
VIA4]), and the Lettrist International (involving Guy Debord). Twelve issues of the Internation-
ale situationniste bulletin were issued. Texts represented here embody the movement's key
concepts: the dérive; detournement; and centrally, the concept of the spectacle. All extracts
were written by Debord (the fourth with Pierre Canjuers), and are taken from the Situationist
International Anthology, edited and translated by Ken Knabb, Berkeley, CA, 1981, |,
pp. 17-18 and 22-5; I, pp. 50-3; lll, pp. 55-6; IV, pp. 307-8; V, pp. 74-5.

I Report on the Construction of Situations...
Revolution and Counterrevolution in Modern Culture

First of all we think the world must be changed. We want the most liberating change of
the society and life in which we find ourselves confined. We know that this change is
possible through appropriate actions.

Our specific concern is the use of certain means of action and the discovery of new
ones, means more easily recognizable in the domain of culture and mores, but applied
in the perspective of an interaction of all revolutionary changes.

What is termed culture reflects, but also prefigures, the possibilities of organization
of life in a given society. Our era is fundamentally characterized by the lagging of
revolutionary political action behind the development of modern possibilities of pro-
duction which call for a superior organization of the world. [...]

One of the contradictions of the bourgeoisie in its phase of liquidation is that while it
respects the abstract principle of intellectual and artistic creation, it at first resists actual
creations, then eventually exploits them. This is because it must maintain a sense of
criticality and experimental research among a minority, but must channel this activity
toward strictly compartmentalized utilitarian disciplines and avert any concerted over-
all critique and research. In the domain of culture the bourgeoisie strives to divert the
taste for innovation, which is dangerous for it in our era, toward certain degraded,
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innocuous and confused forms of novelty. Through the commercial mechanisms that
control cultural activity, avant-garde tendencies are cut off from the segments of
society that could support them, segments already limited because of the general social
conditions. [...]

The very notion of a collective avant-garde, with the militant aspect it implies, is a
recent product of historical conditions that are simultaneously giving rise to the
necessity for a coherent revolutionary program in culture and to the necessity to
struggle against the forces that impede the development of such a program. Such
groups are led to transpose into their sphere of activity organizational methods created
by revolutionary politics, and their action is henceforth inconceivable without some
connection with a political critique.

R

Toward a Situationist International

Qur central idea is that of the construction of situations, that is to say, the concrete
construction of momentary ambiances of life and their transformation into a superior
passional quality. We must develop a methodical intervention based on the complex
factors of two components in perpetual interaction: the material environment of life
and the comportments which it gives rise to and which radically transform it.

Our perspectives of action on the environment ultimately lead us to the notion of
unitary urbanism. Unitary urbanism is defined first of all by the use of the ensemble of
arts and technics as means contributing to an integral composition of the milieu. This
ensemble must be envisaged as infinitely more far-reaching than the old domination of
architecture over the traditional arts, or than the present sporadic application to
anarchic urbanism of specialized technology or of scientific investigations such as
ecology. Unitary urbanism must, for example, dominate the acoustic environment as
well as the distribution of different varieties of food and drink. It must include the
creation of new forms and the detournement of previous forms of architecture,
urbanism, poetry and cinema. Integral art, which has been talked about so much, can
only be realized at the level of urbanism. But it can no longer correspond to any of the
traditional aesthetic categories. [...]

Our action on behavior, linked with other desirable aspects of a revolution in mores,
can be briefly defined as the invention of games of an essentially new type. The most
general goal must be to extend the nonmediocre part of life, to reduce the empty
moments of life as much as possible. One could thus speak of our action as an
enterprise of quantitatively increasing human life, an enterprise more serious than
the biological methods currently being investigated. This automatically implies a
qualitative increase whose developments are unpredictable. The situationist game is
distinguished from the classic conception of the game by its radical negation of the
element of competition and of separation from everyday life. The situationist game is
not distinct from a moral choice, the taking of one’s stand in favor of what will ensure
the future reign of freedom and play. This perspective is obviously linked to the
inevitable confinual and rapid increase of leisure time resulting from the level of
productive forces our era has attained. It is also linked to the recognition of the fact
that a battle of leisure is taking place before our eyes whose importance in the class
struggle has not been sufficiently analyzed. So far, the ruling class has succeeded in
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using the leisure the revolutionary proletariat wrested from it by developing a vast
industrial sector of leisure activities that is an incomparable instrument for stupefying
the proletariat with by-products of mystifying ideology and bourgeois tastes. The
abundance of televised imbecilities is probably one of the reasons for the American
working class’s inability to develop any political consciousness. By obtaining by
collective pressure a slight rise in the price of its labor above the minimum necessary
for the production of that labor, the proletariat not only extends its power of struggle, it
also extends the terrain of the struggle. New forms of this struggle then arise alongside
directly cconomic and political conflicts. It can be said that revolutionary propaganda
has so far been constantly overcome in these new forms of struggle in all the countries
where advanced industrial development has introduced them. That the necessary
changing of the infrastructure can be delayed by errors and weaknesses at the level of
superstructures has unfortunately been demonstrated by several experiences of the
twentieth century. It is necessary to throw new forces into the battle of leisure, and we
will take up our position there. [...]

The construction of situations begins on the ruins of the modern spectacle. It is easy
to see to what extent the very principle of the spectacle — nonintervention — is linked o
the alienation of the old world. Conversely, the most pertinent revolutionary experi-
ments in culture have sought to break the spectator’s psychological identification with
the hero so as to draw him into activity by provoking his capacities to revolutionize his
own life. The situation is thus made to be lived by its constructors. The role played by a
passive or merely bit-part playing ‘public’ must constantly diminish, while that played
by those who cannot be called actors but rather, in a new sense of the term, ‘livers,’
must steadily increase.

So to speak, we have to multiply poetic subjects and objects — which are now
unfortunately so rare that the slightest ones take on an exaggerated emotional import-
ance — and we have to organize games of these poetic objects among these poetic
subjects. This is our entire program, which is essentially transitory. Our situations will
be ephemeral, without a future; passageways. The permanence of art or anything else
does not enter into our considerations, which are serious. Eternity is the grossest idea a
person can conceive of in connection with his acts. [...]

June 1957

II Theory of the Dérive

Among the various situationist methods is the dérive [literally: ‘drifting’], a technique of
transient passage through varied ambiances. The dérive entails playful-constructive
behavior and awareness of psycho-geographical effects; which completely distinguishes
it from the classical notions of the journey and the stroll.

In a dérive one or more persons during a certain period drop their usual motives for
movement and action, their relations, their work and leisure activities, and let them-
selves be drawn by the attractions of the terrain and the encounters they find there.
The element of chance is less determinant than one might think: from the dérive point
of view cities have a psychogeographical relief, with constant currents, fixed points and
vortexes which strongly discourage entry into or exit from certain zones.

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

The ecological analysis of the absolute or relative character of fissures in the urban
network, of the role of microclimates, of the distinct, self-contained character of
administrative distriets, and above all of the dominating action of centers of attraction,
must be utilized and completed by psychogeographical methods. The objective pas-
sional terrain of the dérive must be defined in accordance both with its own logic and
with its relations with social morphology. [...]

Chance plays an important role in dérives precisely because the methodology of
psvchogeographical observation is still in its infancy. But the action of chance is
naturally conservative and in a new setting tends to reduce everything to an alternation
between a limited number of variants, and to habit. Progress is nothing other than
breaking through a field where chance holds sway by creating new conditions more
favorable to our purposes. We can say, then, that the randomness of the dérive is
fundamentally different from that of the stroll, but also that the first psychogeogra-
phical attractions discovered run the risk of fixating the dériving individual or group
around new habitual axes, to which they will constantly be drawn back.

s ok ok

The lessons drawn from the dérive permit the drawing up of the first surveys of the
psychogeographical articulations of a modern city. Beyond the discovery of unities of
ambiance, of their main components and their spatial localization, one comes to
perceive their principal axes of passage, their exits and their defenses. One arrives at
the central hypothesis of the existence of psychogeographical pivotal points. One
measures the distances that effectively separate two regions of a city, distances that
may have little relation with the physical distance between them. With the aid of old
maps, aerial photographs and experimental dérives, one can draw up hitherto lacking
maps of influences, maps whose inevitable imprecision at this early stage is no worse
than that of the first navigational charts; the only difference is that it is a matter no
longer of precisely delineating stable continents, but of changing architecture and
urbanism.

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

(1956) Internationale situationniste, no. 2, December 1958

III Detournement As Negation And Prelude

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

Detournement has a peculiar power which obviously stems from the double mean-
ing, from the enrichment of most of the terms by the coexistence within them of their
old senses and their new, immediate senses. Detournement is practical because it is so
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easy to use and because of its inexhaustible potential for reuse. Concerning the
negligible effort required for detournement, we have already said, ‘The cheapness of
its products is the heavy artillery that breaks through all the Chinese walls of under-
standing’ (Methods of Detournement, May 1956). But these points would not by
themselves justify recourse to this method, which the same text describes as ‘clashing
head-on against all social and legal conventions.” Detournement has a historical signifi-
cance. What is it?

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

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

Thus the signature of the situationist movement, the sign of its presence and
contestation in contemporary cultural reality (since we cannot represent any common
style whatsoever), is first of all the use of detournement. [. . .]

At this point in the world’s development all forms of expression are losing all grip on
reality and being reduced to self-parody. As the readers of this journal can frequently
verify, present-day writing always has an element of parody. ‘It is necessary,’ states
Methods of Detournement, ‘to conceive of a parodic-serious stage where the accumula-
tion of detourned elements, far from aiming at arousing indignation or laughter by
alluding to some original work, will express our indifference toward a meaningless and
forgotten original, and concern itself with rendering a certain sublimity.’

The parodic-serious expresses the contradictions of an era in which we find our-
selves confronted with both the urgent necessity and the near impossibility of bringing
together and carrying out a totally innovative collective action. An era in which the
greatest seriousness advances masked in the ambiguous interplay between art and its
negation; in which the essential voyages of discovery have been undertaken by such
astonishingly incapable people.

Internationale sttuationniste, no. 3. December 1959

IV Preliminaries Towards Defining a Unitary Revolutionary
Program

Capitalism: a Society Without Culture

*% ¥
5 Present culture as a whole can be characterized as alienated in the sense that every
activity, every moment of life, every idea, every type of behavior, has a meaning only
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outside itself, in an elsewhere which, being no longer in heaven, is only the more
maddening to try and locate: a utopia, in the literal sense of the word, dominates the life
of the modern world.

6 Having from the workshop to the laboratory emptied productive activity of
all meaning for itself, capitalism strives to place the meaning of life in leisure activities
and to reorient productive activity on that basis. Since production is hell in
the prevailing moral schema, real life must be found in consumption, in the use of

goods.
[...] The world of consumption is in reality the world of the mutual spectacularization
of everyone, the world of everyone’s scparation, estrangement and nonparticipation.

7 Outside of work, the spectacle is the dominant mode through which people relate
to each other. It is only through the spectacle that people acquire a (falsified) know-
ledge of certain general aspects of social life, from scientific or technological achieve-
ments to prevailing types of conduct and orchestrated meetings of international
statesmen. The relation between authors and spectators is only a transposition of the
fundamental relation between directors and executants. It answers perfectly to the
needs of a reified and alienated culture: the spectacle/spectator relation is in itself a
staunch bearer of the capitalist order. The ambiguity of all ‘revolutionary art’ lies in the
fact that the revolutionary aspect of any particular spectacle is always contradicted and
offset by the reactionary element present in all spectacles.

This is why the improvement of capitalist society means to a great degree the
improvement of the mechanism of spectacularization. This is obviously a complex
mechanism, for if it must be most essentially the propagator of the capitalist order, it
nevertheless must not appear to the public as the delirium of capitalism; it must involve
the public by incorporating elements of representation that correspond — in fragments
— to social rationality. It must sidetrack the desires whose satisfaction is forbidden by
the ruling order. For example, modern mass tourism presents cities and landscapes not
in order to satisfy authentic desires to live in such human or geographical milieus; it
presents them as pure, rapid, superficial spectacles (spectacles from which one can gain
prestige by reminiscing about). Similarly, striptease is the most obvious form of the
degradation of eroticism into a mere spectacle.

8 The evolution and the conservation of art have been governed by these lines of
force. At one pole, art is purely and simply recuperated by capitalism as a means
of conditioning the population. At the other pole, capitalism grants art a perpetual
privileged concession: that of pure creative activity, an alibi for the alienation of all
other activities (which thus makes it the most expensive and prestigious status symbol).
But at the same time, this sphere reserved for ‘free creative activity’ is the only one
in which the question of what we do with life and the question of communication
are posed practically and in all their fullness. Here, in art, lies the basis of the
antagonisms between partisans and adversaries of the officially dictated reasons for
living. The established meaninglessness and separation give rise to the general crisis of
traditional artistic means — a crisis linked to the experience of alternative ways of living
or to the demand for such experience. Revolutionary artists are those who call for
intervention; and who have themselves intervened in the spectacle to disrupt and
destroy it.

20 July 1960
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V' Perspectives for Conscious Alterations in Everyday Life

Capitalist civilization has not yet been superseded anywhere, but it continues to produce
its own enemies everywhere. The next rise of the revolutionary movement, radicalized
by the lessons of past defeats and with a program enriched in proportion to the practical
powers of modern society (powers already constituting the potential material basis that
was lacking in the so-called utopian currents of socialism — this next attempt at a total
contestation of capitalism will know how to invent and propose a different use of
everyday life, and will immediately base itself on new everyday practices, on new types
of human relationships (being no longer unaware that any conserving, within the
revolutionary movement, of the relations prevailing in the existing society imperceptibly
leads to a reconstitution of one or another variant of this society).

Just as the bourgeoisie, in its ascending phase, had to ruthlessly liquidate everything
that transcended earthly life (heaven, eternity), so the revolutionary proletariat — which
can never, without cecasing to be revolutionary, recognize itself in any past or any
models — will have to renounce everything that transcends everyday life. Or rather,
evervthing that claims to transcend it: the spectacle, the ‘historical” act or pronounce-
ment, the ‘greatness’ of leaders, the mystery of specializations, the ‘immortality’ of art
and its importance outside of life. In other words, it must renounce all the by-products
of eternity that have survived as weapons of the world of the rulers.

The revolution in everyday life, breaking its present resistance to the historical
(and to every kind of change), will create the conditions in which the present dominates
the past and the creative aspects of life always predominate over the repetitive. [...]

The critique and perpetual re-creation of the totality of everyday life, before being
carried out naturally by all people, must be undertaken in the present conditions of
oppression, in order to destroy these conditions.

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

This is going to be the task of a new type of revelutionary organization from its
inception.

17 May 1961





