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Agenda

1. May 1968

2. The banality of 
everyday life

3. Introducing the 
Situationist 
International

4. The Spectacle and 
alienation

5. Legacies of 1968







What do we know about 
May 1968 in France?
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8 • A student revolt that began in Nanterre, a 

suburb of Paris, joined by a general strike of 11 
million workers over 2 weeks

• Barricades, rioting and street-fighting between 
students and police across the month

• Occupations of universities and factories

• Charles de Gaulle flees the country, fearing 
revolution, and calls on military support

• By the end of the month, a snap election results 
in a resounding victory for De Gaulle and the 
conservative supporters of the old order
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e 2 May: after months of protests, Nanterre shut by its administration. 

Students at Sorbonne protest against closure. Police seal the site.

6 May: 20,000 students march to the Sorbonne, resulting in riots and 
arrests

7 May: 50,000 march against police brutality; riots in the Latin Quarter

13 May: a million march through Paris in support of the students

14 May: sit-down strikes at Nantes; over next 6 days, 11 million on strike

24 May: Paris Stock Exchange set on fire; 20,000 soldiers readied

25-26 May: Grenelle agreements, promising wage increases, rejected

30 May: 500,000 march through Paris calling for De Gaulle’s resignation

31 May: disappearing on 29th, De Gaulle returns, ordering workers home

5 June: most strikes end; student demos off; police retake Sorbonne 6th

23 June: De Gaulle re-elected on a landslide vote







What were the demands of the 

protestors?

What ideas influenced them?











Slogans of 68

• Il est interdit d'interdire. (It is forbidden 
to forbid.)

• Soyez réaliste, demandez l'impossible. 
(Be realistic, demand the impossible.)

• Ne travaillez jamais. (Never work.)

• Sous les pavés, la plage. (Under the 
pavement, the beach.)

• Je prends mes désirs pour des réalités car 
je crois en la realité de mes desirs. (I treat 
my desires as realities because I believe 
in the reality of my desires.)

• L'ennui est contre-révolutionnaire. 
(Boredom is a counter-revolutionary act.)



‘Nous ne voulons pas d'un monde où la certitude 

de ne pas mourir de faim s'échange contre le 

risque

de mourir d'ennui.’

- Graffiti on the walls of the Sorbonne, 1968

‘We don't want a world where freedom from dying 

from hunger comes at the risk of dying of 

boredom.’

– Raoul Vaneigem, The Revolution of Everyday 

Life, 1967









• The real analysts are ‘in the streets’, no 
longer ‘imprisoned … by the false reality 
of gods … or technocrats’ (7-8).

• ‘We find ourselves alone, unchanged, 
frozen in the void created by the cascade 
of gimmick-objects, Volkswagens, and 
paperback books’ (9)

• ‘Anyone who talks about revolution and 
class struggle without referring explicitly 
to everyday life—without grasping what 
is subversive about love and positive in 
the refusal of constraints—has a corpse 
in his mouth’ (11)







Situating the Situationists
• Freedom: Critical of any dogmatic school of thought, top-down political 

organisation or state which deprives people of their freedom

• Alienation: Modern capitalism, consumerism and state bureaucracy

• Conscious: Instead, we must become self-aware active subjects, and not the 
passive objects of bureaucracy or advertisements

• Banal: modern capitalism sells us a way of life we don’t need, and which is 
fundamentally boring – a subjective poverty

• Live vs merely survive: advanced societies can supply what we materially 
need, but they give little worth living for. Instead, learn to live, affirming 
one’s desires, creativity, and an openness to chance encounters and the new





‘Watts, Prague, Stockholm, Stanleyville, Turin, Mieres, Santo 
Domingo, Amsterdam: wherever passionate acts and a 
passionate consciousness of refusal shut down the factories of 
collective illusion, the revolution of everyday life is underway. 

Resistance intensifies as poverty becomes more general. 

The precipitating cause of so many particular issues that have 
long sparked confrontation—hunger, constraint, anomie, 
illness, anxiety, isolation, deceit—has now been exposed in its 
fundamental logic, its empty and all-enveloping form, its 
horrifyingly oppressive abstractness. 

It is the whole world of hierarchical power, of the State, of 
sacrifice, of exchange, of the quantitative—the commodity as 
will and representation of the world—that is now coming 
under attack from the driving forces of an entirely new society, 
a society still to be invented yet already with us.’ 
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ts • Notre-Dame Affair of 1950: Lettrists sabotage the 

Easter Mass

• The Lettrist International splits off, a more radically 
collective of novelists, artists and bohemians, formed 
by Guy Debord in 1952

• Average age of 20 in 1953

• Disrupts a Charlie Chaplin press conference in 1952, 
distributing a leaflet, “No more flat feet”

• Aimless long walks around Paris, dérives, from 
which psychogeography emerges, mapping out the 
energies of the city

• In art and film, detournement, reutilising plagiarised 
or found material
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l • European avant-garde collective founded by Debord, 

Michele Bernstein, Asger Jorn and others in 1957

• Frequent expulsions; no more than 10-20 members 
at a time…

• Internationale situationniste, #1: ‘there is no such 
thing as Situationism, which would mean a doctrine 
for interpreting existing conditions’

• Between 1958-69, this occasional journal published 
essays critiquing everyday life in advanced 
European capitalist societies

• Against the boredom of consumer culture and mass 
conformity, they sought new ways of creating 
situations and encounters affirming spontaneity, 
freedom, and chance



























Situationists and May 1968

Artists in the SI are pushed out in 
1962 after Debord insists that all art 
‘must be dissolved into a unitary 
revolutionary praxis’

1962

On the Poverty of Student Life (1966) 
written with 10,000 copies printed 
using University of Strasbourg funds

1966

From December 1967, members of 
the SI start working with students at 
Nanterre, the enrages, and later the 
Occupation at the Sorbonne

Dec. 1967

This becomes the Council for the 
Maintenance of the Occupations, 
which then occupies the National 
Pedagogical Institute over late May, 
with a printing press and requisitions 
committee

late May

But like May 1968, they fizzle into 
inaction not long after…

May 1968
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I “Presented with the alternative of love or a garbage 
disposal unit, young people of all countries have 
chosen the garbage disposal unit.” – IS #1

“Ours is the best effort toward getting out of the 
twentieth century” – IS #9

‘a difficult work to produce because it cannot be lived. 

… [One is either] threatened with falling … into a 
marginal possibilism … 

[or] into an imperative, which is unrealizable and thus 
moral. 

Either one huddles in the crevices of bourgeois society, 
or one ceaselessly opposes to it a different life, which 
is impotent because only the revolution can make it a 
reality.’ – Jean Barrot on Vaneigem
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ts 1. What caused the riots of May 1968?

2. What criticisms of everyday life does 
Raoul Vaneigem make, and why?

3. What kind of group were the Situationist 
International?

4. What does Debord mean by the spectacle?

5. How relevant are their ideas today?

Monday 29th June – 6pm



Next week: the 
Spinozan Turn

• Why did many French leftists like Althusser, 
Deleuze and others turn to the writings of Baruch 
Spinoza, a 17th century metaphysician?

• We explore the Spinozan Turn through one key 
figure:

• Gilles Deleuze, Spinoza: Practical Philosophy

• What made Spinoza practical, or translatable, into 
intellectual and political conflicts of the late 1960s?

• Key concepts: desire, the affects, immanence


