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De nya
situationisterna?

Av Jeff Kinkle

Claire Dohertys introduktion i den nyligen
publicerade Contemporary Art: From Studio
to Situaton (2005) - en bok som hon sjalv re-
digerat kring foredragsserien Situations och
innehaller texter av konstnarer, kritiker och
kuratorer som behandlar relationell estetik
och platsspecifik konst — hade troligen fatt
Guy Debord att vanda sig i sin grav. Hennes
introduktion bdrjar med att beteckna dessa
konstndrer som "“de nya situationisterna”.
Anvéndningen av adjektivet "ny” ger vid han-
den att hon ar bekant med Situationistiska
Internationalen (1957-72), &ven om man kan
kanna tvekan om detta efter att ha last hen-
nes motivering till beteckningen. Texten bor-
jar: "Situations beskriver de betingelser under
vilka manga samtida konstverk kommer till.
Med ‘situerad’ refererar vi till de konstnarer
for vilka 'situationen’ eller 'kontexten’ ofta ar
utgangspunkten”. (Contemporary, 7) Borsett
fran att detta pastadende knappast betyder
nagonting (tar inte de flesta eller kanske alla
konstnarliga verksamheter i alla perioder i
historien “ofta” sin situation eller kontext som
utgangspunkt?), implicerar det en total okun-
skap om vad situationisterna menade nér de
anvande termen “situation” eller kallade sig
sjalva "situationister” (det genljuder mera av
vad Sartre kallade manniskans “vara i situatio-
nen”). Nastan som for att forsakra oss om att
hon faktiskt hort talas om SI gor hon ett par
sidor senare utan vidare rattfardigande det
egendomliga och svarbegripliga pastaendet,
att "dven om [den gemensamma process av
motstadnd som framtrader genom alla texter
ochintevjueridenna bok] inte visar sigsomen
process av dérive, vilket Guy Debord i den Situ-
ationistiska Internationalen beskrev som "lek-
fullt-konstruktivt beteende och medvetenhet
om psykogeografiska processer” dar personer
“slapper sina vanliga motiv for rorelse och
handling... och later sig ledas av terrangens
attraktionskraft och de méten som finns dar”,
sa héavdar alla konstnarer och kollektiv har att
deras status som konstnarer tillater dem att
undvika forutsagbarhet”. (ibid., 11)

Detskulle vara latt att utan vidare avfarda en
sadan text fran Sl:s utgangspunkter. De talade
om ett “falsk fortsattande avden moderna kon-
sten (formella upprepningar elegant packete-
rade och marknadsférda, helt skilda fran sina
modellers ursprungliga konfliktkaraktar)”, och
det &r onekligen frestande att applicera detta
pa en stor del av det som ofta karakteriseras
som relationell estetik, trots den lapparnas be-
kénnelse Nicolas Bourriaud ofta ger till Debord.
(SI, 143) Men trots sin inkoherens staller en sa-
dan text indirekt extremt viktiga fragor for de

Sl
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The New
Situationists?

By JeffKinkle

Claire Doherty's introduction to the recently re-
leased Contemporary Art: from Studio to Situa-
tion (2005), a book that she herself edited con-
taining texts by artists, critics, and curators on
relational aesthetics and site-specific art orga-
nized around the lecture series Situations has
likely made Guy Debord roll over in his grave.
Herintroductionbegins by labeling these artists
‘The New Situationists’. The use of the adjec-
tive ‘new’ makes one assume that she knows
of the Situationist International (1957-72),
although one is left in doubt after reading her
justification for the label. Her text begins, ‘Situ-
ations describes the conditions under which
many contemporary artworks now come into
being. By “situated”, we refer to those artistic
practices for which the “situation” or “context”
is often the starting point’. (Contemporary, 7)
Never mind the fact that this statement means
almost nothing (do not many or perhaps all art
practices from all historical periods ‘often’ use
their situation or context as a starting point?), it
implies a complete ignorance of what the Situ-
ationists meant when they used the term ’situ-
ation’ or called themselves ‘situationists’ (ithas
more resonance with Sartre’s concept of man
as a being-in-situation). Almost to assure us
that she has in fact heard of the SI, a few pages
later she makes the strange, unintelligible as-
sertion without any further justification that,
‘Though [the common process of resistance
that emerges through the texts and interviews
in this book] may not always reveal itself as a
process of dérive, described by Guy Debord of
the Situationist International as, “playful-con-
structive behaviour and awareness of psycho-
geographical effects” in which persons “drop
their usual motives for movementand action...
and let themselves be drawn by the attractions
of the terrain and the encounters that they find
there”, all artists and collectives here maintain
that their status as artists allows them to cir-
cumnavigate predictability”.(ibid., 11)

It would be easy to give a text like this an
outright dismissal from the SI's perspective.
They spoke of the ‘fake continuation of modern
art (formal repetitions attractively packaged
and publicized, completely divorced from the
original combativeness of their models)’ and
it is indeed tempting to apply such a label to
a large percentage of what is often character-
ized under the rubric of relational aesthetics,
despite the lip service Nicolas Bourriad often
pays to Debord. (SI, 143) Such a text though,
despite its incoherence, does indirectly bring
up extremely important questions to those
that seek to seriously engage with the work
and legacy of Debord in the SI.

som pa ett seridst satt vill syssla med Debords
arbete och detarv han ld&mnatinom SI.

Varje anvandning av och referens till De-
bord och SI i den samtida konstdiskussionen
maéste forbli problematisk. I bérjan av sexiota-
let hade alla verksamma konstnérer uteslutits
ur rorelsen och Sl hade en notorisk avsky for i
princip alla konstnarer i deras egen och foljan-
de generationer - for att inte nd&mna politiker
och akademiker. Likval har SI utan tvekan bli-
vit en viktig referenspunkt i konstvarlden och
manga utstéliningar och retrospektiver har
organiserats runt deras arbete, trots ljudliga
protester fran ex-, pro- och post-situs. Det har
pa det stora hela rort sig om ett selektivt ur-
val av situationistiska arbeten — ndgonting likt
en Situationist International: The Early Years
- som inte overraskande fokuserat pa for
konstvarlden mer lattsmalta begrepp som dé-
rive och détournement, och som tenderar att
bortse fran Sl:s betoning av klasskampen och
det revolutiondra proletariatet, som de for-
star genom sin blandning av hegelianism och
marxism, starkt influerad av Georg Lukacs och
det historiska avantgardet. Designstudenter
ger sig ut pa dérive, men det &r inte troligt att
de ger sig pa Historia och klassmedvetande.

Sa hur ska man da narma sig den Situatio-
nistiska Internationalens arbete idag? Bortom
Sl: s redan ndmnda avsky for konstvarlden och
akademisk forskning finns ett annat hinder for
samtida applikationer av situationistisk teori
och praktik. Vi lever onekligen idag i en annan
epok andenivilken Slvar aktiv, och de var i hog
grad en produkt av sin tid. Man kan bara titta pa
skillnaden i ton mellan Skddespelssamhéillet,
skriven 1967, och Kommentarer till Skadespels-
samhdllet, skriven 1988. Skddespelssamhallet
later som en guide till en kommande revolutio-
nar strid, och dven om det ér dverdrivet att saga
att Kommentarer vittnar om Debords uppgi-
venhet infor vad som ter sig som skadespelets
allmakt, &r det han sager foga uppmuntrande.
| Kommentarer utvecklar Debord idén om det
totala skadespelet, som har tagit det basta fran
de tva foregaende - det diffusa skadespelet
i konsumtionskapitalismen och det koncen-
trerade i totalitarismen. Debord réknar upp
fem huvuddrag: "oavlatlig teknisk fornyelse;
integration av stat och ekonomi; generaliserad
sekretess; l6gner som inte kan besvaras; ett
evigt nu”. (Debord, 12) Det totala skadespelet
sprids dver jorden, och i och med att det sprids
utat okar det ocksé sin densiteti mitten. Skade-
spelet &r mycket mer rotat i samhallets hjarta
nu &n pa 60-talet: “Skadespelet har spridits till
den grad att det nu genomtrénger hela verk-
ligheten”. (ibid., 9) Allt detta, tillsammans med
saker som arbetarrdrelsens nedgang och den
roll och position som intas av den samtida kon-
sten och teorin-den serie av konstriktingar déar
Sl kanske var den mest extrema representan-
ten har nu definitivt natt sitt slut — har definitivt
forandrat stridens terrang. Sl skrev i en tid da

Any use of or reference to the theory and work
of Debord and the Sl in contemporary art dis-
course and practice is bound to be problem-
atic. By the early sixties all practicing artists
were expelled from the group and they had a
notorious distaste for more or less all artists of
their own and the following generations - not
to mention politicians and academics. None-
theless, the SI has undoubtedly become an
important reference point in the art world and
numerous exhibitions and retrospectives have
been organized around their work, despite vo-
cal opposition from ex-, pro- and post-situs.
This has by and large been a selective selection
of Situationist works — something like a Situ-
ationist International: The Early Years — which
unsurprisingly focuses on the more art-world
friendly concepts like dérive and detourne-
ment, and tends to neglect the SI'semphasis on
class struggle and the revolutionary proletariat
as understood through their blend of Hegelian-
Marxism, heavily influenced by Georg Lukacs,
and the historical avant garde. Design students
are going on dérives but are notlikely to engage
with History and Class Consciousness.

So then what is the proper way of approach-
ing the work of the Situationist International
today? Beyond the SlI's aforementioned con-
tempt for the art world and the academy, there
is another obstacle hindering contemporary
applications of situationist theory and practice.
Today is undoubtedly a different epoch than the
one in which the SI was active and the SI very
much were a product of their times. One only
has to look at the differences in tone between
Society of the Spectacle written in 1967 and
Comments on Society of the Spectacle writ-
ten in 1988. Society of the Spectacle reads like
a guide to the revolutionary contestation to
come, and while it would be going too far to say
Comments is a testament to Debord’s resigna-
tion in the face of the spectacle’s seeming om-
nipotence, his words are far from encouraging.
In Comments, Debord develops the idea of the
integrated spectacle, which has taken the best
of both previous spectacles - the diffuse of con-
sumer capitalism and concentrated of totalitar-
ianism. Debord gives it five principle features:
‘incessant technological renewal; integration of
state and economy; generalized secrecy; unan-
swerable lies; an eternal present’. (Debord, 12)
The integrated spectacle is spreading over the
surface of the globe and as it spreads outward-
ly, it has also increased its density in the center.
The spectacle is much more entrenched at the
heart of society than in was in the 1960s: ‘the
spectacle has spread itself to the point where it
now permeates all reality’. (ibid.,9)

All of this, coupled with other factors such
as the decline in the workers’ movement and
changes in the role and position of contempo-
rary art — the artistic sequence of which the SI
was perhaps the most extreme representative
has most definitely come to a close - and the-

revolutionen kunde uppfattas som oundvik-
lig om inte omedelbart forestdende, och dar
(anti)konstnarer troddes ha en avgérande roll.
Fa skulle hdvda nagot sadant idag. Det ar till
och med fa som kan enas om pa vad ett sddant
revolutionart hopp skulle bero — det sovande
proletariatet, “méngden”, alliansen mellan
den standigt 6kande massan av urbana slum-
invanare och de progressiva element i symbol-
klassen (Zizek)? Vissa av situationisternas mer
bitande och stringenta politiska installningar
och utsagor kan kannas nagot anakronistiska
idag, men detta kanske séger mera om var tids
tillkortakommanden - och tillkortakommen-
den hos samtida konst, teori och politik — &n det
séger nagot om SI:s arbete.

Detta betyder inte alls att SI maste forpas-
sas till historiens skraphdg pa samma satt
som sa manga andra misslyckade revolu-
tiondra projekt, inte heller motsatsen, att en
strikt atergang till SI &r nédvandig och dnsk-
vard. Aven om den maste ténkas om, ar SI:s
kritik av det samtida samhallet relevant och
forforish. Som Greil Marcus har skrivit: "Fak-
tum &r att de skrifter situationisterna ldmnade
efter sig far nastan allt samtida politiskt och
estetiskt tdnkande att verka fegt, garderat,
karridristiskt och sjalvtillrackligt. De forblir ett
satt att aterupptécka en ambition”. (Marcus,
18) Denna oavlatliga och kompromisslds at-
tack pa en ondskefull varld har en kraft som &r
svar att finna nagon annanstans.

Allt detta maste tyvarr tdvla med att SI
ocksa far “fel” typ av uppmarksamhet — att ro-
relsen faller offer for samma typ av spektaku-
lar neutralisering som en gang berévade den
surrealistiska rorelsen dess kraft. Under de
senaste aren har Guy Debord dykt upp (igen)
i populdrkultur och akademisk forskning. En
omfattande biografi, konstutstallningar, olika
sammanstallningar av deras verk som publi-
ceras av olika forlag, for att inte némna refe-
renser i livsstilsmagasin som Dazed and Con-
fused, har skapat en uppmarksamhet kring
dem som inte sett sin like sedan gruppens
sjalvforstorelse. Inte all denna uppmaérksam-
het ar valkommen. Som Anselm Jappe skriver:
"Nyligen har en bisarr kult av Debord uppkom-
mit, som hotar att férvandla honom till en
popstjarna, en sorts Che Guevara for dem med
mer férfinad smak. Som en bokhandlare i Paris
uttryckte det, ‘det finns en massa pengar att
tjdna pa Debord-t-shirs och Debord-askkop-
par’. En passiv dyrkan av ikoner i verkliga livet
ar ett satt att kompensera for det egna livets
elande, och ar en vasentligen 'spektakular’ typ
av projektion. Detta har applicerats pa Debord
och har sedan lange forpestat den marginella
'pro-situationistiska’ miljén, och nu forefaller
det ocksa vara pa vag att infektera en mycket
storre hip publik”. (Jappe, 167) Sl:s kritik kan
vara alltfor forforisk. Nostalgi infor rive gau-
che-miljéerna fran 50- och 60-talen med kul-
menimaj 68 blir den perfekta formen av histo-
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risk eskapism som hindrar folk fr&n att ta tag i
en radikalt annorlunda historisk konstellation.
Infor detta standiga hot om neutralisering
maste de som inte bara vill fortsatta utan
ocksa utveckla projektet behalla tron pa att si-
tuationisternas idéer fortfarande &r farliga nog
for att vara explosiva ocksa i handerna pa de
mest forsatliga av neutralisatorer — och denna
neutralisering kan idag ske pa ett mycket mer
forsatligt satt &n i den relationella estetiken. Sl
var givetvis medvetna om denna fara. I sin ka-
rakteristiska stil skriver de:
"Det &r helt naturligt att vara fiender lyckas
med att delvis dra nytta av 0ss. Vi tdnker varken
ldmna den samtida kulturens falt till dem eller
beblandas med dem... Liksom proletariatet kan
vi i det nuvarande tillstandet inte gbra ansprak
pa att inte kunna exploateras; vi maste bara se
till att denna exploatering innebéar den storsta
moajliga risk for exploatdren.” (SI, 136)

Manga av Debords och Sl:s teser har bekréaf-
tats. I en tid da Arnold Schwarzenegger ar gu-
verndr for den folkrikaste staten i USA och kan
anvanda "hasta la vista baby” som valslogan
mot den plikttyngde Gray Davies har det blivit
helt uppenbart att vi lever i ett “skadespels-
samhalle”. Den forstaelse av samhallet som en
gang forefoll kréva en iakttagelseformaga som
gransade till det klarvojanta har fyrtio ar senare
blivit till en kliché. Som Debord sjélv skriver
1988: "Ingen kan pa ett fornuftig satt betvivia
skadespelets existens och makt; tvartom kan
man undra om det ar fonuftigt att tillagga nagot
till en fraga som erfarenheten redan besvarat
pa ett sa drakoniskt sétt”. (Debord, 5) Men det
finns en hel del att tillagga om skadespelssam-
héllet. Detta borde inte bara innebara att appli-
cera deras teser och praktiker pa var samtida
situation, utan ocksa att utveckla och tanka
om deras 6vergripande projekt. Aven om det
inte finns ndgon mening i att helt enkelt gora
om det S gjorde - var tid behéver helt klart na-
gotannat - ar det arv som Sl ldmnade efter sig,
for att citera Raoul Vaneigems introduktion till
Vardagslivets revolution, "del av en subversiv
strdmning som vi inte sett det sista av. Dess be-
tydelse kan inte undga nagon; i vilket fall, som
tiden ska visa, kommer ingen att undga dess
konsekvenser”.
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ory have greatly altered the terrain of battle.
The Slwrote inatime in which revolution could
be seen an as inevitable if not imminent and
in which (anti)artists were thought to perform
a crucial function. Few would assert as much
today. Few can even agree on whom such rev-
olutionary hope would depend - the dormant
proletariat, the multitude, the ever-increasing
mass of urban slum-dwellers in alliance with
the progressive element of the symbolic-class
(Zizek)? As such, some of the Situationist's
more acerbic and stringent policies and pro-
nouncements can feel a bit anachronistic, but
this may say more about the deficiencies of
our own era—and arguably the deficiencies of
contemporary art, theory and politics — than is
says anything about the work of the SI.

This is not at all to say that the SI must be
relegated to the dustbin of history like so many
other failed revolutionary projects or the op-
posite: that a strict return to the Sl as such is
necessary or desirable. Though in need of re-
consideration, the Sl's critique of contempo-
rary society remains relevant and seductive.
As Greil Marcus has written, ‘The fact is that
the writing the situationist left behind makes
almost all present-day political and aesthetic
thinking seem cowardly, self-protecting, ca-
reerist, and satisfied. It remains a means to the
recovery of ambition’. (Marcus, 18) Their inces-
sant, uncompromising attack on a vile world
has a potency that s rarely found elsewhere.

All of this has to unfortunately contend with
the Sl receiving the ‘wrong’ type of attention
- falling prey to the same type of spectacular
recuperation that they saw depotentialize the
Surrealist movement. Over the last couple of
years, Guy Debord and the Situationists seem
to have (re)jemerged in popular culture and
academia. A huge biography, art exhibitions,
various collections of their work published by
different presses, not to mention references in
lifestyle magazines like Dazed and Confused,
have given their work a level of attention per-
haps unequalledsince the group’s self-destruc-
tion. Not all this attention should be welcome.
As Anselm Jappe writes, ‘Recently a bizarre cult
of Debord has arisen, threatening to transform
himintoa popidol, a sortof Che Guevara for the
more refined taste. As a Parisian bookseller put
it, “there is a lot of money waiting to be made
out of Debord tee-shirts and ashtrays.” Passive
worship of real-life icons as a way of compen-
sating for the wretchedness of one’s own life is
aquintessentially “spectacular” type of projec-
tion. As applied to Debord, it has long plagued
the marginal “pro-Situationist” milieu, and it
now seems well set to infect a much vaster hip
public’. (Jappe, 167) The SI's critique may be too
seductive. Nostalgia for the Left Bank milieu
of the 50s and 60s culminating in May ‘68 be-
comes the perfect form of historical escapism
that prevents people from dealing with a radi-
cal different historical constellation.

Faced with the constant threat of recupera-

tion, those that do wish to not simply carry on
but develop this project perhaps have to have
the faith that the ideas of the SI are still dan-
gerous enough to make them volatile even in
the hands of their most insidious — and in this
epochitcan getawhole lot more insidious than
say relational aesthetics - recuperators. The SI
was of course aware of this danger. They write
with characteristic chutzpah,
“It is quite natural that our enemies succeed
in partially using us. We are neither going to
leave the present field of culture to them nor
mix with them... Like the proletariat, we can-
not claim to be unexploitable in the present
conditions; we must simply work to make any
such exploitation entail the greatest possible
risk for the exploiters”. (S/, 136)

Many of Debord and the SI's thesis have been
confirmed. In an era in which Arnold Schwar-
zenegger is the governor of the most populated
stateinthe United Statesand used'hastalavista
baby’ as an electoral slogan against the incum-
bent Gray Davis, saying that we live in a ‘society
of the spectacle’ has become blatantly obvious.
An understanding of the direction of contem-
porary society thatonce seemed toneed a level
of perception bordering on the clairvoyant has
over the last forty years ago become clichéd.
As Debord himself writes in 1988, 'no one can
reasonably doubt the existence or the power of
the spectacle; on the contrary, one might doubt
whether it is reasonable to add anything on a
question which experience has already settled
insuchdraconian fashion’. (Debord, 5) But there
is indeed plenty to add about the society of the
spectacle. This should not only consist in apply-
ing their theses to or putting their practices to
work in our current situation but also develop-
menting and reconsidering their overall project.
While there is no sense in simply re-enacting
the Sl - the current era most certainly calls for
something else - the legacy that the Sl left be-
hind, to quote Raoul Vaneigem in the introduc-
tion to Revolution of Everyday Life, ‘is part of a
subversive current of which the last has not yet
been heard. Its significance should escape no
one; in any case, as time will show, no one is
going to escape itsimplications’.

Literature

Contemporary Art: From Studio to Situation.
ed. Claire Doherty. UK: Black Dog, 2005.
Debord, Guy. Comments on Society of the Spec-
tacle. trans. Malcom Imrie. UK: Verso, 1998.
Greil Marcus, Guy Debord and the Situationist
International.ed. by Tom McDonough. USA: MIT
Press, 2002.

Jappe, Anselm. Guy Debord. trans. Donald Nich-
olson-Smith. USA: U of California Press, 1999.
Situationist International Anthology. ed. Ken
Knabb. USA: Bureau of Public Secrets, 1995.
Vaneigem, Raoul, The Revolution of Everyday Life.
trans. D. Nicholson-Smith. UK: Rebel Press, 1994.



