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Introduction:  
The Situationist International  

in Critical Perspective
Alastair Hemmens and Gabriel Zacarias

The central premise of the current book is that a radical shift in our 
understanding of the history and theory of the Situationist International 
(1957–72) is under way. For a very long time, the historical details and 
even the very content of Situationist activity remained poorly under-
stood and something of a mystery. The Situationist International (SI) 
was a fringe subject that, thanks to its marginal status, retained an aura 
of esoterism and mythos that occasionally drew the interest of certain 
artists and political activists on the far left who looked to it for inspiration. 
Most famously, it was whispered, that the group had predicted, or at least 
been a major source of inspiration for, the May ’68 student uprisings in 
France. Others rumoured that the group was more of an extremist avant-
garde or political cult that purged its members for a lack of ideological 
purity. No term perhaps embodies better such misunderstanding and half-
truths than the history of ‘Situationism’. The Situationists anticipated the 
emergence of the term in the 1950s and gave it an entirely negative defini-
tion. It was, they said, a ‘word without meaning’: ‘There is no such thing 
as Situationism, a term which would signify a doctrinal interpretation of 
existing facts.’1 Indeed, the very notion of ‘Situationism’, the Situation-
ists wrote, is ‘evidently conceived by anti-Situationists’.2 The Situationists 
wanted no part, in a direct criticism of many contemporary Marxist 
groups and previous avant-gardes, in the development of an ideology that 
demanded uncritical adherence and conceptual narrowness. Later, in the 
early 1960s, the term ‘Situationism’ became associated, equally negatively, 
with attempts by artists within the SI (who were soon after excluded), to 
hitch their careers to the development of the Situationist International 
as another moment in the history of aesthetics. Such attempts were put 
down with the phrase: ‘There is no such thing as Situationism, nor a Situ-
ationist work of art.’3
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However, although the Situationists themselves rejected ‘Situationism’, 
the use of the term became almost inevitable after 1968 when it came 
to be associated with the most radical tendencies within contemporary 
youth counterculture and political contestation. For those students who 
had taken part in May ’68, and indeed anyone influenced by the ‘events’, a 
‘Situationist’ was simply someone, anyone, who rejected all authority (but 
without being an anarchist), and who criticised commodity society (but 
without being a Marxist). ‘Situationism’ appeared, to the uninitiated, to 
be a kind of new political position between these two traditional left-wing 
tendencies. The fact that the Situationists had originally emerged from the 
artistic avant-garde, and in some cases perhaps that it was an actual revo-
lutionary organisation with its own history, was largely unknown to them. 
Equally, when, several decades later, the group’s roots in the artistic avant-
garde came to light, ‘Situationism’ was mistakenly understood as another 
‘-ism’ in the history of art, like Dadaism or Surrealism. The Situationists, 
as such, were simply acclaimed as the very last avant-garde, while the 
‘political’ and ‘theoretical’ critique of commodity society was, for the most 
part, marginalised or ignored.

Nevertheless, as the Situationists’ texts have become more widely 
available, in both French and a variety of other languages, Situationist 
theory and practice has gradually come to be seen as far richer and more 
profound than originally thought. It can no longer be simply pigeonholed 
as another ‘-ism’ in the history of art nor as a mere expression of 1960s 
youth contestation. Guy Debord’s The Society of the Spectacle (1967), in 
particular, has increasingly come to be regarded as an important work 
of critical theory in its own right. ‘Situationism’, which could perhaps 
be understood today as the history of misunderstandings and misappro-
priations that have been heaped upon the SI, seems to be on its way out. 
We might even suggest that, although the battle is by no means over, the 
Situationists may yet survive ‘Situationism’. Moreover, we could say, with 
some confidence, that we have learned more about the SI in the first two 
decades of this century than we ever did in the latter half of the twentieth.

The problem remains, however, that this new mass of knowledge and 
the critical interest that comes with it, as welcome as it may be, remains 
diffuse and uncoordinated. Indeed, there are few fields of research that 
have produced such differing opinions and been undertaken on such an 
independent basis by researchers in such a variety of fields. Our objective 
in this book is to bring a balanced perspective to the SI that may provide the 
basis for a more complete understanding and, ideally, greater consensus 
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on how to move forward. In so doing, we hope to present a new under-
standing of the Situationists, to reconsider the SI critically, in a manner 
that both breaks with some of the misconceptions of the past, such as the 
reductive understanding of the ‘Spectacle’ as a mere critique of the media, 
and that addresses specific issues, such as race and gender, which were 
often previously neglected. In order to demonstrate that such a goal is, 
indeed, a necessity, however, we must delve deeper into the history of the 
SI and its critical reception.

* * *

The Situationist International was founded in 1957 by a small and het-
erogeneous group of European artists based mostly in Paris. Its review, 
Internationale situationniste, published from 1957 to 1969, became the 
main organ for the diffusion of its revolutionary ideas and practices. The 
Situationist International, although at first formed mainly of artists, was 
from the very start concerned with the radical critique of capitalist society 
and the development of proletarian revolution. Art, rather than an end 
in itself, was to be ‘superseded’, to be abolished as a separate activity and 
integrated into the totality of everyday life. Later, the artistic dimension 
became incorporated into a more fully developed critical theory of capital-
ist society as a form of total alienation, a world dominated by an economy 
that had become autonomous from qualitative human need, where 
humanity no longer had control over its own creative powers and that, 
through consumerism, which artificially expanded what was considered 
‘necessary’, prevented the producers from freeing themselves of work. 
Perhaps most importantly of all, the Situationists rejected the authori-
tarianism of the various workers’ states, parties and unions in favour of 
wildcat strikes, workers’ councils and other forms of autonomous prole-
tarian radicalism.

The radicality of the Situationists’ ideas found a receptive audience 
among young people who were eager to transform a post-war society 
dominated by patriarchal structures and a strict bourgeois morality that 
did not reflect their own values. The Situationists, indeed, first came to 
public attention thanks to their participation in the ‘Strasbourg Scandal’ 
of 1966. The SI was invited, by several students at the University of 
Strasbourg, to help organise a series of increasingly radical provocations 
that ultimately led to several expulsions and the publication, using up 
the entirety of the student union’s funds, of a pamphlet, On the Poverty 
of Student Life, that exploded onto the political youth scene.4 Practically 
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overnight, the Situationists found themselves at the centre of an inter-
national media frenzy. From Amsterdam to New York, the SI was cast as 
a shadowy revolutionary organisation on the fringes of society, engaged 
in the corruption of French youth. Surrealism, despite being a household 
name at this point, had never earned for itself such a formidable reputa-
tion for political subversion. Such was the media circus that Gallimard, 
France’s most important publisher, immediately reversed its decision to 
reject the manuscript of The Revolution of Everyday Life by the Belgian 
Situationist Raoul Vaneigem.5 The book was finally released in the winter 
of 1967 alongside Guy Debord’s The Society of the Spectacle, published by 
Buchet-Chastel.

The first major moment in the reception of the Situationist Interna-
tional was, as such, in the run-up to, and aftermath of, what we now know 
as the ‘events’ of May ’68. Both books were reviewed side by side, over the 
winter, in all of the major national newspapers and even on Le Masque et la 
plume, Radio France’s premier literary discussion programme.6 Commen-
tators were unable to deny the evident literary verve that characterised 
Situationist writing, but the arguments of the Situationists were so out of 
the ordinary as to be hard for most mainstream audiences to grasp on a 
more than superficial level. The more conservatively minded media was, 
moreover, on hand with the usual arguments in favour of the ‘forces of 
order’. One reviewer, for Le Nouvel observateur, simply described the texts 
as ‘terrorist bibles’.7 Once the occupations broke out in Paris, extracts from 
these books, along with other Situationist slogans began to appear in the 
form of graffiti all over the Latin Quarter. One long extract from The Revo-
lution of Everyday Life appeared in bold letters daubed onto the courtyard 
of the Sorbonne University: ‘People who talk about revolution and class 
struggle without referring explicitly to everyday life, without understand-
ing what is subversive about love and what is positive in the refusal of 
constraints – such people have a corpse in their mouths.’8 However, 
although we can imagine many of these acts of graffito must have been 
spontaneous, we also know that the Situationists were producing a fair 
amount of graffiti themselves. Suffice it to say that Debord and Vaneigem 
suddenly found themselves to be best-selling authors and, for many con-
temporary observers, the books became the embodiment of all that was 
most radical about May ’68.

The actual extent of Situationist influence on the ‘events’ has, almost 
from the day the occupations ended, been the subject of much heated 
debate. The Situationists and the Enragés – radical students, such as René 
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Riesel, closely associated with the SI – were present at key flashpoints: 
the universities of Strasbourg, Nanterre and the Sorbonne. They took an 
active role in provocations and, later, the occupations themselves. Their 
greatest historical impact, however, is probably in the far more nebulous 
and less easily documented radicalising role that they played for a French 
youth that was already on the verge of open revolt. Even here, our own 
historical distance might skew our understanding, as, despite the evident 
theoretical superiority we recognise in Debord today, it was arguably 
Raoul Vaneigem’s work that was the most widely influential, not least 
because it was far more accessible to a general readership.9 The SI wrote 
up its own account of its involvement in a text created immediately after 
the events while in exile in Belgium, Enragés and Situationists in the Occu-
pation Movement (1968), authored in the main by René Viénet.10 However, 
although the French police kept close tabs on the group, official and, 
later, academic accounts of the occupations largely reduced Situationist 
involvement to a footnote or simply overlooked the SI altogether. Indeed, 
until relatively recently, the Situationist role in May ’68 remained, and 
still remains to some extent, something of a major lacuna in most histori-
cal accounts of the occupations movement.11

In the period after May ’68, Debord argued that recent public interest 
in the SI had had a negative effect on the internal dynamics of the group. 
It was suggested that certain members had lost interest in active participa-
tion in the development of the group’s activities and were, instead, resting 
on their laurels. At the same time, the SI had gained a number of obsequi-
ous hangers on, whom he termed ‘pro-Situs’, that, he argued, were not 
genuinely interested in serious participation. Disagreements over the 
future direction of the SI, often referred to as the ‘orientation debates’, 
led to a series of resignations and exclusions of core members, including 
Raoul Vaneigem in 1970. Not long after, Guy Debord finally announced 
the self-dissolution of the Situationist International with a detailed 
account of recent events, The Real Split in the International, in 1972.12 It was 
Debord, from this time on, who was to shape much of the future reception 
of the Situationists. His account of the collapse of the group in The Real 
Split, for example, would become the main historical reference point for 
researchers going forward. Likewise, Debord went on to play a major role 
in the Champs Libre (later Lebovici) publishing house, which published 
the first history of the SI, Jean-François Martos’ Histoire de l’Internationale 
situationniste, in 1989.13
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At the same time, or rather in the 1970s and early 1980s, certain Situ-
ationist ideas took on a surreptitious second life through their, albeit 
largely unacknowledged, influence over post-structuralist authors such 
as Alain Badiou, Jean-Luc Nancy and Jean Baudrillard,14 who found in 
Debord’s description of the ‘Spectacle’ a particularly apt metaphor for an 
image-obsessed, consumer society (even if such readings, as we discuss in 
chapter 10 of the current book, are, if not entirely without basis, far too 
reductive). Equally, the SI’s proletarian politics and critique of everyday 
life came to influence new movements, including autonomist Marxism 
and new strains of Anarchism, such as the ecologically minded social 
critique of Murray Bookchin. Thanks to Malcolm McLaren, manager of 
the Sex Pistols, the Situationists even had an influence over the emergence 
of punk and, later, the Manchester music scene of the 1980s.15 It is also 
worth recalling that, although the group itself dissolved in 1972, ‘Situ-
ationist’ activity as such did not stop. Debord continued to write books, 
most notably Commentaries on the Society of the Spectacle (1988),16 and to 
make films, including In girum imus nocte et consumimur igni (1981) and, 
for television, Guy Debord, son art et son temps (1994).17 Raoul Vaneigem, 
likewise, proved to be a most prolific author after his resignation from the 
group in 1970. His later works include The Book of Pleasures (1979) and a 
utopian novel Voyage à Oarystis (Journey to Oarystis) (2005).18 Although 
most research into the Situationists quite rightly focuses on the post-war 
period, no account of the SI would be complete without reference to these 
later works.

It was only at the very end of the 1980s and the start of the 1990s that 
well-researched academic retrospectives on the Situationist International 
began to appear in earnest. The first of these was a work of cultural history, 
Lipstick Traces: A Secret History of the Twentieth Century (1989) by Greil 
Marcus, published, quite fittingly, in the same year as any aspirations for a 
Marxist state collapsed with the Berlin wall.19 Marcus traced the voice of 
Johnny Rotten back to the ‘secret history’ of the inter-war avant-garde and, 
later, the Situationist International. Indeed, it was Marcus who seems to 
have first picked up on the strong influence that the Situationists would 
have on the emergence of punk in the UK. Then, in 1992, two different 
books devoted to the SI were published that opened up very different 
critical perspectives. The first of these was The Most Radical Gesture: The 
Situationist International in a Postmodern Age (1992) by Sadie Plant.20 Plant 
had picked up on the connections between the work of post-structuralist 
authors such as Baudrillard and the ideas of the Situationists. However, 
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although her work had the merit of being the first sustained study devoted 
to the Situationists in English, Plant failed to draw out the strong dis-
tinctions between these largely incompatible theoretical frameworks. 
Notably, the fact that Debord saw his critical theoretical perspective as 
precisely a paradigmatic argument against the underpinnings of Structur-
alism, but not of the purely ‘linguistic’ sort pursued by post-structuralism. 
In contrast, 1993 saw the publication in Italian of Guy Debord by Anselm 
Jappe (later published in French in 1994 and English in 1995).21 Jappe was 
really the first to subject Situationist theory and practice to a rigorous and 
sustained critical analysis. Until this point, neither Debord nor the Situ-
ationists as whole had been taken seriously as coherent Marxian theorists. 
Jappe showed, however, that, not only was Debord a theoretical power-
house but that he also in many ways anticipated the rediscovery of the 
most radical aspects of Marx’s critical theory, specifically, his critique of 
commodity fetishism as form of quasi-autonomous domination of social 
life by the economy (rather than, as in traditional Marxism, simply a veil 
of appearances that hid bourgeois exploitation). Jappe played an important 
role, therefore, in revealing the full extent of the theoretical and philo-
sophical importance of Situationist theory.

The death of Guy Debord in 1994 sparked a new wave of public and 
academic interest in the Situationists. It includes, and started off a fashion 
for, a series of biographies of Debord in French and English that were 
variously literary, intellectual, cultural historical, journalistic and even, 
occasionally, salacious in character.22 Indeed, the mid-1990s marked the 
point at which Debord definitively became the focus of research into and 
debates about the SI as a whole. This is not, however, to say that such a 
Debord-centred approach is not perfectly valid – Debord was undoubtedly 
the main animator of the group and his achievements largely unmatched 
– it is only to underline the fact that the new focus on Debord marked 
a distinct shift in our overall image or reception of the SI. The French 
publishing industry, at the same time, began to catch on to the new and 
growing interest in material relating to the Situationists. In 1997, for 
example, Arthème Fayard published a facsimile print of the entire run 
of Internationale situationniste in a single volume.23 At the same time, the 
Allia publishing house began to produce a series of memoirs of various Sit-
uationists and associated figures, along with new editions of unpublished 
and long out-of-print texts.24 In France, as in the UK and the United States, 
it was becoming much more fashionable to talk about Debord in the main-
stream media and in the academy.25 Debord was increasingly recognised 
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as a great innovator, a philosopher and French stylist. Although he has yet 
to receive the Pléiade treatment, Debord’s main oeuvres were published 
together as a complete edition by Gallimard in 2006.26 One more signifi-
cant moment was the publication of Guy Debord’s correspondence in a 
series of eight volumes published by Arthème Fayard between 1999 and 
2010.27 Mainstream recognition of Debord seemed to culminate in 2009 
when the Minister of Culture officially labelled his archives a ‘national 
treasure’ in order to raise the funds to stop them being sold to Yale Uni-
versity. The archives have since become part of the permanent collection 
of the French National Library and served as the basis for a large publicly 
funded exhibition, Guy Debord, Un Art de la guerre, in 2013. The most 
important part of the archives consists in Debord’s collection of reading 
notes, gathered over decades, that give researchers a great deal of insight 
into who and how he was reading.28 We are only just starting to see new 
academic studies based on these materials, some of which have informed 
important reference points for chapters of the current book. More new 
research is certain to come from the studies of other Situationist’s archives, 
many of which are now located in the Beinecke Library of Rare Books and 
Manuscripts at Yale University.29 

Nevertheless, despite the growing mainstream and academic interest 
in Debord and the Situationists, there is still a very real lack of consensus 
over how the Situationist International should be approached and under-
stood. Many artists and academics have treated, and continue to treat, the 
SI primarily as an art movement, that is, as just another moment in the 
aesthetical development of the history of the artistic avant-garde. Such 
an approach is not without merit as the SI certainly did emerge in large 
part out of that history, as an attempt to bring new life to the demands of 
Dadaism and Surrealism. However, the driving political and critical theo-
retical basis of the group is all too often overshadowed or even goes simply 
unmentioned in such approaches. It is a perception that is reinforced by 
the nature of art exhibitions, which tend to focus solely on the physical 
objects produced by the SI, and not their concepts or theoretical texts.30 A 
landmark moment in the recognition of the SI by the art world occurred 
as early as 1989, with a comprehensive exhibition that took place at the 
Georges Pompidou Centre in Paris, and which subsequently moved to the 
Institute of Contemporary Arts in London and Boston.31 Another key event 
was the retrospective of Guy Debord’s films shown at the 58th Venice Film 
Festival in 2001, the first public screening of these films since 1984.32 In 
recent years, it has even become quite fashionable for artists to refer to 
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the SI. The 56th Venice Biennale in 2015, for instance, provided a host of 
such examples. Samson Kambalu exhibited a project based on the archives 
of the Italian Situationist Gianfranco Sanguinetti. Vincent Meessen, 
similarly, gave audiences a video devoted to the Congolese members of the 
SI.33 Visitors could even buy a brick, sold by the well-known artist Rirkrit 
Tiravanija that read, in Chinese, ‘NEVER WORK’, a phrase that was origi-
nally coined by Guy Debord in a piece of graffito in 1953. The latter is 
perhaps a perfect example of how capitalism is able to safely incorporate 
an artistic critique of labour back into itself.34

It might be objected that surely any mainstream recognition or academic 
study of the Situationist International represents what the Situationists 
would call a ‘recuperation’ of the group. Either the SI no longer holds any 
radical potential or such recognition actively participates in a process of 
denuding the group of its potency. These kinds of criticisms have some 
basis in reality. It is now certainly considered mostly ‘safe’ to study and 
talk about the Situationists and, as we have suggested, some approaches, 
quite unintentionally in most cases, have presented a rather deradicalised 
version of the group. However, as Anselm Jappe hints in the Preface to 
his most recent edition to his Guy Debord, we could equally interpret the 
attention and interest the group has garnered of late as a social recognition 
of the importance of the SI, even if the full meaning of that importance 
is often poorly understood.35  It is also the case that it would be wrong to 
cling to Situationist theory and practice, and its history, as though there 
had been no theoretical and practical developments, no history, since the 
1960s. If we are to stay true to the critical spirit of the Situationists, to 
avoid a doctrinal ‘Situationism’, we cannot simply repeat what they said 
and did. Rather, we must take up and develop their call for an emancipa-
tory social movement that takes seriously the most radical aspects of their 
revolutionary project: the abolition of work, the state and the commodity.

In spring 2016, France saw the emergence of one of the most radical 
social movements in its recent past. Mass protests erupted against gov-
ernment plans to make sweeping changes to existing labour legislation. 
These protests quickly escaped the control of trade unions and led to the 
occupation of the Place de la République – a traditional rallying point for 
the left in Paris – where hundreds of people gathered daily to take part in 
the general assemblies that made up the ‘Nuit Debout’, or ‘Up All Night’, 
movement. On the paving stones of the square, someone had painted, in 
another reference to the Situationists and May ’68, the phrase: ‘Moi, travail-
ler? Jamais’ (‘Me, work? Never!’). On certain boulevards, rocked by violent 
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protests, some protesters took to removing the large advertising panels 
that adorn Parisian bus stops and replaced them with quotations from Guy 
Debord’s The Society of the Spectacle. These references to the Situationists, 
once again appearing spontaneously at the heart of a radical movement 
in the centre of Paris, had come as something of a surprise to observers 
who had, upon hearing of Debord’s designation as a ‘national treasure’, 
concluded that he had now been definitively institutionalised. The fact 
that the Situationists continue to be a constant source of reference and 
inspiration for protests on the streets of Paris, however, and increasingly 
the world over, seems to belie such an idea. Academic, even mainstream 
recognition, of the Situationists is not necessarily in contradiction with its 
survival as a subversive force. On the contrary, given the gap that separates 
us from the contexts and concepts that shaped the 1960s, taking the time 
to ‘rethink’ the Situationists can help us better understand the radicality at 
the core of their social critique. 

* * *

Each of the chapters in this book seeks to furnish some degree of introduc-
tion for the uninitiated into key contexts and concepts as well as to provide 
new critical perspectives and analyses from which to understand the Situ-
ationists. Our intention, as such, is to provide a volume of research that is 
both accessible and wide-ranging while, at the same time, being grounded 
in the latest findings and bringing together some of the leading research-
ers in the field. In Part I, Anselm Jappe’s chapter on ‘Debord’s Reading 
of Marx, Lukács and Wittfogel’ (chapter 1) draws on the Bibliothèque 
nationale de France (BnF) archive of reading notes that Debord compiled 
on these authors in order to contextualise how they came to inform his 
critical perspective. His research demonstrates Debord to have been quite 
the scholar, engaged in detailed, close reading, and concerned with the 
basic categories of Marxian theory. Krzysztof Fijalkowski’s ‘The Unsur-
passable: Dada, Surrealism and the Situationist International’ (chapter 2) 
draws out the strong affinities and divergences that defined the fractious 
relationship between the Situationists and their Dadaist and Surreal-
ist forebears. What emerges, despite theoretical divergences and mutual 
recriminations in print, are the personal connections and moments of 
collaboration between these movements thanks to the artistic, radical 
and intellectual village that existed in post-war Paris. Fabrice Flahutez’s 
chapter, likewise, explores the continuities between Lettrism and the Situ-
ationists through Debord’s approach to film (chapter 3). Both movements, 
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through seeking to realise art in everyday life – in large part by negating 
the passivity and separations of cinema – sought to create a more passion-
ate, creative, existence. Tom Bunyard’s chapters on the Hegelian Marxist 
context and the concept of the ‘realisation of philosophy’ (chapters 4 and 
17) provide a much-needed introduction to and exploration of the sig-
nificant impact of Hegel’s philosophy on Debord and Situationist theory. 
Bunyard stresses the importance of Hegelian notions of ‘historical time’ 
to Debord and the need for philosophy to no longer merely ‘interpret’ the 
world, but, following the famous thesis of Marx, to ‘change it’. 

Anthony Hayes offers a detailed contextualisation of the Situationists’ 
critical relationship to the history of the international workers’ movement 
(chapter 5). Hayes examines, in particular, the importance of the Socialism 
or Barbarism group to the development of Situationist analyses of actually 
existing socialism as well as the meaning that the call for ‘workers’ councils’ 
had for the SI. Anna Trespeuch-Berthelot (chapter 6) provides a rigorously 
researched historical account of the Situationist involvement in the occu-
pation movement, focusing, in particular, on the material ways in which 
Situationist ideas circulated during the ‘events’ and their later reception 
in 1970s counterculture. Sophie Dolto and Nedjib Sidi Moussa (chapter 7) 
correct a long-existing lacuna in the field with a thorough analysis of Situ-
ationist engagement with political issues beyond Europe – including the 
Algerian War of Independence and the Black civil rights movement – and 
an account of the important contributions of members with ties to North 
Africa and the Congo. What emerges is that the Situationists, far from 
being a purely Eurocentric revolutionary movement, were highly engaged 
with anti-colonial struggles, albeit from an internationalist perspective 
that has now fallen out of fashion in contemporary left-wing politics. Ruth 
Baumeister (chapter 8), likewise, tackles another historical lack in our 
understanding of the SI: the historically neglected contribution of female 
Situationists – in particular, Jacqueline de Jong and Michèle Bernstein 
– and the group’s overall approach to gender. Baumeister demonstrates, 
moreover, that, although undoubtedly not a central focus, modern gender 
relations were certainly a subject of Situationist critique, particularly the 
way in which post-war capitalism both promoted the role of the housewife 
and commodified the female body through its advertising imagery. 
Michael Löwy (chapter 9) concludes our section on key contexts with an 
exploration of the place of the Situationists in the tradition of ‘Revolu-
tionary Romanticism’. What emerges is that, while also being a decidedly 
‘modern’ movement, the SI was also decidedly ‘anti-modern’ in its cham-



12  The Situationist International

pioning of modes of life and values that capitalism was fast erasing in the 
name of ‘progress’.

Part II of the book examines concepts that are key to understanding the 
Situationists. It opens with a joint chapter by the editors on the concept 
of ‘Spectacle’ (chapter 10). We insist, in this chapter, that the category 
of ‘spectacle’ should be understood as both a particular and a general 
concept depending on the context in which Debord employs it. The theory 
of spectacle cannot therefore be reduced to a media theory, although the 
media can be understood as a particular instance of ‘spectacle’; rather, it 
is a general theory of a society in which mankind has been reduced to a 
passive role in the production of its own existence by the dictatorship of a 
quasi-autonomous economy that has escaped our control and develops for 
itself. Gabriel Zacarias goes on to examine the concept, and practice, of 
the ‘constructed situation’ (chapter 11), exploring its genealogy in, among 
other sources, Brechtian theatre and Huizinga’s notion of ‘play’, and its 
goal of breaking the subject out of the passive role it has been reduced 
to in the Spectacle. Craig Buckley provides an overview of the Situation-
ist critique of urbanism and forays into architecture with the concept of 
‘unitary urbanism’, encompassing the notion of ‘psychogeography’ and the 
practice of dérive (chapter 12). Alastair Hemmens, in turn, provides an 
analysis of the roots of the Situationist call for the ‘abolition of alienated 
labour’ in the young Marx and the work of Schiller (chapter 13). Here the 
‘critique of work’ emerges as a clear point of demarcation between the 
Situationists and other competing radical, and not so radical, positions. 
Gabriel Zacarias’ chapter on ‘détournement’ (chapter 14) explores the full 
range of the concept, which can be understood as a strategy in the struggle 
against the reification of language, and its application to the visual arts, in 
particular, through an analysis of the paintings of Asger Jorn and the films 
of Guy Debord and René Viénet.

Michael Gardiner (chapter 15) examines the Situationist concept 
of ‘everyday life’ and its relation to the work of Henri Lefebvre, equally 
indicating some limitations in the group’s approach to the theme, in par-
ticular, its problematic notion of ‘authenticity’. Alastair Hemmens’ chapter 
on ‘radical subjectivity’ focuses on the work of the Belgian Situationist 
Raoul Vaneigem (chapter 16). Hemmens explores how the Situationists 
took on the challenge of championing the subject in the name of revolu-
tionary agency and individual autonomy. However, he also shows some of 
the stark problems with the approach to subjectivity adopted by Vaneigem, 
not least its explicit celebration of narcissism. Patrick Marcolini (chapter 
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18) provides a detailed analysis of the concept of ‘recuperation’ touched 
upon in this introduction. He demonstrates that although the Situation-
ists elaborated the concept at a theoretical level, it was already a common 
enough notion by the early 1960s to be talked about in the newspapers. 
Moreover, Marcolini explores the extent to which the Situationists 
themselves could be said to have been ‘recuperated’ by capitalism and 
suggests that this was partly the result of the group sharing certain aims 
with its enemies. Bertrand Cochard (chapter 19) concludes our volume 
with an examination of the internationalism of the Situationist Inter-
national. Internationalism was as much a political stance, rooted in the 
nineteenth-century origins of the workers’ movement, as it was a material 
reality for the SI in the international distribution of its membership. 
Cochard, moreover, provides some important insight into the organisation 
of the SI and how it confronted the historical tension between centralised 
and devolved revolutionary organisation.

* * *

A note on translation: despite the evident critical interest in the Situation-
ists in the English-speaking world, there remains a paucity of translations. 
Currently, there are three published collections of Situationist texts in 
English: Kenn Knabb’s Situationist International Anthology, first published 
in 1981 and revised and expanded in 2006, Tom McDonough’s Guy Debord 
and the Situationist International: Key Texts and Documents (2002) and 
The Situationists and the City (2010).36 Together these collections provide 
English readers with access to a good selection of important texts by Debord 
and from Internationale situationniste. Where possible, therefore, we have 
tried to refer to these existing translations. These editions, however, are 
by no means exhaustive. Although there are indeed many more ‘unoffi-
cial’ translations that can be found online, which are no doubt a useful 
resource, the nature of the internet means that these can be changed or 
disappear and they vary greatly in quality. They do not, as a result, lend 
themselves to an academic volume such as this and we have therefore 
tried to avoid them where possible. Even the existing ‘official’ transla-
tions, as excellent as they may be for most purposes, can pose problems 
for the researcher. They do not always reflect the latest research and, due 
to the diffuse nature of the translation efforts to date, what is considered 
worth preserving in the original (Hegelian terminology, for example) is 
not always agreed upon. In certain cases, therefore, we have provided our 
own translations from the French editions and adapted existing transla-
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tions with the note ‘translation changed’ while still providing a link to a 
pre-existing English translation. Finally, the editors felt it important to 
bring together, for the very first time, the best research in both French 
and English. Alastair Hemmens has therefore translated, from the French, 
chapters 1, 3, 6, 9, 18 and 19.
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