Editorial Notes:
Absence and Its Costumers*

Any creative effort that is not henceforth carried out in view of a new cultural
theater of operations, of a direct creation of life’s surroundings, is in one way or
another a hoax. Within the context of the exhaustion of traditional aesthetic
categories, some reach the point of making themselves known simply by signing a
blank, which is the perfect result of the Dadaist “readymade.” A few years ago, the
American composer John Cage obliged his audience to listen to a moment of
silence. During the lettriste experiment of 1952, a twenty-four-minute dark
sequence, with no sound track, was introduced into the film Hurlements en faveur
de Sade. Yves Klein’s recent monochrome paintings, inspired by Tinguely’s
machines, take the form of rapidly revolving blue disks, causing the critic for Le
Monde (November 21, 1958) to remark:

You might think that all this effort and so many detours do not lead
very far. Even the protagonists do not take themselves too seriously.
But their enterprise falls symptomatically within the present disarray.
“They’ve run out of ideas” is heard on all sides. Is art, and especially
painting, once and for all “at the end of its rope”? This has been said of
all periods, but it may after all have devolved on ours to coincide with
the final impasse. This time the old surface of the canvas, where
Impressionism and Expressionism, Fauvism and Cubism, pointillism
and Abstract Expressionism, geometric and lyrical abstraction have all
been superimposed, is beginning to show its threads.!

Actually the artists’ seriousness does not pose any sort of problem. The real
question opposes an isolated artistic means with the unified use of several of these
means. Immediately after the formation of the Situationist International, Potlatch,
no. 29, warned the Situationists (“The S.I. in and against Decomposition”):

Internationale situationniste 2 (December 1958), pp. 6-8.
1. M.-C. L., “Tinguely-Klein ou I’art superlatif,” Le Monde, November 21, 1958, p. 11.
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Just as there is no “situationism” as doctrine, one must not let certain
former experiments be called Situationist achievements—or everything
to which our ideological and practical weakness now limits us. But,
on the other hand, we cannot concede even a temporary value to
mystification. The abstract empirical fact that constitutes this or that
manifestation of today’s decayed culture only takes on concrete meaning
by its connection with the overall vision of an end or a beginning of
civilization. Which is to say that in the long run our seriousness can
integrate and surpass mystification, as well as whatever promotes it as
evidence of an actual historical state of decayed thought.

Indeed, these empty exercises seldom escape the temptation to rely on some
kind of external justification, thereby to illustrate and serve a reactionary conception
of the world. Klein’s purpose, as we are told by the same article in Le Monde,
“seems to be to transpose this purely plastic theme of color saturation into a sort
of incantatory pictorial mystique. It involves being swallowed up in spellbinding
blue uniformity like a Buddhist in Buddha.” We know, alas, that John Cage
participates in that Californian thought where the mental infirmity of American
capitalist culture has enrolled in the school of Zen Buddhism. It is not by chance
that Michel Tapié, the secret agent of the Vatican, pretends to believe in the exis-
tence of an American school of the Pacific Coast, and in its decisive importance:
all kinds of spiritualists are closing ranks these days. Tapié’s slimy procedure also
aims, in parallel fashion, at destroying the theoretical vocabulary (in which he
plays an artist’s role, unacknowledged as such, but as a true contemporary of Cage
and Klein). In a catalogue for the Galerie Stadler, on November 25, he thus
decomposes language, using as a pretext a painter, naturally Japanese, named
Imai: “In recent months, Imai has reached a new stage in a fruitful three-year

Independence of Algeria

One day there will be no more parents

In the gardens of youth . . .

Violette dreamed of undoing

And undid

The Frightful know of serpents in the ties
of blood.

Eluard, “Violettes Nozieres”
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pictorial development, which had progressed from a ‘signifying Pacific’ climate to
a dramatic totalist graphism.”

There is no need to point out how Klein and Tapié are spontaneously in the
forefront of a fascist wave that is making headway in France. Others have been so
more explicitly, if not perhaps more consciously—first of all, the putrid Hantai,
who proceeded directly from surrealist fanaticism to the royalism of Georges
Mathieu. The simplicity of the recipe for Dadaism in reverse, as well as Hantai’s
obvious moral rot, have not stopped the worthy imbeciles of the Swiss orthodox
neo-Dadaist journal Panderma from giving him massive publicity, nor from
admitting that they have not been able “to understand the slightest thing” about
discussions of the show at the Galerie Kléber, in March 1957, though it was clearly
denounced—in the same way—by the Surrealists, and by us in Potlatch, no. 28.2
It is true that the same journal, speaking for some reason of the S.I., also reveals
its perplexity: “What’s it all about? No one knows.” We would probably be amazed
to be a current subject of conversation in Basel. Nevertheless, Laszlo, the editor of
Panderma, has been seen making several vain attempts to meet Situationists in
Paris. It all goes to suggest that even Laszlo has read us. Except that his calling lies
elsewhere: he is the mainspring of one of those vast gatherings where people who
have no connection with each other put their signatures for a day to a manifesto
that in itself has no content. Laszlo’s great work, his simple but proud contribution
to the sovereign nothingness of his time, is a “manifesto against avant-gardism,”
which, after some thirty lines of critical remarks, utterly acceptable because unfor-
tunately quite trite, about the tiredness of modern art and the repetitions of what
is called avant-gardism, suddenly turns into a profession of faith in a future of
interest only to the signers. Since their chosen future is not otherwise defined, and
is therefore probably awaited and accepted in its entirety and with enthusiasm—as
by Hantai—one of the signers, Edouard Roditi, has been careful to hold back,
reserving for himself “the right to judge the future as uninteresting as the present.”
Roditi aside, all these thinkers (of whom the best known is the singer and composer
Charles Estienne, a former art critic) are probably, for the moment, interested in,

2. In Potlatch 28 (May 22, 1957), the following notice appeared under the title “Certificats” “The
professional aristocrat Mathieu, with help from one Hantai . . . has exploited as best he could his
exhibition at the Galerie Kléber to force his contemporaries to recognize in him the originality of
being the man about town who goes the furthest in retrograde thinking. But once again, he strains his
talent, he cheats on his origins. To find the inspirer of the manifestos of Mathieu-Hantai, there is no
need to go back to Thomas Aquinas or the Duke of Brunswick, as they would like you to think, but,
much closer, to Marcel Aymé, who, in a short story entitled “En arriére!,” not long ago amused himself
by depicting the other side of the Dada-Surrealist coin: the scandal of a group of young people who
call attention to themselves by a series of reactionary manifestos to the point of frenzy. The joke was
funny for four pages: it so happens that someone has taken it seriously and reproduced it in his life.

“And the champions of our poor little world are so lacking in ideas that there is no piece of fool-
ishness that can’t be used several times. Baron Hantai enters the arena, and thus Paris already boasts
two professional aristocrats.”

Hantai’s mysticism was similarly denounced by the Surrealists (who had hailed his first exhibition
in 1953) in the tract “Coup de semonce.” Ed.
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and perhaps gratified by, the future that has necessarily followed the publication
of their manifesto.

One can bet that a good number of these lovers of the future met again at
that “rendezvous of the international avant-garde” held in September at the Palais
des Expositions in Charleroi, of which nothing is known except the title “Art of
the Twenty-first Century” displayed on a modest advertising poster. One can also
bet that the formula, which fell flat, will be repeated, and that all those who were
so thoroughly incapable of discovering an art of 1958 will subscribe to that of the
twenty-first century, nagged only by extremists trying to sell the same repetitions
under a twenty-second century label. The flight to the future, in its boastfulness, is
thus the consolation of those who turn round and round in front of the wall that
separates them from present-day culture.

Guy Debord.

“What often prevents us from giving
ourselves over to a single vice is that we
have several of them.”

La Rochefoucauld




Editorial Notes:
The Sense of Decay in Art*

Bourgeois civilization, now spread all over the planet, and which has yet to
be successfully overcome anywhere, is haunted by a shadow: its culture, which
appears in the modern dissolution of all its artistic means, is being called into
question. This dissolution, first manifested at the starting point for the productive
forces of modern society, i.e., Europe and later in America, has long been the
prime truth of Western modernism. Everywhere the liberation of artistic forms
has signified their reduction to nothing. One can apply to the whole of modern
expression what W. Weidlé, in 1947, wrote in the second issue of Cahiers de la
Pléiade about Finnegans Wake: “This enormous Summa of the most enticing verbal
contortions, this Ars poetica in ten thousand lessons, is not an artistic creation: it is
the autopsy of its corpse.”

Reactionary critics, to support their stupid dream of a return to the stylistic
beauties of the past, never fail to point out that behind the inflationary flowering
of novelties that can serve only once, the road of this liberation leads only to the
void. For example, Emile Henriot (Le Monde, February 11, 1959) notes “The turn,
many times signaled, that a certain literature of today has taken in the direction
of the ‘language of forms’ for the use of literati specializing in the exercise of a
‘literature for literati,” an object unto itself, just as there are experiments by
painters for experimental painters and a music for musicians.”! Or Mauriac
(L’Express, March 5, 1959): “The very philosophers whose lesson is that the end of
a poem should be silence write articles to persuade us of it, and publish novels to
prove to us that one shouldn’t tell stories.”?

In the face of these jeers, those critics who have chosen to be modernists
extol the beauties of dissolution, while hoping that it doesn’t proceed too quickly.

* Internationale Situationnist 3 (December 1959), pp. 3-8.

1. Emile Henriot, “La vie littéraire: Vingt ans de litérature francaise (1938-1958),” Le Monde,
February 11, 1959, pp. 8-9. The volume under review was Pierre de Boisdeffre’s Une histoire vivante de la
littérature d’aujourd’hui (Paris: Le livre contemporaine, 1959). Henriot was a member of the Académie
Francaise. Ed.

2. Francoise Mauriac, “Le bloc-notes de Francoise Mauriac,” L'Express, March 5, 1959, p. 36. This
was a weekly column by Mauriac. Ed.
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They are embarrassed, like Genevieve Bonnefoi taking note under the title
“Death or Transfiguration?” of the ill-starred Paris Biennale (Lettres Nouvelles, no.
25). She concludes sadly: “Only the future will tell if this ‘annihilation’ of pictorial
language, fairly similar to the one attempted on the literary plane by Beckett,
Ionesco, and the best of the current young novelists, foreshadows a renewal of
painting or its disappearance as a major art of our time. I have no space here to
speak of sculpture, which seems to be in total disintegration.” Or else, renouncing
any sense of the comical, they loudly take the side of quasi nothingness in formulas
worthy to pass into history as the summing-up of the poverty of an era, like
Francoise Choay, who eulogistically entitles an article on Tapies: “Tapiés, Mystic of
Almost Nothing” (France-Observateur, April 30, 1959).3

The embarrassment of modernist critics is completed by the embarrassment
of modern artists, on whom the accelerated decomposition in all sectors constantly
imposes the need to examine and explain their working hypotheses. They bustle
about in the same confusion and often in a comparable imbecility. Everywhere
one can see the traces, among modern creators, of a consciousness traumatized by
the shipwreck of expression as an autonomous sphere and absolute goal; and by
the slow emergence of other dimensions of activity.

The fundamental work of a present avant-garde should be an attempt at gen-
eral criticism of this moment, and a first attempt to respond to new requirements.

If the artist has passed, by a slow process, from the state of entertainer—
pleasantly occupying people’s spare time—to the ambition of a prophet, who
raises questions and claims to impart the meaning of life, it is because, more and
more, the question of how to spend our lives looms at the edge of the expanding
freedom we have achieved by our appropriation of nature.

Thus the pretensions of the artist in bourgeois society go hand in hand with
the practical reduction of his or her realm of real action to zero, and denial. All
modern art is the revolutionary claim to other professions, once the current
specialization in one-sided, canned expression has been relinquished.

The delays and distortions of the revolutionary project in our time are well
known. The regression that has therein manifested itself has nowhere been so
obvious as in art. This has been made easier by the fact that classical Marxism had
not developed a real body of criticism in this area. In a famous letter to Mehring,
written at the end of his life, Engels noted: “we all laid, and were bound to lay, the
main emphasis, in the first place, on the derivation of political, juridical and other
ideological notions, and of actions arising through the medium of these notions,
from basic economic facts. But in so doing we neglected the formal side—the ways
and means by which these notions, etc., come about—for the sake of the
content.” Moreover, at the time when Marxist thought was coming into its own,

3. Francoise Choay, “Arts plastiques: Tapies, mystique du presque rien,” France-Observateur, April
30, 1959, p. 20. Ed.

4. “Engels to F. Mehring (July 14, 1893),” in Socialist Thought: A Documentary History, ed. Albert
Fried and Ronald Sanders (Toronto: Anchor Books, 1964), p. 325.
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the formal movement in the dissolution of art was not yet apparent. Likewise, it
can be said that it is solely in the presence of fascism that the workers’ movement
encountered in practical terms the problem of the formal “mode of appearance”
of a political idea. It found itself poorly equipped to deal with it.

Independent revolutionary thinkers themselves show a certain reluctance to
become involved in today’s cultural problems. When we look at the endeavors,
from more than one angle, of such intellectuals as Henri Lefebvre—in recent
years—and Lucien Goldmann, we find in them the common trait of having
amassed a number of positive contributions, important appeals to progressive
truth at a moment when the ideology of the left is lost in a sense of confusion, to
whose advantage it is all too clear, while at the same time being absent or insufficient
when two kinds of questions come up: the organization of a political force, and
the discovery of cultural means of action. These questions are indeed two essential
and inseparable elements of the transitory action that would be needed from now
on to lead to that enriched praxis usually offered to us as an external image, entirely
separate from ourselves, instead of being linked to us by the slow movement of the
future.

In an unpublished article of 1947 (“Le matérialisme dialectique, est-il une
philosophie?”), included in his book Recherches dialectiques, Goldmann gives a good
analysis of the future result of the cultural movement that lies before his eyes.
“Like law, economics, or religion,” he writes, “art as an independent phenomenon
separated from other realms of social life will be led to disappear in a classless soci-

Constant. Architectural maquette. 1958.
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ety. There will probably no longer be art separated from life because life will itself
be a style, a form in which it will find its adequate expression.” But Goldmann,
who traces this very long-term perspective on the basis of the overall forecasts of
dialectical materialism, does not recognize its verification in the expression of his
time. He judges the style or art of his time in terms of the classical/romantic
alternative, and in romanticism he sees only the expression of reification. Now, it
is true that the destruction of language, after a century of poetry, has come about
as a consequence of a deep-seated romantic, reified, petit-bourgeois tendency,
and also—as Paulhan had shown in Les Fleurs de Tarbes—by postulating that the
inexpressible thought was worth more than the word. But the progressive aspect
of this destruction, in poetry, fiction, or all the plastic arts, is that of being at the
same time the testimony of a whole epoch on the insufficiency of artistic expres-
sion, of pseudocommunication. It is the practical destruction of the instruments
of this pseudocommunication that brings to the fore the question of inventing
superior instruments.

Henri Lefebvre (La Somme et le Reste) wonders “if the crisis of philosophy
does not mean its decline and end, as philosophy,” while forgetting that this
has been the basis of revolutionary thought since the eleventh of the Theses on
Feuerbach. He has offered a more radical criticism in Arguments, no. 15, considering
human history as the successive traversal and abandoning of various spheres: the
cosmic, the maternal, the divine, as well as philosophy, economics, and politics, and
finally “art, which defines man by dazzling flashes and the human by exceptional
moments, thus still external, alienating in the attempt at deliverance.”> But here
we are back with the science fiction of revolutionary thought that is preached in
Arguments, as daring in engaging thousands of years of history as it is incapable of
proposing a single new element from now to the end of the century, and naturally
bewitched in the present by the worst fumes of neo-reformism. Lefebvre is well
aware that each realm collapses in explicating itself, when it has reached the end
of its possibilities and its imperialism, “when it has proclaimed itself a totality on
the human scale (thus complete). In the course of this development, and only
after this illusory and extreme proclamation, the negativity already long contained
in this world asserts itself, disowns it, corrodes it, dismantles it, casts it down. Only
a finished totality can reveal that it is not totality.” This scheme, which applies
rather to philosophy after Hegel, perfectly defines the crisis of modern art, as can
be easily verified by examining an extreme trend: for example, poetry from
Mallarmé to Surrealism. These conditions, already dominant beginning with
Baudelaire, constitute what Paulhan calls the Terror, which he takes to be an
accidental crisis of language, without considering the fact that they apply equally
to all the other artistic means of expression. But the breadth of Lefebvre’s views is

5. Henri Lefebvre, “Justice et vérité,” Arguments, no. 15 (1959), pp. 13-19. The passage quoted
appeared on page 16. This article was from a section labeled “Nietzsche et la crise de monde moderne,”
which also included articles by Heidegger and Deleuze. Ed.
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of no avail to him when he writes about poems that are, as far as their date is
concerned, on the historical model of 1925, and as for the effective level attained
by this formula, at the lowest. And when he proposes a conception of modern
art (revolutionary-romantic), he advises artists to come back to this style of
expression—or to others still older—to express the profound feeling of life, and
the contradictions of men ahead of their time, i.e., both of their public and of
themselves. Lefebvre would prefer not to see that this feeling and these contra-
dictions have already been expressed by all modern art, and indeed up to and
including the destruction of the expression itself.

For revolutionaries, there can be no turning back. The world of artistic
expression, whatever its content, has already lapsed. It repeats itself scandalously
in order to keep going as long as the dominant society succeeds in preserving the
privation and scarcity that are the anachronistic conditions of its reign. But the
preservation or subversion of this society is not a utopian question: it is the most
burning question of today, the one governing all others. Lefebvre should pursue
the thought on the basis of a question he raised in the same article: “Has not
every great period of art been a funeral rite in honor of a vanished moment?”
This is also true on the individual scale, where every work is a funeral and
memorial celebration of a vanished moment in one’s life. The creations of the
future should shape life directly, creating “exceptional moments” and making
them ordinary. Goldmann weighs the difficulty of this leap when he remarks (in a
note in Recherches dialectiques, page 144): “We have no means of direct action on
affects.” It will be the task of the creators of a new culture to invent such means.

We need to find operative instruments midway between that global praxis in
which every aspect of the total life of a classless society will one day dissolve and
the present individual practice of “private” life with its poor artistic and other
resources. What we mean by situations to be constructed is the search for a dialectical
organization of partial and transitory realities, what André Frankin, in his Critique
du Non-Avenir, has called a “planification of existence” on the individual level, not
excluding chance but, on the contrary, “rediscovering” it.6

Situations are conceived as the opposite of works of art, which are
attempts at absolute valorization and preservation of the present moment.
That is the fancy aesthetic grocery store of a Malraux, of whom it might be
remarked that the same “intellectuals of the left” who are indignant today at
seeing him at the head of the most contemptible and imbecile political swindle
once took him seriously—an admission that countersigns their bankruptcy. Every
situation, as consciously constructed as can be, contains its own negation and
moves inevitably toward its own reversal. In the conduct of an individual life, a
situationist action is not based on the abstract idea of rationalist progress (which,
according to Descartes, “makes us masters and possessors of nature”), but on the

6. Published as André Franklin, “Esquisses programmatiques,” Internationale situationniste 4 (June
1960), pp. 16-18. Ed.
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Constant. Architectural maquette. 1958.

practice of arranging the environment that conditions us. Whoever constructs
situations, to apply a statement by Marx, “by bringing his movements to bear on
external nature and transforming it . .. transforms his own nature at the same
time.”

In conversations that led to the formation of the S.I., Asger Jorn put forth a
plan for ending the separation that had arisen around 1930 between avant-garde
artists and the revolutionary left, who had once been allies. The root of the
problem is that, since 1930, there has been neither a revolutionary movement nor
an artistic avant-garde to respond to the possibilities of the time. A new departure,
on both sides, will certainly have to be made to bring together problems and
responses.

The obvious obstacles of the present have produced a certain ambiguity in
the Situationist movement as a magnet for artists ready to embark on a new
course. Like the proletarians, theoretically, before the nation, the Situationists
are encamped at the gates of culture. They do not want to establish themselves
inside, they decline to inscribe themselves in modern art, they are the organizers of
the absence of that aesthetic avant-garde that bourgeois critics are waiting for and
which, forever disappointed, they are prepared to greet on the first occasion. This
does not go without the risk of various retrograde interpretations, even within the
S.I. Decadent artists, for example at the last fair held in Venice, are already talking
about “situations.” Those who understand everything in terms of old-hat artistic
ideas, as tame verbal formulas destined to assure the sale of still tamer little
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paintings, may see the S.I. as having already achieved a certain success, a certain
recognition: that is because they have not understood that we have gathered at a
great turning point still to be taken.

Of course, the decay of artistic forms, while indicated by the impossibility of
their creative renewal, does not immediately involve their actual disappearance
in practice. They can go on repeating themselves with various nuances. But
everything shows “the upheaval of this world,” as Hegel says in the preface to the
Phenomenology of Mind: “The frivolity and boredom that are invading what still
exists, and the vague presentiment of something unknown, are the preliminary
signs of something else that is on its way.”

We must keep moving ahead, without attaching ourselves to anything either
in modern culture or its negation. We do not want to work toward the spectacle of
the end of the world, but toward the end of the world of spectacle.



A Different City for a Different Life*

CONSTANT

The crisis of urbanism is worsening. The construction of neighborhoods, old
and new, is obviously at variance with established modes of behavior, and all the
more so with the new ways of life we seek. As a result, we are surrounded by a dull
and sterile environment.

In old neighborhoods, the streets have degenerated into highways, and
leisure is commercialized and adulterated by tourism. Social relations there
become impossible. Newly built neighborhoods have only two themes, which
govern everything: traffic circulation and household comfort. They are the
meager expressions of bourgeois happiness and lack any concern for play.

In response to the need to construct whole towns rapidly, cemeteries in
reinforced concrete are being built where great masses of the population are
condemned to die of boredom. For what is the use of the most astonishing
technical inventions that the world now finds at its disposal if the conditions for
deriving benefit from them are lacking, they contribute nothing to leisure, and
the imagination defaults?

We require adventure. Not finding it any longer on earth, there are those
who want to look for it on the moon. We opt first and foremost for a change on
earth. We propose to create situations here, new situations. We intend to break
the laws that prevent the development of meaningful activities in life and culture.
We find ourselves at the dawn of a new era, and we are already trying to outline
the image of a happier life and a unitary urbanism—urbanism made to please.

Our domain is thus the urban network, the natural expression of a collective
creativity, capable of understanding the creative forces being released with the
decline of a culture based on individualism. To our way of thinking, the traditional
arts will no longer be able to play a role in the creation of the new environment in
which we want to live.

We are in the process of inventing new techniques; we are examining the
possibilities offered by existing cities, and making models and plans for future
ones. We are aware of the need to take advantage of all the new technologies, and

* Internationale situationniste 3 (December 1959), pp. 37-40.
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we know that the future constructions we

envisage will have to be flexible enough ) 2272 v,
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ife, creating our surroundings in direct .
relzition to cgonstantly changingg modes of % % % W w2
behavior. 2 v B v Y
. Our concept of urbanism is thus a 7Z; % % W 7
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lated skyscrapers must necessarily
reduce direct relations among people
and their common action. For close o ) ;

. . space: the street. The streets, laid out logically
relations between surroundings and for circulation, are incidentally used as a
behavior to be produced, the agglomera- meeting place.
tion is indispensable. Those who think
that the rapidity with which we move around and the possibility of telecommuni-
cations are going to dissolve the common life of agglomerations have little idea of
humanity’s true needs. Instead of the idea of a garden city, which most modern
architects have adopted, we set up the image of the covered city, where the layout
of thoroughfares and isolated buildings has given way to a continuous spatial
construction, elevated above the ground, and which will include groups of
dwellings as well as public spaces (permitting modifications of purpose depend-
ing on the needs of the moment). Since all traffic, in the functional sense, will

pass underneath or on overhead terraces,

O streets can be done away with. The great

& - number of different traversable spaces

of which the city is composed form a

vast and complex social space. Far from a

return to nature—the notion of living

i in a park, as solitary aristocrats once

Ty did—we see in such immense construc-

tions the possibility of overcoming nature

and regulating at will the atmosphere,

lighting, and sounds in these various
spaces.

Quarter in a traditional city. Quasi-social

Garden city. Isolated dwelling units. Minimum Do we mean by this a new function-
social space: people meet only by chance and li h a put i d hasi
individually, in walkways or the park. Traffic alism that will put increased emphasis on

circulation governs everything. the idealized utilitarian life? Let us not

forget that once the functions are estab-
lished, they are followed by play. For some time now architecture has become a
game of space and environment. The garden city lacks environments. We, on the
contrary, want to take advantage of them more consciously; we want them to
correspond to all our needs.



A Different City for a Different Life 111

The future cities we envisage will offer an unusual variety of sensations in
this realm, and unforeseen games will become possible through the inventive use
of material conditions, such as air-conditioning and the control of sound and
lighting. Urban planners are already studying how to harmonize the cacophony
that reigns in present-day cities. Before long they should find there a new area for
creation, as with many other problems
that will emerge. Space travel, which has
been predicted, may influence this l“‘,, A
development, since bases established on 78— =
other planets will immediately raise the Ll
problem of sheltered cities, which may b
provide the model for our study of future ! e
urbanism. -

Above all, however, the decreased A+ - ey
amount of work necessary for production
due to extensive automation will create a
need for leisure, different behavior and a  Lrinciple of a covered city. Spatial “plan.”

. . . . Suspended collective dwellings are spread over
change in its nature, Wthh will necessarily % o o ty and separated from traffic,
lead to a new conception of the collective which passes above or below.
habitat having the maximum of social
space, contrary to the concept of a garden city, where social space is reduced to
the minimum. The city of the future must be conceived as a continuous construc-
tion on pillars, or else as an extended system of different constructions, in which
premises for living, pleasure, etc., are suspended, as well as those designed for
production and distribution, leaving the ground free for circulation and public
meetings. The use of ultra-light and insulating materials, now being tried
experimentally, will allow for light construction and broadly spaced supports. In
this way it will be possible to build a multilayered city: underground, ground level,
stories, terraces, of an expanse that may vary from a neighborhood to a metropolis.
Note that in such a city the built surface will be 100 percent and the free surface
200 percent (parterre and terraces), while in traditional cities the figures are
approximately 80 percent and 20 percent; in the garden city this ratio can at most
be reversed. The terraces form an outdoor terrain that extends over the whole

Section view of a covered city.



112 OCTOBER

surface of the city, and which can be used for sports, as landing pads for planes
and helicopters, and for vegetation. They will be accessible everywhere by stair-
ways and elevators. The different levels will be divided into neighboring and
communicating spaces, artificially conditioned, which will make it possible to
create an infinite variety of environments, facilitating the casual movement of the
inhabitants and their frequent encounters. The environments will be regularly
and consciously changed, with the help of all technological means, by teams of
specialized creators, who will thus be professional Situationists.

A study in depth of the means of creating environments and their psycho-
logical influence is one of the tasks we are presently undertaking. Studies
involving the technical achievement of supporting structures and their aesthetics
are the specific task of artist-architects and engineers. The contribution of the
latter above all is an urgent necessity if we are to make progress in the preparatory
work we are undertaking.

If the project we have just set forth in a few broad outlines risks being
considered a fanciful dream, we insist on the fact that it is feasible from the
technical standpoint, desirable from the human standpoint, and that from the
social standpoint it will be indispensable. The growing dissatisfaction that grips all
of humanity will reach a point where we will all be driven to carry out projects for
which we possess the means, and that will contribute to the realization of a richer
and more rewarding life.



Editorial Notes:
Critique of Urbanism*

The Situationists have always said that “unitary urbanism is not a doctrine of
urbanism but a critique of urbanism” (Internationale situationniste 3). The project of
a more modern, more progressive urbanism, conceived as a corrective to the present
urbanist specialization, is as false as, for example, in the revolutionary project, the
overestimation of the moment for seizing power, which is a specialist’s idea that
immediately involves forgetting, indeed repressing, all the revolutionary tasks
posed, at each and every moment, by the whole inseparable combination of
human activities. Until it merges with a general revolutionary praxis, urbanism is
necessarily the first enemy of all possibilities for urban life in our time. It is one of
those fragments of social power that claim to represent a coherent whole, and
which tend to impose themselves as a total explanation and organization, while
doing nothing except to mask the real social totality that has produced them and
which they preserve.

By accepting this specialization of urbanism, one puts oneself at the service
of the prevailing social and urbanist lie of the State, in order to carry out one of
the many possible “practical” urbanisms. But the only practical urbanism for us,
the one we call unitary urbanism, is thereby abandoned, since it requires the
creation of quite different conditions of life.

Over the past six or eight months, we have seen a number of moves, chiefly
among West German architects and capitalists, to launch a “unitary urbanism”
immediately, at least in the Ruhr. Some poorly informed entrepreneurs, carried
away by thoughts of success, saw fit to announce, in February, the imminent
opening of a Unitary Urbanism laboratory in Essen (as a conversion of the Van
de Loo art gallery). They published a disgruntled denial only when faced with
our threat to reveal publicly the watered-down nature of the plan. The former
Situationist Constant, whose Dutch collaborators had been excluded from the
S.I. for having agreed to build a church, now himself shows factory models in his
catalogue published in March by the Municipal Museum in Bochum. This
shrewd operator frankly offers himself, along with two or three plagiarized and

* Internationale situationniste 6 (August 1961), pp. 3-11.
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misconstrued Situationist ideas, as public relations for the integration of the
masses into capitalist technological civilization, and reproaches the S.I. for having
abandoned his whole program for overturning the urban milieu, he himself being
the only one still concerned with it. Under such conditions, yes! Moreover, one
might do well to recall that in April 1959 this same group of former members of
the Dutch section of the S.I. was firmly opposed to the S.I. adopting an “Appeal to
Revolutionary Artists and Intellectuals,” and stated: “For us, these perspectives do
not depend on a revolutionary overthrow of present-day society, for which the con-
ditions are lacking” (for this debate, see Internationale situationniste 3, pp. 23 and
24). They have thus continued logically on their path. What is more curious is
that there should be people who still try to seduce a few Situationists in order to
involve them in this kind of enterprise. Are they betting on the taste for glory or
the lure of gain? On April 15, Attila Kotanyi replied to a letter from the director of
the Bochum museum proposing a collaboration with the Bureau d’Urbanisme
Unitaire in Brussels: “If you have a certain knowledge of the original, we do not
think you can confuse our critical view with the apologetic view hidden behind a
copy with the same label.” And he cut off any further discussion.

It is not easy to know the Situationist theses on unitary urbanism in their
original version. In June, our German comrades published a special issue of their
journal (Spur, no. 5), bringing together texts devoted to unitary urbanism over
several years in the S.I. or the trends leading to its formation. Many of these texts
were unpublished or had appeared in now inaccessible publications, and none of
them had ever been published in German. The measures taken in Germany
against the Situationists to prevent the appearance of these texts, or at least to
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have them altered, were immediately apparent: from a forced delay of three weeks
for the whole edition at the printers to loud threats of prosecution for immorality,
pornography, blasphemy, and incitement to riot. The German Situationists have
obviously weathered these various attempts at intimidation, and today the managers
of respectable unitary urbanism in the Ruhr should begin to wonder if this label is
a profitable way to launch their operation.

Confrontation with the whole of present-day society is the sole criterion for
a genuine liberation in the field of urban architecture, and the same goes for any
other aspect of human activity. Otherwise, “improvement” or “progress” will
always be designed to lubricate the system and perfect the conditioning that we
must overturn, in urbanism and everywhere else. Henri Lefebvre, in the Revue
Jrangaise de sociologie (no. 3, July-September 1961),! criticizes a number of inade-
quacies in the plan that a team of architects and sociologists have just published in
Zurich, Die neue Stadt, eine Studie fiir das Fiirttal. But it seems to us that this criticism
does not go far enough, precisely because it does not clearly challenge the actual
role of this team of specialists in a social framework whose absurd imperatives it
accepts without discussion. This means that Lefebvre’s article still valorizes too
many works that certainly have their utility and their merits, but in a perspective
radically inimical to ours. The title of this article, “Experimental Utopia: For a
New Urbanism,” already contains the whole ambiguity. For the method of
experimental utopia, if it is truly to correspond to its project, must obviously

1. Henri Lefebvre, “Utopie expérimentale: Pour un nouvel urbanisme,” Revue francaise de sociologie,
vol. 2, no. 3 (July—September 1961), pp. 191-98. Ed.
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The town of Mowrenx. Its 12,000 inhabitants live in the horizontal blocks if they are married, in the
towers if they ave single. To the right of the picture lies the small middle-income quarter, consisting of
identical houses, symmetrically divided between two families. Beyond, in the upper-income quarter, the
houses are of another type, each entirely awarded to its occupant. Lacq CEO’s live in Pau, Toulouse,
and Paris.
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embrace the whole, and carrying it out would lead not to a “new urbanism” but to
a new way of life, a new revolutionary praxis. It is also the lack of a connection
between the project for an ardent overthrow of architecture and other forms of
conditioning, and its rejection in terms of the whole society, that constitutes the
weakness of Feuerstein’s theses,? published in the same issue of the journal of the
German section of the S.I., despite the interest of several points, in particular his
notion of erratic block, “representing chance and also the smallest organization
of objects comprised by an event.” Feuerstein’s ideas, which follow the S.I. line on
“accidental architecture,” can only be understood in all their consequences, and
carried out precisely by overcoming the separate problem of architecture and the
solutions that would be reserved for it in the abstract.

Henceforth the crisis of urbanism is all the more concretely a social and
political one, even though today no force born of traditional politics is any longer
capable of dealing with it. Medico-sociological banalities on the “pathology of
housing projects,” the emotional isolation of people who must live in them, or the
development of certain extreme reactions of denial, chiefly in young people,
simply betray the fact that modern capitalism, the bureaucratic consumer society,
is here and there beginning to shape its own environment. This society, with its new
towns, is building the sites that accurately represent it, combining the conditions
most suitable for its proper functioning, while at the same time translating into
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Consumption and its spectacularization.

“In the present framework of propaganda in favor of consumption, the fundamental hoax of advertising
is to associate ideas of happiness with objects (television, or garden furniture, or cars, elc.), besides
severing the natural ties these objects may have with others.”

Editorial Notes, Internationale situationniste 5

well to transport themselves elsewhere, and indeed the happy solution was there-
upon offered, failing only to mention the now necessary price for the construction
of these regroupment zones: for instance, how many years of outright economic
slavery the purchase of an apartment in these complexes entails, and what a life-
time of urban seclusion this acquired ownership will come to represent.

Still, the very necessity for this faked propaganda, the need to present this
explanation to the interested parties after the administration had quite made up
its mind, reveals an initial resistance by the masses. This resistance will need to be
sustained and clarified by a revolutionary organization truly determined to know
and combat all the conditions of modern capitalism. Sociological surveys, whose
most stultifying defect is to present options only between the dismal variations of
what already exists, indicate that 75 percent of the inhabitants of large housing
projects dream of owning a house with a garden.
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It is this mystic image of ownership, in the old-fashioned sense, that led
Renault workers, for example, to buy the small houses that dropped in their laps
in June, in a whole quarter of Clamart. It is not by returning to the archaic ideology
of a discarded stage of capitalism that the living conditions of a society now
becoming totalitarian can ever be truly replaced, but rather by freeing an instinct
for construction presently repressed in everyone: a liberation that cannot go
forward without the other elements in the conquest of an authentic life.

Debates in progressive inquiries today, on politics as well as art or urbanism,
lag considerably behind the reality taking shape in all industrialized countries,
namely, the concentration-camp organization of life.

The degree of conditioning imposed on working people in a suburb like
Sarcelles, or still more clearly in a place like Mourenx (a company town in the
petrochemical complex of Lacq), prefigures the conditions with which the
revolutionary movement will everywhere have to struggle if it is to re-establish
itself on a level with the real crises, the real demands of our time. In Brasilia, func-
tional architecture reveals itself to be, when fully developed, the architecture of
functionaries, the instrument and microcosm of the bureaucratic Weltanschauung.
One can already see that wherever bureaucratic capitalism has already planned
and built its environment, the conditioning has been so perfected, the individ-
ual’s margin of choice reduced to so little, that a practice as essential for it as
advertising, which corresponded to a more anarchic stage of competition, tends
to disappear in most of its forms and props. You might think that urbanism is
capable of merging all former forms of advertising into a single advertisement

Decor and its uses. Four historians and several hundred million francs are said to have been provided
this year to reconstruct part of the city of Alexandria on a heath in England, so that Elizabeth Taylor
could play Cleopatra there. When the actress fell ill, the film could not be shot, nor could anything else
be done with the set. In the end, Alexandria was burned down.
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for itself. The rest will be gotten for nothing. It is also likely that, under these
conditions, the political propaganda that has been so strong in the first half of
the twentieth century will almost totally disappear, to be replaced by an instinctive
aversion for all political issues. Just as the revolutionary movement will have to
shift the problem far away from the old field of politics scorned by everyone, the
powers-that-be will rely more on the simple organization of the spectacle of
objects of consumption, which will only have consumable value illusorily to the
extent to which they will first of all have been objects of spectacle. In Sarcelles or Mourenx,
the showrooms of this new world are already being put to the test—atomized to
the limit around each television screen, but at the same time extended to cover
the whole town.

If unitary urbanism designates, as we would like it to, a useful hypothesis
that would allow present humanity to construct life freely, beginning with its
urban environment, it is absolutely pointless to enter into discussion with those
who would ask us to what extent it is feasible, concrete, practical, or carved in
stone, for the simple reason that nowhere does there exist any theory or practice
concerning the creation of cities, or the kind of behavior that relates to it. No
one “does urbanism,” in the sense of constructing the milieu required by this
doctrine. Nothing exists but a collection of techniques for integrating people
(techniques that effectively resolve conflicts while creating others, at present less
known but more serious). These techniques are wielded innocently by imbeciles
or deliberately by the police. And all the discourses on urbanism are lies, just as
obviously as the space organized by urbanism is the very space of the social lie
and of fortified exploitation. Those who discourse on the powers of urbanism
seek to make people forget that all they are doing is the urbanism of power.
Urbanists, who present themselves as the educators of the population, have had
to be educated themselves—by this world of alienation that they reproduce and
perfect as best they can.

The notion of a center of attraction in the chatter of urbanists is quite the
opposite of the reality, exactly as the sociological notion of participation turns out
to be. The fact is that there are disciplines that come to terms with a society where
participation can only be oriented toward “something in which it is impossible to
participate” (point 2 of the Programme Elémentaire)—a society that must impose the
need for unappealing objects, and would be unable to tolerate any form of genuine
attraction. To understand what sociology never understands, one need only envisage
in terms of aggressivity what for sociology is neutral.

The “foundations” in preparation for an experimental life, of which the
S.I. program of unitary urbanism speaks, are at the same time the places, the
permanent elements of a new kind of revolutionary organization that we believe
to be inscribed in the order of the day for the historical period we are entering.
These foundations, when they come to exist, cannot be anything but subversive.
And the future revolutionary organization will not be able to rely on instruments
less complete.



Editorial Notes:
Once Again, on Decomposition*

How goes cultural production? All our calculations are confirmed when
one compares the phenomena of the last twelve months with the analysis of
decomposition published a few years ago by the S.I. (cf. “Absence and Its
Costumers,” in Internationale situationniste 2, December 1958).1 In Mexico, last
year, Max Aub writes a thick book on the life of an imaginary cubist painter,
Campalans, while demonstrating how well-founded his praises are with the help
of paintings whose importance is immediately established. In Munich, in
January, a group of painters inspired by Max Strack arranges simultaneously for
the biography, as sentimental as could be wished, and the exhibition of the complete
oeuvre of Bolus Krim, a young Abstract Expressionist painter prematurely
deceased—and just as imaginary. Television and the press, including almost all the
German weeklies, express their enthusiasm for so representative a genius, until
the hoax is proclaimed, leading some to call for legal proceedings against the
tricksters. “I thought I had seen everything,” the dance critic for Paris-Presse
writes in November 1960, concerning Bout de la Nuit by the German Harry
Kramer, “ballets without subject and ballets without costumes, others without sets,
finally others without music, and even ballets simultaneously devoid of all these
elements. Well, I was wrong. Last night I saw the unheard-of, the unexpected, the
unimaginable: a ballet without choreography. I mean it: without the slightest
attempt at choreography, a motionless ballet.” And the Evening Standard, of
September 28 of the same year, reveals to the world one Jerry Brown, painter from
Toronto, who means to demonstrate in both theory and practice “that in reality
there is no difference between art and excrement.” In Paris, this spring, a new
gallery, founded on this Torontological aesthetic, exhibits the rubbish assembled
by nine “new realist” artists, determined to redo Dada, but at “40" above,” and
who have nevertheless made the mistake of being too legibly introduced and
justified by a sententious critic several degrees below, since he has found nothing

* Internationale situationniste 6 (August 1961), pp. 12-13.
1. “Notes éditoriales: L’absence et ses habilleurs,” Internationale situationniste 2 (December 1958),
pp. 6-8. Ed.
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better than to have them “consider the World as a Painting,” calling even upon
sociology “to aid consciousness and chance,” in order stupidly to rediscover
“emotion, sentiment, and finally, once more, poetry.”2 Indeed. Niki de Saint-
Phalle fortunately goes further, with her target-paintings painted with a carbine.?
In the courtyard of the Louvre, a Russian disciple of Gallizio executes, last January,
a roll of painting seventy meters long, capable of being sold by the piece. But he
spices things up by taking lessons from Mathieu, since he does it in only twenty-
five minutes and with his feet.

Antonioni, whose recent mode has been confirmed, explains in October
1960 to the journal Cinéma 60: “In recent years, we have examined and studied the
emotions as much as possible, to the point of exhaustion. That is all we’ve been
able to do. ... But we have not been able to find anything new, nor even glimpse a
solution to this problem. ... First of all, I'd say that one starts with a negative fact:
the exhaustion of current techniques and means.”

Do they look for other cultural means, new forms of participation? Since
March, special posters have been put up along the platforms of the New York
subway for the sole purpose of being spray-painted by vandals. Moreover, the
electronic gang, at least after this summer, will offer us, for the “Forme et
Lumiére” spectacle in Liége, a spatio-dynamic tower fifty-two meters high by the
usual Nicolas Schoeffer, who this time will have at his disposal seventy “light
brewers” to project abstract frescoes in color on a giant screen 1,500 square
meters in size, with musical accompaniment. Will this splendid effort be integrated,
as he hopes, “with the life of the city”? To find out, we will have to wait for the
next strike movement in Belgium, since the last time the workers had a chance to
express themselves in Li¢ge, on January 6, this Schoeffer Tower did not yet exist,
and they had to vent their fury on the headquarters of the newspaper La Meuse.

Tinguely, more inspired, has unveiled, in full operation in the Museum of
Modern Art in New York, a machine skillfully programmed to destroy itself.4 But it
has been left to an American, Richard Grosser, to perfect, already several years
ago, the prototype of a “useless machine,” rigorously designed to serve no purpose
whatsoever. “Built of aluminum, small in size, it includes neon lighting that goes
on and off by chance.” Grosser has sold more than five hundred of them, including
one, it is said, to John Foster Dulles.

The truth is that even when they exhibit a certain sense of humor, all these
inventors get quite excited, with an air of discovering the destruction of art, the
reduction of a whole culture to onomatopoecia and silence like an unknown
phenomenon, a new idea, and which was only waiting for them to come along.

2. From Pierre Restany’s preface for the exhibition “A 40° au-dessus de dada,” Galerie J, Paris,
May 17 to June 10, 1961. Ed.

3. A reference to Saint-Phalle’s exhibition “Feu a volonté,” Galerie J, Paris, June 30 to July 12, 1961.
Ed.

4. “Hommage a New York,” this auto-destructive machine-happening, was presented on March 17,

1960, in the garden of the Museum of Modern Art. Ed.
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They all dig up corpses to kill them again, in a cultural no-man’s-land beyond
which they can imagine nothing. Yet they are precisely the artists of today, though
without seeing how. They truly express our time of obsolete ideas solemnly pro-
claimed to be new, this time of planned incoherence, of isolation and deafness
assured by the means of mass communication, of higher forms of illiteracy taught
in the university, of scientifically guaranteed lies, and of overwhelming technical
power at the disposal of ruling mental incompetence. The incomprehensible
history that they incomprehensibly translate is indeed this planetary spectacle, as
ludicrous as it is bloody, and whose program, in a crowded six months, has
included: Kennedy hurling his cops into Cuba to find out whether the armed
populace would spontaneously take their side; French shock troops embarking on
a putsch and collapsing under the blow of a televised speech; de Gaulle resorting
to gunboat diplomacy to reopen an African port to European influence; and
Khrushchev coolly announcing that in another nineteen years communism will
have essentially been achieved.

All this old stuff is of a piece, and all these mockeries cannot be overcome by
a return to this or that form of “seriousness” or noble harmony of the past. This
society is on its way to becoming, at all levels, more and more painfully ridiculous,
until the time comes for its complete revolutionary reconstruction.



Comments Against Urbanism*

RAOUL VANEIGEM

In the opinion of an expert—Chombart de Lauwe—and after some precise
experiments, the programs proposed by planners create in certain cases uneasiness
and indignation, which might have been partly avoided had we had a deeper
knowledge of real behavior, and especially of the motivations for such behavior.

Splendor and misery of urbanism. Once one has sniffed the urban planner
with suspicious insistence, one turns away as one ought to before such a lack of
respect, a similar breach of manners. Here it is not a question of impeaching the
popular verdict. The people have long since pronounced themselves with the
same incongruity: “espece d'architecte!” has always been an explicit insult in Belgium.
But when today such an expert sides with the opinion of the herd and also starts
sniffing the planner, we are saved! Thus the urbanist is officially convicted of
arousing uneasiness and indignation, arousing them “almost” like a primary
instigator. One can only hope that the public authorities will react promptly; it is
unthinkable that such centers of revolt should be openly maintained by the very
people whose job it is to smother them. Here is a crime against social tranquillity
that only a council of war can put a stop to. Will we see justice prevail among its
own ranks? Unless the expert is, after all, merely a cunning urbanist.

If the planner is less able to understand the behavioral motivations of those
he wants to house to the best of their nervous equilibrium than to incorporate
urbanism without delay into the criminal investigation unit (to hunt down
instigators—see above—and allow each to remain quietly in the hierarchy)—if he
can really do it, then the science of crime fighting loses its raison d’étre and
changes its social purpose: urbanism is all that will be needed to preserve the status
quo without recourse to the indelicacy of machine guns. Man assimilated to
reinforced concrete—what a dream or happy nightmare for technocrats, wherein
to lose whatever Higher Nervous Activity they have left, while trusting in the
power and durability of reinforced concrete.

If the Nazis had known contemporary urbanists, they would have transformed
their concentration camps into low-income housing. But this solution seems too

* Internationale situationniste 6 (August 1961), pp. 33-37.
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brutal to M. Chombart de Lauwe.
Ideal urbanism should urge everyone,
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and perfect fulfillment of a night-
mare. A nightmare, according to the
Littré dictionary, is “a state that ends
when one awakens with a start after
extreme anxiety.” But a start against
whom? Who has stuffed us to the
point of somnolence? It would be as
stupid to execute Eichmann as to
hang the urbanists. It would be like
getting mad at the targets when
you’re on a rifle range!

Planning is a big word, some say
a dirty word. Specialists speak of eco-
nomic planning and planned
urbanism, then they wink with a
knowing air, and everyone applauds
so as to play the game. The chief
attraction of the spectacle is the plan-
ning of happiness. The pollster is
already conducting his inquiry; pre-
cise surveys establish the number of
television viewers; it is a question of developing real estate around them, of build-
ing for them, without distracting them from the concerns that are being fed to
them through their eyes and ears. It is a question of assuring equilibrium and a
peaceful life to all, with that shrewd foresight expressed by comic-strip pirates in
their maxim: “Dead men tell no tales.” Urbanism and information are comple-
mentary in capitalist and “anticapitalist” societies—they organize the silence.

To inhabit is the “drink Coca-Cola” of urbanism. You replace the necessity
of drinking with that of drinking Coca-Cola. To inhabit means to be at home
everywhere, says Kiesler, but such a prophetic truth grabs nobody by the neck; it’s
a scarf against the encroaching cold, even if it evokes a flowing knot. We are
inhabited, this is the necessary starting point.

As public relations, the ideal urbanism is the projection in space of a social
hierarchy without conflict. Roads, lawns, natural flowers, and artificial forests
lubricate the machinery of subjection, and make it enjoyable. In a novel by Yves
Touraine, the State even offers retired workers an electronic vibrator; happiness
and the economy find it an advantage.
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A certain urbanism of illusion is necessary, Chombart de Lauwe claims.
The spectacle he offers us makes folklore out of Haussmann, who could arrange
no illusion apart from a shooting gallery. This time, it is a matter of scenically
organizing the spectacle across everyday life, letting each person live in the
framework corresponding to the role that capitalist society imposes on him, and
in the process further isolating him like a blind man trained to recognize himself
illusorily in the materialization of his own alienation.

The capitalist training of space is nothing but training in a space where you
lose your shadow, and end up losing yourself by dint of seeking yourself in what is
not yourself. An excellent example of tenacity for all professors and other licensed
organizers of ignorance.

The layout of a city, its streets, walls, and neighborhoods form so many
signs of a strange conditioning. What sign should we recognize as our own? A
few graffiti, words of rejection or forbidden gestures, hastily scrawled, in which
cultured people only take an interest when they appear on the walls of some fossil
city like Pompeii. But our cities are even more fossilized. We would like to live in
lands of knowledge, amid living signs like familiar friends. The revolution will also
be the perpetual creation of signs that belong to everyone.

There is an incredible dullness in everything having to do with urbanism.
The word “build” sticks straight up out of the water where other possible words
float on the surface. Wherever bureaucratic civilization has spread, the anarchy
of individual construction has been officially sanctioned, and taken over by the
authorized organisms of power, with the result that the building instinct has
been extirpated like a vice and only barely survives in children and primitives
(those not held accountable, in administrative parlance). And among all those
who, unable to change their lives, spend them demolishing and rebuilding their
shacks.

The art of reassurance—urbanism knows how to exercise it in its purest
form: the ultimate civility of a power on the verge of asserting total mind control.

God and the City: No abstract and nonexistent force would be better able than
urbanism to take over from God the post of doorkeeper left vacant by that death
we’ve heard about. With its ubiquity, its immense goodness, perhaps someday its
sovereign power, urbanism (or its project) would certainly have something to
frighten the Church, were there the slightest doubt about the orthodoxy of power.
But there is none, since the Church was “urbanism” long before power; what could
it have to fear from a lay Saint Augustine?

There is something admirable in causing thousands of human beings whom
one deprives of even the hope of a last judgment to coexist in the word “inhabit.”
In this sense, the admirable crowns the inhuman.

Industrializing private life: “Make your life a business”—such will be the new
slogan. To propose to each that he organize his vital milieu like a little factory to
be managed like a miniature enterprise, with its substitute machinery, its illusory
production, its fixed assets such as walls and furniture—isn’t this the best way to
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make the concerns of those gentlemen who own a factory, a big and real one that
must also produce, perfectly comprehensible?

Level the horizon: Walls and unnatural patches of greenery set new limits to
thought and dreaming, for it means poeticizing the desert rather than knowing
where it ends.

New cities will wipe out the traces of the battles between traditional cities
and the people they sought to oppress. To root out of everyone’s memory the
truth that each daily life has its history and, in the myth of participation, to contest
the irreducible character of experience—these are the terms in which urbanists
would express the goals they pursue if they deigned to suspend for a moment the
air of seriousness that obstructs their thinking. Once the air of seriousness
disappears, the sky lightens, everything becomes clearer, or almost; thus, as
humorists well know, to destroy one’s adversary with H-bombs is to condemn
oneself to die in more protracted sufferings. How much longer will one have to go
on mocking the urbanists before they grasp the fact that they’re preparing the
way for their own suicide?

Cemeteries are the most natural areas for greenery that exist, the only ones
to be harmoniously integrated within the framework of future cities, like the last
lost paradises.

Costs must cease to be an obstacle to the wish to build—so says the leftist
builder. May he sleep in peace, for this will soon be the case, once the wish to
build will have disappeared.
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Procedures have been developed in France that turn construction into an
erector set (J.-E. Havel).l While making the best of things, a cafeteria is never
anything but a place where you serve, in the sense that a fork serves for eating.

As it combines Machiavellianism with reinforced concrete, urbanism’s con-
science is clear. We are entering upon the reign of police refinement. Dignified
enslavement.

To build in trust: even the reality of bay windows does not hide the fictive
communication, even public settings show the despair and isolation of private
consciences, even the frantic filling up of space is measured in intervals.

Project for a realistic urbanism: replace Piranesi’s staircases with elevators,
transform tombs into office buildings, line the sewers with plane trees, put
trash cans in living rooms, stack up the hovels, and build all cities in the form
of museums; make a profit out of everything, even out of nothing.

Alienation within easy reach: urbanism makes alienation tangible. The
starving proletariat experienced alienation in the suffering of beasts. We will
experience it in the blind suffering of things. To feel only by groping.

Honest and farsighted urbanists have the courage of stylites. Must we make
our lives a desert so as to legitimize their aspirations?

It has taken the guardians of philosophic faith some twenty years to discover
the existence of a working class. At a time when sociologists have come together to
decree that the working class no longer
exists, the urbanists themselves have
invented the inhabitant without waiting
for either philosophers or sociologists.
One must give them credit for being
among the first to discern the new dimen-
sions of the proletariat. By a definition
all the more precise and much less
abstract they have been able, using the

. . . (

most flexible training methods, to guide A : J venez avec mor..!
almost all of society toward a less brutal

but radical proletarianization. “Sure we know what guns are for . . . Where

Adpvice to the builders of ruins: the can you house us?” “Come with me!”
urbanists will be succeeded by the last
troglodytes of hovels and shantytowns. They will know how to build. The privileged
residents of dormitory towns will only be able to destroy. We must wait a while for
this encounter: it defines the revolution.

By being devalued, the sacred has become a mystery: urbanism is the final
decadence of the Great Architect.

1. See Jean-Eugéne Havel, Habitat et Logement (Coll. “Que Sais-Je?”) (Paris: Presses Universitaires
de France, 1957). In his conclusion, Havel calls for a technological solution to the housing problem,
favorably citing the rationalized labor processes utilized in the construction of American Levittowns.
Ed.
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Behind the infatuation with technology a revealed truth lies hidden, and as
such is unquestionable: we must “inhabit.” Concerning the nature of such a truth,
the homeless know very well what to cling to. Probably better than anyone else,
they are able to measure, amid the garbage cans where they are forced to live, how
there is no difference between building their lives and building their dwellings
on the only level of truth that exists—practice. But the exile to which our well-
policed world consigns them makes their experience so laughable and difficult
that the licensed builder could find there an excuse for self-justification—assuming,
ridiculous idea, that the powers-that-be were to cease to guarantee his existence.

It looks like the working class no longer exists. Considerable quantities of
former proletarians can today have access to the comfort formerly reserved for a
minority—so goes the song. But isn’t it rather that a growing quantity of comfort
has access to their needs and gives them the itch to ask for it? It seems that a certain
organization of comfort proletarianizes in epidemic fashion all those it contami-
nates by the force of things. Now, the force of things is exercised through the
intervention of responsible authorities, priests of an abstract order whose sole
prerogatives will sooner or later come together to reign over an administrative
center surrounded by ghettoes. The last man will die of boredom as a spider dies
of inanition in the middle of its web.

We must build in haste, there are so many people to be lodged, say the
humanists of reinforced concrete. We must dig trenches without delay, say the
generals, if we are to save the whole fatherland. Isn’t there some injustice in
lauding the humanists and deriding the generals? In the era of missiles and con-
ditioning, it is still in good taste to make jokes about generals. But to raise
trenches in the air with the same pretext!



Editorial Notes:
The Avant-Garde of Presence*

In Médiations, no. 4, Lucien Goldmann, recently turned critic specializing in
the cultural avant-garde, speaks of an “avant-garde of absence,” one that expresses
in art and style a certain rejection of the reification of modern society, but which,
in his opinion, expresses nothing else. He recognizes this negative role of avant-
garde culture in our century about forty-five years after the event but, oddly
enough, among his friends and contemporaries. Thus we find, disguised as
resuscitated Dadaists, none other than Ionesco, Beckett, Sarraute, Adamov, and
Duras, not to mention the Robbe-Grillet of Marienbad fame. This merry little crew,
all present and accounted for, thereupon re-enacts as farce the tragedy of the
murder of artistic forms. Sarraute!—can you imagine? Adamov!—who would have
believed it? Goldmann, an attentive audience, comments solemnly on what he
sees: “Most of the great avant-garde writers express above all, not actual or
possible values, but their absence, the impossibility of formulating or perceiving
acceptable values in whose name they might criticize society.” Here is precisely
what is false, as is immediately apparent when one abandons the actors of
Goldmann’s comic novel to examine the historical reality of German Dadaism, or
of Surrealism between the two wars. Goldmann seems literally unaware of them—
which is curious: would he think that one is justified in rejecting the historical
interpretation of his Diew Caché, while hinting that one has never read Pascal or
Racine since the seventeenth century is complex and it’s all one can do to get
through Cotin’s complete works? It is hard to see how he could have even a cur-
sory knowledge of the original, and still find such freshness in the copy. Even his
vocabulary is unsuited to the subject. He talks about “great writers” of the avant-
garde, a notion that the avant-garde has long since rightly cast into ridicule once
and for all. Later, mentioning the tasteful diversions agreeably mounted by
Planchon with the bits and pieces of a dying theatrical tradition, Goldmann, still
sniffing some avant-gardism there, says that all the same he does not find in it
“a literary creation of equal importance, centered on the presence of humanist
values and historical development.” The notable quantity of insignificance that

* Internationale situationniste 8 (January 1963), pp. 14-22.
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Situationists between two sessions of the Antwerp Conference.

“Marxism being an error, one can see at what level to put the tenth-rate plagiarists of an
ideology that they garble even more, and from which they extract a concept of cultural breakdown that
even low-grade Marxists find completely insane.

“Situationist critics, who hope to take over all the means of communication, having created
none of them, at any level, and replace the whole, namely the various creations and trivialities that
result from it, by their unique and enormous triviality, these morons, we say, represent excretions of the
Hitlerite or Stalinist kind, in their extreme manifestations of present impotence, of which the most
obvious and frenzied examples are the Nazi gangs in England and America.”

Les Cahiers du Lettrisme 1 (December 1962)

indelibly marks Goldmann’s avant-garde nevertheless makes Planchon look good.
But lastly Goldmann talks about literary creation. Doesn’t he know that the rejec-
tion of literature, the very destruction of style, has been the prime tendency of
twenty or thirty years of avant-garde experiments in Europe, that his circus clowns
have looked only through the wrong end of the telescope, and cultivate with the
parsimony of small stockholders? The avant-garde of the true self-destruction of
art had expressed inseparably the absence and possible presence of quite another
life. And does one have to plunge into the mystification of humanism so as not to
follow Adamov into that absence that suits him so well that he stands a good
chance of becoming its owner?

Let us be more serious than Goldmann. In the same article, he wonders
whether there exist in present society, in this modern capitalism that is consoli-
dating itself and developing in the regrettable ways we know, “social forces strong
enough to overcome it or at least pointing in that direction.” This is indeed a very



The Avant-Garde of Presence 131

important question. We will try to answer yes. A properly demystified study of real
artistic or political avant-garde movements can in any case provide elements
worth appreciating that are just as rare in Ionesco’s work as in Garaudy’s. What
is socially visible in the world of the theater is more remote than ever from social
reality. Even its avant-garde art and its challenging thought are henceforth
cosmetically disguised in the illumination of this visual element. Those who
refrain from entering this Son et lumiere of the present that so bedazzles Goldmann
are precisely the ones, like the Situationists for the moment, who are in the avant-
garde of presence. What Goldmann calls the avant-garde of absence is nothing
more than the absence of the avant-garde. We are confident that nothing of all this
pretense and agitation will remain in the history and real problematics of this
period. On this point as on others, a hundred years will tell whether we were wrong.
Moreover, Goldmann’s avant-garde and its absenteeism are already behind
the times (except for Robbe-Grillet, who bets on all the numbers in the roulette
of avant-gardist theater). The most recent tendency is to be integrated, to integrate
several arts among themselves, and at all costs to integrate the spectator. First of
all, ever since Marienbad, which for journalists is the obligatory reference point,
there have been countless works that cannot exist without “the individual
participation of the spectator, each of whom is destined to experience it differently”
(Jacques Siclier in Le Monde, November 28, 1962, in connection with some televised
ballet or other).!l Marc Saporta has just published a card-game novel; one is
supposed to shuffle the cards before reading in order to participate. Next to be
integrated: experimental music with ceramics, which the visitor will be able to
listen to at the Starczewski exhibition in Paris. Music by Stockhausen, but whose
score becomes “mobile” at the whim of the performer, with an abstract film by the
German Kirchgiasser (Institute of Contemporary Music in Darmstadt). Nicolas
Schoeffer has been integrated with the house of Philips in an audiovisual climate
(the “creation-wall”). Finally, countless integrations throughout Europe, which
themselves get inter-integrated in biennales, which everywhere become Himalayas
of integration. In the same journal, Médiations, one might point out the integration
of a new profession: the criticism in “abstract” prose of the abstract work. It was
common fifteen years ago in painting catalogues, where Michel Tapié performed
wonders, and it makes its appearance in literature with Jean Ricardou, who simply
transposes the sensible and childish forms of textual explication, but with the
improvement that he paints black on black by commenting on the scarcely readable
pages, deliberately poor in content, of the pure nouveau roman, in an abstract
critical language worthy of its model for content and readability. You can also
integrate whatever you like—thirty teaspoons, a hundred thousand bottles, a million
Swiss—in “nouveau réalisme,” such is its strength. The new figuration would like

1. Jacques Siclier, “La télévision: ‘La nuit du temps’,” Le Monde, November 28, 1962, p. 15. The
spectacle de télévision in question, by Marcel Delannoy, combined ballet, oratorio, and drama; the libretto
was written by Philippe Soupault.



132 OCTOBER

to integrate the past, present, and future of painting in anything that will pay
off—no-fault insurance for lovers of the abstract and lovers of the figurative as
well.

Our culture being what it is, all that gets integrated are dissolutions of one
with another. And no one cares to point out that these dissolutions are themselves
almost always repetitions of something older (Saporta’s card-game novel is an
echo of Paul Nougé’s card-game poem, Le jeu des mots et du hasard, dating back to
before 1930 and reissued a few years ago. One could multiply such examples). As
for the integration of the spectator into these wonderful things, it is a poor little
image of his integration into the new cities, into the banks of television monitors
in the office or factory where he works. It pursues the same plan, but with infinitely
less force, and even infinitely fewer guinea pigs. The old forms of the art of neo-
decadence are now, in themselves, far from the center of struggle for the control
of modern culture. The change in the cultural terrain is not only the thesis of
the revolutionary avant-garde in our culture, it is also unfortunately the opposite
project, already widely achieved by the present rulers. One ought not, however, to
overlook the specialists of the “kinetic” movement. All they want is to integrate
time into art. They've had no luck, since the program of our period is rather to
dissolve art in the experience of time.

Already some researchers, to ensure themselves a less crowded specialty, have
at several points ventured beyond these hasty integrations and their flimsy
justifications. Some technicians would like to reform the spectacle. Le Parc, in a
tract published in September 1962 by the “Groupe de Recherche d’Art Visuel,”
thinks it possible for the passive spectator to evolve into a “stimulated spectator” or
even an “interpreter-spectator,” but still within the framework of specialized old-hat
ideas that would provide “some kinds of sculptures to be grappled with, dances to
be painted, swordplay paintings.” At most, Le Parc reaches the point of using a few
para-Situationist formulas: “In frankly admitting the reversal of the traditional
situation of the passive spectator, one distorts the idea of the spectacle. ... This is
an idea, however, that it is better not to distort, but properly to gauge its place in
society. The futility of Le Parc’s hopes for his spectator who will gratify him by
achieving “real participation (the manipulation of elements)”—oh yes! and visual
artists will certainly have their elements all ready—takes on more solidity when, at
the end of his text, he extends a hand toward “the notion of programming,” i.e.,
to the cyberneticians of power. There are those who go much further (cf. France-
Observateur, December 27, 1962), like the “Service de la Recherche de la RT.F.,”
which wanted nothing less than to “create a situation” last December 21 by organizing
a conference at UNESCO, with the participation of the well-known extraterrestrials
who edit the journal Planéte.?

The dialectic of history is such that the victory of the Situationist International

2. Marc Pierret, ““Ils’ se portent bien,” France-Observateur, December 27, 1962, p. 19. The conference
in question was an evening for science-fiction fans.



The Avant-Garde of Presence 133

in matters of theory already obliges its adversaries to disguise themselves as
Situationists. From now on there are two tendencies in the approaching struggle
against us: those who proclaim themselves Situationists without having any idea of
what it’s all about (the several varieties of Nashism), and those who, on the contrary,
decide to adopt a few ideas without the
Situationists, and without mentioning the
S.I. The growing probability that some of
the simplest and least recent of our theses
will be confirmed leads a number of peo-
ple to adopt portions of one or the other
without saying so. This is certainly not a mat-
ter of acknowledging antecedents or
personal merits, etc. If there is any reason
to point out this tendency, it is to denounce
it on a single crucial point: in doing so,
these people can speak of a new problem,
so as to popularize it themselves after hav-
ing rejected it as long as they could, and
now extirpating only its violence, its con-
nection with general subversion, thereby
watering it down to an academic statement,
or worse. With such intentions, it is neces-
sary to conceal the S.1.
Marilyn Monroe, August 5, 1962: The spe- Thus the journal Architecture
cialization of the mass spectacle constitutes, d ’aujourd hui (no. 102, June—July 1962) has
in the society of the spectacle, the epicenter of  finally got around to an account of “fan-
separation and noncommunication. tastic architecture,” including certain
former and present attempts that could be
very interesting. But it so happens that only the S.I. holds the key to their
interesting application. For the scribblers of Architecture d’aujourd’hui, they only
serve to decorate the walls of passivity. The editor of this journal, for example, in
his personal activity as an artist, if one may say so, has tried almost all the styles of
fashionable sculptors, imitating them to the letter, which seems to have made him
an expert on the subject of artistic conditioning. When such people take it into
their heads that the surroundings ought to be improved, they act like all reform-
ers, countering a stronger pressure by slowing it down. These authorities of today
are quite prepared to reform the environment, but without touching the life that
goes on within it. And they coolly give the name of “system” to investigations in
these matters, so as to be shielded from any conclusions. It is not for nothing that
in this issue they criticize the underdeveloped “technician” of unitary urbanism
who had to leave the S.I. in 1960. Even this extremely meager subtheory is too
troubling for the eclecticism of converts from the old functionalism. We, however,
rightly defend no system, and we see better than anyone, at all levels, the system
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that they themselves defend, and which defends them while maiming them so
much. We want to destroy such a system.

We must make the same objection to those people who for six or ten months
in some journals have been starting to rethink the problem of leisure time, or that
of the new human relations that will be necessary within the future revolutionary
organization. What is missing here? Actual experience, the oxygen of ruthless
criticism of what exists, the total picture. The Situationist point of view now
seems as indispensable as yeast, without which the dough of the best themes
raised by the S.I. falls again in a few years. Those who are entirely shaped by the
boredom of current life and thought can only rejoice in the leisure of boredom.
Those who have never accurately perceived either the present or the potential of
the revolutionary movement can only search for a psychotechnical philosophers’
stone. One that would retransmute modern depoliticized workers into devoted
militants of leftist organizations, reproducing so well the model of established
society that, like a factory, they could hire a few psychosociologists to apply a little
oil to their microgroups. The methods of sociometry and psychodrama will not
lead anyone very far ahead in the construction of situations.

To the degree that participation becomes more impossible, the second-class
engineers of modernist art demand everyone’s participation as their due. They
distribute this invoice with the instruction booklet as the now explicit rule of the
game, as if this participation had not always been the implicit rule of an art where
it actually existed (within the limits of class and depth which have framed all art).
They urge us insolently to “take part” in a spectacle, in an art that so little concerns
us. Behind the comic aspect of this glorious beggary, one comes upon the sinister
spheres of the cultural gendarmes who organize “participation in things where it is
impossible to participate”—work or the leisure of private life—(cf. Internationale
situationniste 6, page 16).3 In this light, one ought probably to take another look at
the seeming naiveté of Le Parc’s text, its peculiar unreality in relation to the public
he would like to “stimulate.” “In this concern for the spectators’ violent participa-
tion,” he writes, “one could even arrive at non-realization, non-contemplation,
non-action. One might then be able to imagine, for example, a dozen non-action
spectators sitting motionless in the most complete darkness and saying nothing.”
It so happens that when people are placed in such a position, they cry out, as all
those who participated in the real action of the negative avant-garde have
fortunately been able to notice. Nowhere has there been, as Goldmann believes,
an avant-garde of pure absence, but only the staging of the scandal of absence to appeal
to a desired presence, “provocation to that game that is the human presence”
(Manifesto in Internationale situationniste 4).# The pupils of the “Groupe de Re-
cherche d’Art Visuel” have such a metaphysical idea of an abstract public that they

3. Attila Kotanyi and Raoul Vaneigem, “Programme élémentaire de bureau d’urbanisme unitaire,”
Internationale situationniste 6 (August 1961), p. 16. Translated by Ken Knabb in Situationist International
Anthology (Berkeley, Calif.: Bureau of Public Secrets, 1981), p. 66. Ed.

4. “Manifeste (17 Mai 1960),” Internationale situationniste 4 (June 1960), pp. 36-38. Ed.
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certainly won’t find it on the terrain of art—all these tendencies postulate with
incredible impudence a totally besotted public, capable of the same weighty seri-
ousness as these specialists for their little contrivances. But on the other hand,
such a public shows signs of being created at the level of global society. It is the “lonely
crowd” of the world of theater, and here Le Parc is no longer so far ahead of real-
ity as he thinks; in the organization of this alienation, there surely is no spectator
free to remain purely passive. Even their passivity is organized, and Le Parc’s
“stimulated spectators” are already everywhere.

Furthermore, we note that the idea of constructing situations is a central one
of our time. Its mirror image, its slavish symmetry, appears in all conditioning.
The first psychosociologists—Max Pageés claims that only about fifty of them have
emerged in the last twenty years—are
about to multiply quickly; they are learn-
ing how to manipulate certain given but
still crude situations, which would include
the permanent collective situation that has
been devised for the inhabitants of
Sarcelles. The artists who align themselves
in this camp to rescue a specialty of scene
painters from cybernetic machination do
not hide the fact that they’ve made their
debut in the manipulation of integration.
But with respect to the artistic negation
that rebels against this integration, it
appears that no one, unless he sticks to a
position, can approach this minefield of
situations without bumping into another
dispute, coherent on all levels. And first of
all the political level, where no future
revolutionary organization can seriously be
conceived any longer without several
“Situationist” qualities.

We speak of recovering free play, “Don’t be so idiotic, she says, as to want to
when it is isolated on the sole terrain of %V the world—you can’t do anything.

. Lo . . This conspiracy is not on the earthly scale,
familiar artistic dissolution. In the spring ., suen on that of the solar system. We

of 1962, the press began to take note of are pawns in a game being played by star
the practice of the happening among the  people.”

artistic avant-garde of New York. This is a A. E. Van Vogt, Le monde des Non-A
kind of spectacle dissolved to the extreme,

an improvisation of gestures, of a Dadaist bent, by people thrown together in an
enclosed space. Drugs, alcohol, and sex all play a role. The gestures of the “actors”
attempt a mixture of poetry, painting, dance, and jazz. One can regard this form of
social encounter as a borderline case of the old artistic spectacle whose remnants

“Critic of Separation”
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get thrown into a common grave, or as an attempt at renewal—in that case, too
overloaded with aesthetics—of an ordinary surprise party or classical orgy. One
might even think that, by its naive wish for “something to happen,” the absence of
outside spectators, and the wish to make some small innovations on the meager
scale of human relations, the happening is an isolated attempt to construct a situ-
ation on the basis of poverty (material poverty, poverty of human contact, poverty
inherited from the artistic spectacle, poverty of the specific philosophy driven to
“ideologize” the reality of these moments). The situations that the S.I. has
defined, on the other hand, can only be constructed on the basis of material and
spiritual richness. Which is another way of saying that an outline for the con-
struction of situations must be the game, the serious game, of the revolutionary
avant-garde, and cannot exist for those who resign themselves on certain points to
political passivity, metaphysical despair, or even the pure and experienced absence
of artistic creativity. The construction of situations is the supreme goal and first
model of a society where free and experimental modes of conduct will prevail. But
the happening did not have to wait long to be imported into Europe (December
at the Galerie Raymond Cordier in Paris) and turned completely upside-down by
its French imitators. The result was a mob of spectators frozen in the atmosphere
of an Ecole des Beaux-Arts ball, as pure and simple publicity for an opening of lit-
tle Surrealist-type things.

Whatever is constructed on the basis of poverty will always be reclaimed by the
surrounding poverty, and will serve its perpetuators. Early in 1960 (cf. “Die Welt als
Labyrinth,” in Internationale situationniste 4),5 the S.I. avoided the trap that the
Stedelijk Museum’s proposal had become, a proposal that called for the construction
of a setting that would serve as a pretext for a series of urban dérives in Amsterdam
and thus for some unitary urbanist projects. It turned out that the plan for a laby-
rinth submitted by the S.I. would be subjected to thirty-six kinds of restrictions
and controls, thereby reducing it to something scarcely different from a product
of traditional avant-garde art. We accordingly broke the agreement. This avant-
gardist museum seems to have remained inconsolable for quite a while, since only
in 1962 did it finally come forth with “its” labyrinth, more simply entrusted to the
“nouveau réalisme” gang, which assembled something very photogenic with “Dada
in its heart,” as Tzara used to say in the good old days.5

We see that when we comply with the requests of those who urge us to
exhibit usable and convincing detailed plans—why should we have to convince
them?—they either turn them against us at once as proof of our utopianism, or
else favor a watered-down version for the moment. The truth is that you can ask
for detailed plans from almost all the others—you’re the one who decides what
number might be satisfactory—but certainly not from us; it is our thesis that there

5. “Notes éditoriales: De welt als labyrinth,” Internationale situationniste 4 (June 1960), pp. 5-7. Ed.
6. “Dylaby,” or the “Labyrinthe dynamique,” Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam, August 30 to
September 30, 1962. The exhibition was designed by Tinguely, Daniel Spoerri, and Pontus Hulten;
it was the last project realized under William Sandberg’s tenure at the museum. Ed.
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can be no fundamental cultural renewal in details, but only in toto. We are obviously
well situated to discover, some years before others, all the possible tricks of the
extreme cultural decay of our time. Since they can only be used in the spectacle of
our enemies, we keep some notes about them in a drawer. After a while, someone
really rediscovers a lot of them spontaneously and broadcasts them with great
fanfare. Most of the ones we possess, however, have not yet been “overtaken by
history.” Several may never be. It is not even a game; it is one more experimental
confirmation.

We think that modern art, wherever it has really found innovators and critics
through the very conditions of its appearance, has well performed its role, which
was a great one; and that it remains, despite speculation on its products, hated by
the enemies of freedom. One needs only to look at the fear inspired at this
moment in the leaders of homeopathic de-Stalinization by the slightest sign of its
return to their homeland, where it had been caused to be forgotten. They
denounce it as a leak in their ideology and confess that it is vital to their power to
hold a monopoly in manipulating this ideology at every level. All the same, those
who now make money in the West on the respectful extensions and artificial
revivals of the stymied old cultural game are in reality the enemies of modern art.
As for ourselves, we are its residuary legatees.

We are against the conventional form of culture, even in its most modern
state, while obviously not preferring ignorance, the petit-bourgeois common sense
of the local butcher, or neo-primitivism. There is an anticultural attitude that
flows toward an impossible return to the old myths. We place ourselves on the
other side of culture. Not before it, but after. We say that one must attain it, while
going beyond it as a separate sphere, not only as a domain reserved for specialists,
but above all as the domain of a specialized production that does not directly
affect the construction of life—including the very lives of its own specialists.

We are not wholly lacking in a sense of humor; but this very humor is of a
somewhat different kind. If it is a matter of choosing quickly what attitude to
adopt toward our ideas, without getting into the fine points or some more subtle
understanding of nuances, the simplest and most correct one is to take us literally
and with utter seriousness.

How are we going to bankrupt the prevailing culture? In two ways, at first
gradually and then abruptly. We propose to use some concepts artistic in origin in
a nonartistic way. We have begun with an artistic exigency, which did not resemble
any former aestheticism since it was indeed the exigency of revolutionary modern
art at its highest moments. We have thus brought this exigency into life, toward
revolutionary politics, meaning its absence and the search for explanations of its
absence. The total revolutionary politics that flows from it, and that is confirmed
by the highest moments of the true revolutionary struggle of the last hundred
years, then comes back to the beginning of this project (a wish for direct life), but
now without there being any art or politics as independent forms, nor the recog-
nition of any other separate domain. The objection to the world, and its
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reconstruction, live only in the undivided nature of such a project, in which the
cultural struggle, in the conventional sense, is merely the pretext and cover for a
deeper task.

It is easy to draw up an endless list of problems and difficulties in order of
priority, as well as some short-term impossibilities that are saddening. It is
probable that the excitement, for example, aroused among Situationists by the
project of a massive demonstration at the Paris headquarters of UNESCO testifies
first of all to the taste, latent in the S.I., to find a concrete field of intervention,
where Situationist activity would appear openly and positively as such, a kind of
construction of the event here combined with the taking of a resounding position
against the world center of bureaucratized culture. Complementary to this aspect
of things, the views upheld by Alexander Trocchi, previously and at this moment,
on the clandestine nature of a portion of Situationist actions may lead us to aug-
ment our freedom of intervention. To the degree to which, as Vaneigem writes, “we
cannot avoid making ourselves known up to a certain point in a spectacular way,”
these new forms of clandestinity would doubtless be useful in combatting our own
spectacular image, which our enemies and disgraced followers are already
forging. Like every source of attraction that can be constituted in the world (and
though our “attraction” is really quite particular), we have begun to unleash the
adverse forces of submission fo ourselves. If we are not to yield to these forces, we
will have to invent for ourselves adequate defenses, which in the past have been
very little studied. Another worrisome subject for Situationists is surely the kind of
specialization required, in a society of highly specialized thought and practice, by
the task of holding the fort of nonspecialization, besieged and breached on all
sides, while raising the flag of totality. Still another is the obligation to judge peo-
ple in terms of our actions and theirs, and to break off relations with several
whom it would be pleasant to know in private life—an unacceptable frame of
reference. Nevertheless, the quarrel with what exists, if it also involves daily life, is
naturally translated into struggles within daily life. The list of these difficulties, we
say, is a long one, but the arguments that flow from it are still extremely weak, since
we are perfectly well aware of the alternative way of thinking at this crossroads of
our time: namely, unconditional surrender on all points. We have founded our
cause on almost nothing: irreducible dissatisfaction and desire with regard to life.

The S.1. is still far from having created situations, but it has already created
Situationists, and that is something. This power of liberated dispute, in addition to
its first direct applications, shows that such liberation is not impossible. This is
how from now on, in different areas, the task will be glimpsed.
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An insane society proposes to manage its future by spreading the use of
technically improved individual and collective straitjackets (houses, cities, real-
estate developments), which it imposes on us as a remedy for its ills. We are inuvited
to accept and to recognize this prefabricated “non-organic body” as our own; the
Establishment intends to enclose the individual in another, radically different self.
In order to accomplish this task, a vital one for itself as well as its flunkies (urbanists,
real-estate developers), it can count on the misguided souls currently working
overtime in the so-called social sciences. Servants, in particular, of an “anthropology”
that is no longer speculative but structural and operational, they busy themselves
in extricating one more “human nature,” but this time a directly usable one, like
the police register, for various conditioning techniques. The final result of the
process thus undertaken (assuming that the rising strength of the new opposition
that everywhere accompanies it gives it enough leisure) henceforth appears as the
modernized version of a solution that has proven itself, the concentration camp,
here deconcentrated all over the planet. People in it will be absolutely free, especially
to come and go, to circulate, while being total prisoners of that futile freedom to
come and go in the byways of the Establishment.

The dominant society, which has nowhere been mastered (eliminated) by us,
can only master itself by dominating us. The convergence of present forms of
development for living space little by little makes this domination concrete. A
room, an apartment, a house, a neighborhood, a town, a whole territory can and
must be developed step by step or simultaneously: with no transition from “how to
live happily in a large housing project” (Elle) to how “to make this society agree-
able for everyone” (Le Monde). Present-day society, in its proclaimed desire, as
sick as’it is ingenuous, to survive, falls back entirely on a growth that can do
nothing but develop in a dull way the ridiculous potentialities that are the only
ones permitted by its own rationale, the logic of the market. Which means that
political economy, as the “logical conclusion of the denial of humanity,” pursues
its destructive work. Everywhere there is a spectacular clash between divergent

* Internationale situationniste 10 (March 1966), pp. 33-35.
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economic theories and policies, but nowhere are the absurd imperatives of
political economy itself challenged and bourgeois economic categories abolished
in practice for the benefit of a free (post-economic) construction of situations,
and therefore of all life, on the basis of the currently concentrated and squandered
powers in “advanced” societies. This colonization of the future in the name of a past
that deserves to be so utterly abandoned that the memory of it be lost presupposes
the systematic reduction of any possible radical alternative, though such are quite
present in all manifestations of our oppressive society, so much so that things seem
to persist in “going off the tracks,” when they are forced to.

This miserable feat of prestidigitation reveals its trademark from the start:
ideology, albeit an upside-down, mutilated reflection of the real world and Praxis,
but an ideology the practice of which makes what appears to be upside-down and
distorted, and not just in the heads of intellectuals and other ideologues, enter
into reality: the world upside-down in earnest. This modern process of reducing the
gap between life and its representation for the benefit of a representation that turns
back on its assumptions is merely an artificial, caricatured, spectacular resolution
of real problems posed by the widespread revolutionary crisis of the modern
world, a “simulacrum” of resolution that will fall at the same time as the greater
number of illusions that continue to foster it.

The Establishment lives by our incapacity to live, it maintains splits and
separations infinitely multiplied, while at the same time planning occasions that are
allowed to happen almost the way it likes. Its masterstroke is still its successful
dissociation of everyday life as space-time, individual and social, from the presently
possible indissolvable reconstruction of ourselves and the world, for the purpose of
separately and jointly controlling time and space and ultimately reducing both one
and the other, the one by the other. The progress of these operations visibly
betrays the seriousness of an effort in which the sinister vies with the burlesque.
The aim is the constitution of a “homogenous,” perfectly “integrated” space, formed
by the addition of “homologous” functional blocks, structured hierarchically (the
famous “hierarchical network of towns, innervating and coordinating a region of
a given size, and common to industrial societies”), so that in the agglomerate thus
achieved the gaps, segregations, and multiple conflicts born of separation and the
division of labor will be buried in concrete: the conflict between classes, the conflict
between city and countryside, the conflict between society and the State, classical
ones since Marx, and to which one might add the many interregional “disparities”
of which the current conflict between developed and underdeveloped countries
is only the pathological exaggeration. The “ruse of history” is nevertheless such
that the apparent early successes of this policing arrangement, an attenuation of
the class struggle (in the former sense) and of the antagonism between city and
countryside, disguise less and less the radical and hopeless proletarianization of
the huge majority of the population, condemned to “live” in the uniform conditions
that constitute the bastardized and spectacular “urban” milieu born of the
break-up of the city, one that, combined with the antagonism between State and
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society, thereby reinforced and so alarming to the sociologists (“We must establish
new channels of communication between the authorities and the population”™—
Chombart de Lauwe, Le Monde, July 13, 1965),! betrays the literally “unreasonable”
nature of the process of “rationalizing” the reification in progress, while assuring
it all sorts of problems, perfectly “irrational” ones from its bureaucratic and
alienated point of view, but no less well-founded from the standpoint of the
dialectical reasoning inherent in all living reality, all Praxis. As Hegel clearly saw,
if only to congratulate himself on it, in the rule of modern States, the State
allows the pseudofreedom of the individual to develop, while maintaining the
coherence of the whole, and it draws from this antagonism an infinite strength,
which normally turns out to be its Achilles’ heel when a new coherence, radical-
ly antagonistic to such an order of things, is established and strengthened.
Moreover, any coherent and “successful” arrangement must be imposed all over
the planet in a widespread urbanism that means reducing the phenomenon of
underdevelopment, as potentially disturbing to the impossible equilibrium
being pursued. But, as though inadvertently, and in a fatal fidelity to itself,
capitalism finds itself making war on underdeveloped countries instead of its
touted war on underdevelopment, caught as it is in the trap of contradictory, but
for it equally vital, demands, and thereby destroying its own claims to survival: all
its technocratic-cybernetic “programmings.” Such a dialectic promises a rude
awakening to the rulers of the present prehistoric world who dreamed of
putting themselves beyond reach while burying us under a wall of cement that
will surely end by being their own tomb.

The arrangement, in this perspective, should also be seen as the death
throes of communication in the old limited, but real, sense, the residue of which is
everywhere hunted down by the Establishment for the benefit of information.
Henceforth a “universal communications network” radically suppresses the distance
between things while indefinitely increasing the distance between people.
Circulation in such a network ends by neutralizing itself, in such a way that the
future solution will consist in making people circulate less and information circulate
more. People will stay home, transformed into mere audiovisual “receivers” of
information: an attempt to perpetuate in practice the current—i.e., bourgeois—
economic categories, in order to create the conditions for a permanent and
automatic functioning of the present alienated society, “a more smoothly running
machine” (Le Monde, 4 June 1964).2 The economists’ “perfect market” is impossible,
especially from the fact of distance: a perfectly rational economy would have to be
concentrated at a single point (instantaneous Production and Consumption); if the
market is not perfect, that would be due to the imperfection of the world itself,
causing the developers to work hard to make the world perfect. Real-estate

1. Paul-Henry Chombart de Lauwe, Director of Studies at the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes,
quoted in Jean Couvreur, “A la semaine sociale de Brest: L’organisation de la cité nouvelle,” Le Monde,
July 13,1965, p. 8. Ed.

2. Pierre Drouin, “La croissance économique, pour quoi faire?” Le Monde, June 4, 1964, p. 18. Ed.
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development is a metaphysical enterprise in search of a neo-feudal space. The
planners’ Grand Oeuvre, their search for the philosophers’ stone, means the con-
stitution of a space without surprises, where the map would be everything and the
territory nothing, because it has been completely effaced and is no longer
important, justifying too late all the “architecture” of those imbecile semanticists
who claim to deliver you from the tyranny of Aristotle, from “A is not Not-A,” as
though it had not been established for centuries that “A becomes Not-A.”

This is so true that today one no longer “consumes” space, which tends to
become uniform, but time. The American who goes around the world from one
Hilton hotel to another without ever seeing any variation in the setting, except
superficially as imitation local color, thus integrated and reduced to a gimmick,
clearly prefigures the itineraries of the multitude. The conquest of space, as an
“adventure” reserved for an “elite” and resounding spectacularly all over the
planet, will be the organized and foreseeable compensation. But, through the
expedient of the colonization of space, the Establishment intends to “draw on
the future,” to “take a long-term view,” which means emptying time of its substance
(our achievements in the course of a History) in order to cut it up into perfectly
inoffensive slices, devoid of any unforeseeable “future” not programmed by its
machines. The aim is the constitution of a gigantic contrivance designed to
“recycle” linear time for the benefit of an expurgated and “shrunken” time, the
mechanical time of machines, without history, and which would combine the
pseudocyclical time of the quotidian with a universalized neo-cyclical time, the time
of passive acceptance and forced resignation to the permanence of the present
order of things.

It must be said: “alienation and oppression in society cannot be arranged,
according to any of their variations, but only rejected totally along with that society
itself” (.S. 4, p. 36). The task of reunifying time and space in a free construction of
individual and social time-space belongs to the coming revolution: the overthrow of
the “developers” will coincide with a decisive transformation of everyday life, and it
will be that transformation.





