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1. Th e avant-garde of today that does not reiterate accepted mystifi cations is 
nevertheless socially repressed. Th e movement society desires is the one that it can 
buy up — it is the pseudo-avant-garde.

2. To those who create new values, the life of today appears to be an illusion, a 
fragment. If the avant-garde puts into question the meaning of life and wishes to 
put to practical use its conclusions, it fi nds itself cut-off  from all possibilities and 
sealed-off  from society.

3. Th e aesthetic debris of the avant-garde (pictures, fi lm, poetry, etc.) have be-
come both desirable and ineff ectual. What is undesirable is the complete reor-
ganization of the conditions of life such that the basis of society is altered.

4. Once the products of the avant-garde have been neutralized aesthetically and 
brought upon the market, its issues — directed as always at realization through 
all of life — must be split up, talked to death and side-tracked. We protest in the 
name of the avant-garde past and present, and in the names of all the isolated and 
dissatisfi ed artists, against this cultural necrophilia; we call on all creative powers 
to boycott such discussions.

5. Modern culture has no substance, possesses no strength capable of mounting a 
real resistance to the resolutions of the avant-garde.

6. We, the creators of new values, are no longer shouted down by the protectors 
of culture, but are assigned designations in specialised fi elds, and our demands are 
thus made to appear ridiculous.



from elsewhere, and that from now on this negativity will collaborate with it.
Without having any pictorial preoccupations, and even, we hope, without giv-
ing the impression of any respect toward a now long outmoded form of plastic 
beauty, we have presented here a few perfectly clear signs.

Th e “Directives” exhibited on empty canvases or on detourned abstract paintings 
should be considered as slogans that one might see written on walls. Th e politi-
cal proclamations that form the titles of some of the paintings are intended, of 
course, as a simultaneous ridicule and reversal of that pompous academicism cur-
rently in fashion which is trying to base itself on the painting of incommunicable 
“pure signs.”

Th e “Th ermonuclear Maps” immediately go beyond all the laborious strivings 
for a “new representationalism” in painting, because they unite the most freeform 
procedures of action-painting with representations that can claim to be totally 
realistic images of various regions of the world in the fi rst hours of the next world 
war.
Th e series of “Victories” — similarly combining the most extreme ultramodern 
off handedness with a minute realism à la Horace Vernet — revives the tradi-
tion of battle paintings. But in contradistinction to the reactionary ideological 
regression on which Georges Mathieu has based his paltry publicity scandals, the 
reversal here rectifi es past history, changes it for the better, makes it more revolu-
tionary and more successful than it actually was. Th ese “Victories” carry on the 
total-optimistic détournement through which Lautréamont, quite audaciously, al-
ready disputed the validity of all the manifestations of misfortune and its logic: “I 
do not accept evil. Man is perfect. Th e soul does not fall. Progress exists. . . . Up 
till now, misfortune has been described in order to inspire terror and pity. I will 
describe happiness in order to inspire their contraries. . . . As long as my friends 
do not die, I will not speak of death.’

7. In this society, artists are expected to take over the role of the Court Fools of 
the past, expected to take payment for providing society with the delusion that 
there is a special kind of cultural freedom.

8. Social snobbery would prescribe for the avant-garde a particular place, which it 
can’t leave without giving up its respectability.

9. Th e very life of the artist is the leavening agent in the rising of a new soci-
ety from our withering European culture. Th is is not a process that should be 
stopped; it should be sped up!

10. European culture is a sick, pregnant, old hag who is going to die. Should we 
try to save the mother or the child? Some would try to rescue the mother, even if 
it meant killing the child. Th e avant-garde has decided: the mother must die so 
that the child may live!

11. Yesterday’s avant-garde is old hat. Th e problem with the artistic, political left 
today is one of truth: “A Truth only lives to be ten years old” (Ibsen).

12. Artists and intellectuals! Support the Situationist movement, for it chases after 
no Utopias. It is the only movement that will relieve the condition of contempo-
rary culture.

13. Th e duty of the avant-garde consists solely and utterly in enforcing its recog-
nition before its discipline and its program have become watered down — and 
this is precisely what the Situationist International intends to do.
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1
CHATEL’S ARTICLE on Godard’s fi lm [Breathless] in Socialisme ou Barbarie 
#31 can be characterized as fi lm criticism dominated by revolutionary concerns. 
Th e analysis of the fi lm assumes a revolutionary perspective on society, confi rms 
that perspective, and concludes that certain tendencies of cinematic expression 
should be considered preferable to others in relation to the revolutionary project. 
It is obviously because Chatel’s critique thus sets out the question in all its full-
ness, instead of merely debating various questions of taste, that it is interesting 
and calls for discussion. Specifi cally, Chatel fi nds Breathless a “valuable example” 
supporting his thesis that an alteration of “the present forms of culture” depends 
on the production of works that off er people “a representation of their own exist-
ence.”

2
A REVOLUTIONARY ALTERATION of the present forms of culture can be 
nothing less than the supersession of all aspects of the aesthetic and technologi-
cal apparatus that constitutes an aggregation of spectacles separated from life. It 
is not in its surface meanings that we should look for a spectacle’s relation to the 
problems of the society, but at the deepest level, at the level of its function as a 
spectacle. “Th e relation between authors and spectators is only a transposition 
of the fundamental relation between directors and executants. . . . Th e spectacle-
spectator relation is in itself a staunch bearer of the capitalist order” (Preliminaries 
Toward Defi ning a Unitary Revolutionary Program).
One must not introduce reformist illusions about the spectacle, as if it could be 
eventually improved from within, ameliorated by its own specialists under the 
supposed control of a better-informed public opinion. To do so would be tan-
tamount to giving revolutionaries’ approval to a tendency, or an appearance of a 
tendency, in a game that we absolutely must not play; a game that we must reject 
in its entirety in the name of the fundamental requirements of the revolutionary 
project, which can in no case produce an aesthetics because it is already entirely 

Th e cultural creation that could be referred to as situationist begins with the 
projects of unitary urbanism or of the construction of situations in life, and the 
fulfi llment of those projects is inseparable from the history of the movement striv-
ing to fulfi ll all the revolutionary possibilities contained in the present society. In 
the short term, however, a critical art can be carried out within the existing means 
of cultural expression, from cinema to painting — even though we ultimately 
wish to destroy this entire artistic framework. Th is critical art is what the situ-
ationists have summed up in their theory of détournement. Such an art must 
not only be critical in its content, it must also be self-critical in its form. It is a 
communication which, recognizing the limitations of the specialized sphere of 
established communication, “is now going to contain its own critique.”
For this “RSG-6” event we have recreated the atmosphere of an atomic fallout 
shelter. After passing through this thought-provoking ambiance, the visitor enters 
a zone evoking the direct negation of this type of necessity. Th e medium here 
used in a critical fashion is painting.

Th e revolutionary role of modern art, which culminated with dadaism, has been 
to destroy all the conventions of art, language and behavior. Since what is de-
stroyed in art and philosophy is nevertheless obviously not yet concretely elimi-
nated from the newspapers and the churches, and since the advances in the arm 
of critique have not yet been followed by an armed critique, dadaism itself has 
become a recognized school of art and its forms have recently been turned into a 
reactionary diversion by neodadaists who make careers out of repeating the style 
invented before 1920, exploiting each pumped-up detail and using it to develop 
an acceptable “style” for decorating the present world.

However, the negative truth that modern art has contained has always been a 
justifi ed negation of the society in which it found itself. In Paris in 1937 the Nazi 
ambassador Otto Abetz pointed to the painting Guernica and asked Picasso, “Did 
you do that?” Picasso very appropriately responded: “No. You did.”

Th e negation and the black humor that were so prevalent in modern art and po-
etry in the aftermath of World War I surely merit being revived in the context of 
the spectacle of World War III within which we are now living. Whereas the neo-
dadaists speak of charging with (aesthetic) positivity the plastic refusal previously 
expressed by Marcel Duchamp, we are sure that everything the world now off ers 
us as positive can only serve to endlessly recharge the negativity of the currently 
permitted forms of expression, and in this roundabout way produce the sole rep-
resentative art of these times. Th e situationists know that real positivity will come 



power in its organization of the terrain and establishment of a totalitarian func-
tioning of authority. Th is totalitarian organization is not designed simply to pre-
pare for a possible war. It is, rather, the universally maintained threat of a nuclear 
war which now, in both the East and the West, serves to keep the masses submis-
sive, to organize shelters for state power, and to reinforce the psychological and 
material defenses of the ruling class’s power. Th e modern urbanism on the surface 
serves the same function. In April 1962 (in the French-language journal Interna-
tionale Situationniste #7) we made the following comments regarding the massive 
construction of individual shelters in the United States during the previous year:

    Here, as in every racket, “protection” is only a pretext. Th e real purpose of 
the shelters is to test — and thereby reinforce — people’s submissiveness, and to 
manipulate this submissiveness to the advantage of the ruling society. Th e shel-
ters, as a creation of a new consumable commodity in the society of abundance, 
prove more than any previous commodity that people can be made to work to 
satisfy highly artifi cial needs, needs that most certainly remain needs without 
ever having been desires. Th e new habitat that is now taking shape with the large 
housing developments is not really distinct from the architecture of the shelters; 
it merely represents a less advanced level of that architecture. Th e concentration-
camp organization of the surface of the earth is the normal state of the present 
society in formation; its condensed subterranean version merely represents that 
society’s pathological excess. Th is subterranean sickness reveals the real nature of 
the  “health” at the surface.

Th e English comrades have just made a decisive contribution to the study of this 
sickness, and thus also to the study of “normal” society. Th is study is itself insepa-
rable from a struggle that has not been not afraid to defy the old national taboos 
of “treason” by breaking the secrecy that is vital in so many regards for the smooth 
functioning of power in modern society, behind the thick screen of its glut of 
“information.” Th e sabotage in England was later extended, despite the eff orts of 
the police and numerous arrests: secret military headquarters in the country were 
invaded by surprise (some offi  cials present being photographed against their will) 
and forty telephone lines of British security centers were systematically blocked by 
the continuous dialing of ultrasecret numbers that had been publicized.
In order to salute and extend this fi rst attack against the ruling organization of 
social space, we have organized this “Destruction of RSG-6” demonstration in 
Denmark.  In so doing, we are striving not only for an internationalist exten-
sion of this struggle, but also for its extension on the “artistic” front of this same 
general struggle.

beyond the domain of aesthetics. Th e point is not to engage in some sort of revo-
lutionary art-criticism, but to make a revolutionary critique of all art.

3
THE CONNECTION between the predominance of the spectacle in social life 
and the predominance of a class of rulers (both being based on the contradictory 
need for passive adherence) is not a mere clever stylistic paradox. It is a factual 
correlation that objectively characterizes the modern world. It is here that the 
cultural critique issuing from the experience of the complete self-destruction of 
modern art meets up with the political critique issuing from the experience of the 
destruction of the workers movement by its own alienated organizations. If one 
really insists on fi nding something positive in modern culture, it must be said that 
its only positive aspect lies in its self-liquidation, its withering away, its witness 
against itself.
From a practical standpoint, what is at issue here is a revolutionary organization’s 
relation to artists. Th e defi ciencies of bureaucratic organizations and their fellow 
travelers in the formulation and use of such a relationship are well known. But it 
seems that a conscious and coherent revolutionary politics must eff ectively unify 
these activities.

4
THE GREATEST WEAKNESS of Chatel’s critique is precisely that he assumes 
from the start, without even alluding to the possibility of any debate on the sub-
ject, that there is the most radical separation between the creator of any work of 
art and the political analysis that might be made of it. Chatel’s analysis of Godard 
is a particularly striking example of this separation. Having taken it for granted 
that Godard himself remains beyond any political judgment, Chatel never both-
ers to mention that Godard did not explicitly criticize “the cultural delirium in 
which we live” and did not deliberately intend to “confront people with their 
own lives.” Godard is treated like a natural phenomenon, a cultural artifact. One 
thinks no more about the possibility of Godard having political, philosophical or 
other positions than one does about investigating the ideology of a typhoon.
Such criticism fi ts right in to the sphere of bourgeois culture — specifi cally within 
its “art criticism” sector — since it obviously participates in the “deluge of words 
that camoufl ages every single aspect of reality.” Th is criticism is one interpreta-
tion among many others of a work on which we have no hold. Th e critic assumes 
from the beginning that he knows better than the author himself what the author 
means. Th is apparent presumptuousness is in fact an extreme humility: the critic 



so completely accepts his separation from the artistic specialist in question that he 
despairs of ever being able to act on or with him (which would obviously require 
that he take into consideration what the artist was explicitly seeking).

5
ART CRITICISM is a second-degree spectacle. Th e critic is someone who makes 
a spectacle out of his very condition as a spectator — a specialized and therefore 
ideal spectator, expressing his ideas and feelings about a work in which he does 
not really participate. He re-presents, restages, his own nonintervention in the 
spectacle. Th e weakness of random and largely arbitrary fragmentary judgments 
concerning spectacles that do not really concern us is the lot of all of us in many 
banal discussions in private life. But the art critic makes a show of this kind of 
weakness, presenting it as exemplary.

6
CHATEL THINKS THAT if a portion of the population recognizes itself in a 
fi lm, it will be able to “look at itself, admire itself, criticize itself or reject itself 
— in any case, to use the images that pass on the screen for its own needs.” Let us 
fi rst of all note that there is a certain mystery in this notion of using such a fl ow 
of images to satisfy authentic needs. Just how they are to be used is not clear. It 
would seem to be necessary fi rst to specify which needs are in question in order to 
determine whether those images can really serve as means to satisfy them. Fur-
thermore, everything we know about the mechanism of the spectacle, even at the 
simplest cinematic level, absolutely contradicts this idyllic vision of people equally 
free to admire or criticize themselves by recognizing themselves in the characters 
of a fi lm. But most fundamentally, it is impossible to accept this division of labor 
between uncontrollable specialists presenting a vision of people’s lives to them 
and audiences having to recognize themselves more or less clearly in those images. 
Attaining a certain accuracy in describing people’s behavior is not necessarily 
positive. Even if Godard presents people with an image of themselves in which 
they can undeniably recognize themselves more than in the fi lms of Fernandel, he 
nevertheless presents them with a false image in which they recognize themselves 
falsely.

7
REVOLUTION IS NOT “showing” life to people, but bringing them to life. 
A revolutionary organization must always remember that its aim is not getting 

among them are not yet fully aware of the coherence of today’s revolutionary 
program, but are only moving in that general direction.

We will limit ourselves to mentioning a few examples of acts that have our total 
approval. On January 16 of this year some revolutionary students in Caracas 
made an armed attack on an exhibition of French art and carried off  fi ve paint-
ings, which they then off ered to return in exchange for the release of political pris-
oners. Th e forces of order recaptured the paintings after a gun battle with Win-
ston Bermudes, Luis Monselve and Gladys Troconis. A few days later some other 
comrades threw two bombs at the police van that was transporting the recovered 
paintings, which unfortunately did not succeed in destroying it. Th is is clearly an 
exemplary way to treat the art of the past, to bring it back into play in life and 
to reestablish priorities. Since the death of Gauguin (“I have tried to establish 
the right to dare everything”) and of Van Gogh, their work, coopted by their 
enemies, has probably never received from the cultural world an homage so true 
to their spirit as the act of these Venezuelans. During the Dresden insurrection of 
1849 Bakunin proposed, unsuccessfully, that the insurgents take the paintings out 
of the museums and put them on a barricade at the entrance to the city, to see if 
this might inhibit the attacking troops from continuing their fi re. We can thus 
see how this skirmish in Caracas links up with one of the highest moments of the 
revolutionary upsurge of the last century, and even goes further.

No less justifi ed, in our opinion, are the actions of those Danish comrades who 
over the last few weeks have resorted to incendiary bombs against the travel agen-
cies that organize tours to Spain, or who have carried out pirate radio broadcasts 
warning of the dangers of nuclear arms. In the context of the comfortable and 
boring “socialized” capitalism of the Scandinavian countries, it is most encourag-
ing to see the emergence of people whose violence exposes some aspects of the 
other violence that lies at the foundation of this “humanized” social order — its 
monopoly of information, for example, or the organized alienation of its tourism 
and other leisure activities — along with the horrible fl ip side that is implicitly 
accepted whenever one accepts this comfortable boredom: Not only is this peace 
not life, it is a peace built on the threat of atomic death; not only is organized 
tourism a miserable spectacle that conceals the real countries through which one 
travels, but the reality of the country thus transformed into a neutral spectacle is 
Franco’s police.

Finally, the action of the English comrades [the “Spies for Peace”] who last April 
divulged the location and plans of the “Regional Seat of Government #6” bomb 
shelter has the immense merit of revealing the degree already attained by state 



half-measures each time the operating pattern of the dominant society — with its 
categories of hierarchization and specialization and its corresponding habits and 
tastes — reconstitutes itself within the forces of negation.

Moreover, the material development of the world has accelerated. It constantly 
accumulates more potential powers; but the specialists of the management of 
society, because of their role as guardians of passivity, are forced to ignore the po-
tential use of those powers. Th is same development produces widespread dissatis-
faction and objective mortal dangers which these specialized rulers are incapable 
of permanently controlling.

Once it is understood that this is the perspective within which the situationists 
call for the supersession of art, it should be clear that when we speak of a unifi ed 
vision of art and politics, this absolutely does not mean that we are recommend-
ing any sort of subordination of art to politics. For us, and for anyone who has 
begun to see this era in a disabused manner, there is no longer any modern art, 
just as there has been no constituted revolutionary politics anywhere in the world 
since the end of the 1930s. Th ey can now be revived only by being superseded, 
that is to say, through the fulfi llment of their most profound objectives.
Th e new contestation the situationists have been talking about is already emerg-
ing everywhere. Across the vast spaces of isolation and noncommunication organ-
ized by the present social order new types of scandals are spreading from one 
country to another, from one continent to another; and they are already begin-
ning to communicate with each other.

Th e role of avant-garde currents, wherever they may appear, is to link these people 
and these experiences together; to help unify such groups and the coherent basis 
of their project. We have to publicize, elucidate and develop these initial gestures 
of the next revolutionary era. Th ey can be recognized by the fact that they con-
centrate in themselves new forms of struggle and a new content (whether latent 
or explicit): the critique of the existing world. Th us the dominant society, which 
prides itself so much on its constant modernization, is now going to meet its 
match, for it has fi nally produced a modernized negation.

Just as, on the one hand, we have been severe in preventing ambitious intel-
lectuals or artists incapable of really understanding us from associating with the 
situationist movement, and in rejecting and denouncing various falsifi cations (of 
which Nashist “situationism” is the most recent example), so, on the other hand, 
we acknowledge the perpetrators of these new radical gestures as being situation-
ist, and are determined to support them and never disavow them, even if many 

its adherents to listen to convincing talks by expert leaders, but getting them to 
speak for themselves, in order to achieve, or at least strive toward, an equal degree 
of participation. Th e cinematic spectacle is one of the forms of pseudocommuni-
cation (developed, in lieu of other possibilities, by the present class technology) 
in which this aim is radically unfeasible. Much more so, for example, than in a 
cultural form like the university-style lecture with questions at the end, in which 
dialogue and audience participation, though subjected to rather unfavorable con-
ditions, are not absolutely excluded.

Anyone who has ever seen a fi lm-club debate has immediately noticed the divid-
ing lines between the leader of the discussion, the afi cionados who regularly speak 
up at every meeting, and the people who only occasionally express their view-
points. Th ese three categories are clearly separated by the degree to which they 
have mastered a specialized vocabulary that determines their place within this 
institutionalized discussion. Information and infl uence are transmitted unilater-
ally, from the top to the bottom, never from the bottom to the top. Nevertheless, 
these three categories are quite close to one another in their common confused 
powerlessness, as spectators making a show of themselves, in relation to the 
real dividing line between them and the people who actually make the fi lms. 
Th e unilaterality of infl uence is still more strict in relation to this division. Th e 
considerable diff erences among the various spectators’ mastery of the conceptual 
tools of fi lm-club debates are ultimately reduced by the fact that those tools are 
all equally ineff ectual. A fi lm-club debate is a subspectacle accompanying the 
projected fi lm; it is more ephemeral than written criticism, but neither more nor 
less separated. In appearance a fi lm-club discussion is an attempt at dialogue, at 
social encounter, at a time when individuals are increasingly isolated by the urban 
environment. But it is in fact the negation of such dialogue since the people have 
not come together to decide on anything, but in order to hold a discussion on a 
false pretext and with false means.

8
LEAVING ASIDE its external eff ects, the practice of this type of cinematic criti-
cism immediately presents two risks to a revolutionary organization.
Th e fi rst danger is that certain comrades might be led to formulate other criti-
cisms expressing their diff erent judgments of other fi lms, or even of this one. 
Beginning from the same positions concerning the society as a whole, the number 
of diff erent possible judgments of Breathless, though obviously not unlimited, 
is nevertheless fairly large. To give just one example, one could make a critique 
just as talented as Chatel’s, expressing exactly the same revolutionary politics, but 



which would attempt to expose Godard’s own participation in an entire sector of 
the dominant cultural mythology: that of the cinema itself (shots of the tête-à-
tête with the photo of Humphrey Bogart, cut to the Café Napoléon). Belmondo 
— on the Champs-Élysées, at the Café Pergola, at the Rue Vavin intersection — 
could be considered as the image (largely unreal, of course, “ideologized”) that the 
microsociety of Cahiers du Cinéma editors (and not even the whole generation of 
French fi lmmakers who emerged in the fi fties) projects of its own existence; with 
its paltry dreams of fl aunted subspontaneity; with its tastes, its real ignorances, 
but also its cultural enthusiasms.

Th e other danger would be that the impression of arbitrariness given by Chatel’s 
exaltation of Godard’s revolutionary value might lead other comrades to oppose 
any discussion of cultural issues simply in order to avoid the risk of lacking in 
seriousness. On the contrary, the revolutionary movement must accord a cen-
tral place to criticism of culture and everyday life. But any examination of these 
phenomena must fi rst of all be disabused, not respectful toward the given modes 
of communication. Th e very foundations of existing cultural relations must be 
contested by the critique that the revolutionary movement needs to really bring 
to bear on all aspects of life and human relationships.

The Situationists and the New Forms of Action in Art 
and Politics
Guy Debord
June 1963
Translated by Ken Knabb

THE SITUATIONIST MOVEMENT can be seen as an artistic avant-garde, as 
an experimental investigation of possible ways for freely constructing everyday 
life, and as a contribution to the theoretical and practical development of a new 
revolutionary contestation. From now on, any fundamental cultural creation, as 
well as any qualitative transformation of society, is contingent on the continued 
development of this sort of interrelated approach.

Th e same society of alienation, totalitarian control and passive spectacular con-
sumption reigns everywhere, despite the diversity of its ideological and juridical 
disguises. Th e coherence of this society cannot be understood without an all-
encompassing critique, illuminated by the inverse project of a liberated creativity, 
the project of everyone’s control of all levels of their own history.

To revive and bring into the present this inseparable, mutually illuminating 
project and critique entails appropriating all the radicalism borne by the work-
ers movement, by modern poetry and art, and by the thought of the period of 
the supersession of philosophy, from Hegel to Nietzsche. To do this, it is fi rst of 
all necessary to recognize, without holding on to any consoling illusions, the full 
extent of the defeat of the entire revolutionary project in the fi rst third of this 
century and its offi  cial replacement, in every region of the world and in every 
domain of life, by delusive shams and petty reforms that camoufl age and preserve 
the old order.

Such a resumption of radicality naturally also requires a considerable deepening 
of all the old attempts at liberation. Seeing how those attempts failed due to isola-
tion, or were converted into total frauds, enables one to get a better grasp of the 
coherence of the world that needs to be changed. In the light of this rediscovered 
coherence, many of the partial explorations of the recent past can be salvaged 
and brought to their true fulfi llment. Insight into this reversible coherence of 
the world — its present reality in relation to its potential reality — enables one 
to see the fallaciousness of half-measures and to recognize the presence of such 


