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Notes:

The Society of the Spectacle 20 Years Later:
A Discussion*

Russell Berman, David Pan and Paul Piccone

Berman: Before beginning this discussion of Guy Debord's Comments on The
Society of the Spectacle, it is important to rethink, the original spectacle thesis
which could be described as a convergent reading of Lukacs' neo-Hegelian-
ism and Horkheimer/Adorno's account of the culture industry. It was about
the proliferation of the commodity form in mid-century capitalism and how it
transformed society by systematically substituting exchange-value and appear-
ance for use-value and material concreteness. The question that needs to be
asked, first of all, is: how successful was the spectacle thesis (like the culture in-
dustry thesis) in explaining a form of capitalism that was already obsolete by
the mid-1960s? To die extent that, along with Lukacs' neo-Hegelianism and
Adorno's anti-phenomenology, the spectacle thesis also occluded the concrete-
ness of lived experience, was it not already flawed at die point of its greatest
plausibility? If we do not grant the spectacle diesis even a limited historically-
specific legitimacy, but criticize it as inadequate from die very beginning, dien
it itself can be seen as part of the same spectacle it claimed to be attacking. For
what it did was to advertise the allegedly absolute eradication of everyday life.
That is why the Debordian position can be characterized as radical eradica-
tionism: nothing remains beneath appearance.

What is the project of Debord's Comments^ At face value, it has to be read as
an attempt to update the spectacle. Thus it is not unlike attempts to rethink
die "culture industry" diesis in order to update Adorno's description, and
thereby to inquire into more modern or perhaps post-modern forms of domi-
nation. (At some point it may be useful to examine more closely differences
between the spectacle and die culture industry as alternative critical-theore-
tical paradigms). As an "up-date," Debord's Comments manages to score some

* This discussion of Guy Debord, Comments on the Society of the Spectacle, trans, by
Malcom Imrie (New York: Verso, 1990), was held in the Telos offices in New York City,
Feb. 7, 1991.
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insightful points. For example, early on (p. 3) he suggests the complicity of
much post-modern thought in contemporary forms of domination, in parti-
cular, academic post-modernism, which presents itself as subversive but in
fact feeds into the predominant conformist ideology. Or, on pages 10-11,
when he discusses major tendencies in contemporary society — technological
renewal, integration of state and economy, generalized secrecy, unanswerable
lies, and the eternal present — this is not off the mark. There is also a good ac-
count of what is bad about post-modern, post-historical, and post-political so-
ciety. The problem is that all of this has been said much better elsewhere, and
Debord just messes it up. One has to wonder why Verso went ahead to publish
this text, except as an attempt to cash in on the spectacle of the name "Debord"
given to a book pretending to relate back to a more substantive original.

As for the criticism, I would argue that the Comments impoverishes the origi-
nal spectacle thesis in several crucial ways. It does not correct the inadequa-
cies of the original account; in fact, it only makes matters worse. Debord was
both right and wrong in the original text; now he is less right and more
wrong. First: it is tragic to watch him reduce the spectacle thesis, which was
once a plausible and global account of the spread of the commodity form,
into merely a one-dimensional attack on the mass media as a vehicle of deliber-
ate misinformation. In some passages, the Comments seems just to be attacking
journalists and the television and radio networks. Clearly, this comes across as
an abridged account when measured againt the original spectacle thesis. Sec-
ondly: Debord turns his thesis into a generalized conspiracy theory. At times
he speaks of the "bosses of die spectacle" or "those who control the spectacle."
This is the rhetoric of a bad vulgar Marxism and Left mythology, as if there is
an executive committee of the spectacle controlling everydiing and duping
everybody, who are always nice but dumb. Indeed, at one point in the text, he
discusses diis argument directly and claims that, whereas die conspiracy-theo-
retical form may have been inappropriate once upon a time, in the days of
classical Marxism, such is no longer the case. Now, because of the charaaer of
the late spectacle, conspiracy theory is precisely what Debord wants to articu-
late (cf. pp. 20, 26, 28).

Why does he do diis? Why this paranoid streak? To some extent he may be
responding to die specifically West European experience of covert police in-
telligence garnering systems, such as the Uberwachungsstaat or Sicherheitsstaat in
West Germany or die recent scandal in Switzerland, where the federal police
collected dossiers on many citizens. Yet, unlike Debord, who views diis West
European "integrated spectacle" as a historical advance over the "diffuse
spectacle" in die US, I would argue diat diis kind of intelligence activity in
Western Europe is itself an anachronism when measured against die US,
where domestic intelligence services have been gradually dismanded since
Watergate. In odier words, the modern or post-modern industrial state can
dirive very well widiout diese cops and robbers travesties. Yet neidier Debord
nor the Interpol seem to have figured diis out. The odier explanation of diis
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sad reduction of the spectacle to conspiracy is that Debord is perhaps fixated
on secret societies due to the unsolved murder of his friend, Gerard Lebovici,
to whom he has dedicated the book. But if this personal tragedy accounts for
the theoretical inadequacies, it is all the more unfortunate that Verso went
ahead and published such an embarassing document.

Finally, he seems to be saying that secret societies and conspiracies are a
corollary to die disappearance of intelligence in society as a whole (much like
Jacoby's law of a "falling rate of intelligence"). The problem widi this logic is
that Debord wants to speak from the standpoint of the last avant-garde. He,
and perhaps a few others, are the last intellectuals in the know. Then there are
the bad guys in charge of the spectacle, who are also in the know but get the
values wrong; and, last and least, there are the duped masses deprived of all
intelligence. Debord attacks the "concentrated spectacle" of Stalinism, while
he himself retains an obviously Leninist stance of vanguardism — probably
part of his surrealist legacy — oriented to the small cadre group that knows it
all better. That is why he has only contempt for any mode of social interaction
outside the intellectual leadership. He cannot imagine society operating with-
out the leadership of an intellectual vanguard: it is eidier going to be the bad
secret societies who are in control or the good situationists. People left to their
own just cannot get it together. This explains the interesting lapsus in his com-
ments on McLuhan. He is right in criticizing McLuhan's "global village" as
an alibi for conformism, but for the wrong reasons. In fact, Debord goes on to
claim that the global village is necessarily conformist because, for him, villages
are always conformist, and towns are always the place of innovations.
Debord's anti-village, anti-populist rhetoric is New Class ideology. This
comes out again in his discussion of the Mafia. Of course, one does not de-
fend die Mafia simply because Debord attacks it. But on what grounds does
he attack it? What bothers Debord is not the Mafia's violence or its complicity
with the state, but its allegedly informal social bonds. Debord disqualifies
diese informal bonds because diey are not up to his standards of intellectuality
(p. 69). For Debord, there is no realm of everyday experience, there are no ac-
cidents or communities. He assumes that capitalism has not just obscured con-
crete experience by excluding it from systems of representation, but fully era-
dicated it. It is no longer just a matter of not knowing about everyday life; it is
simply no longer there. This is why it is necessary to have intellectuals, the
situationists — die good secret societies — to spell out what kind of experi-
ence one should have. This is why die only motion — he does remain a kind
of dialectical thinker in the Lukacsian tradition — allowed into the story takes
place within the spectacle: his ridiculous science-fiction model of conspiracies
spying on each other as the motor of history (p. 83). There is only progress
within the spectacle, and no progress against the spectacle. The alternative di-
alectic would be one between die spectacle and everyday life, but diat is im-
possible for eradicationists like Debord. Such an alternative may be labelled a
reconstructed populism or neo-populism.
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Piccone: So much for the elitism of a handful of situationists who have yet to
find their way out of the thick conceptual fog called "the spectacle" that seems
to have settled in Brussels around the mid-1960s. But Debord's work, at least
the original effort, should not be read as theory sic et nunc, but as a brilliant
reformulation of Marxist theory at the level of dialectical poetry. This means
that, when evaluated as theory, it falls far short. Before elaborating some of the
points already raised, as well as others, it may be useful to add to Berman's dev-
astating critique a few minor historical qualifications concerning the original
thesis and its theoretical pedigree, in order to provide some historical docu-
mentation for the charges he has made. This may help clarify what at first pres-
ents itself as a paradox: the eradicationism that Berman diagnoses in the
situationists in general and Debord in particular as the advanced symptoms of
an intellectual disease is precisely what in the late 1960s was regarded as the
medicine within the spectacle thesis. In fact, the situationists' original mystique,
i.e., the aura of concreteness which seemed to set them apart from their more
wooden and doctrinaire Communist or Trotskyist cousins, was predicated pre-
cisely on the misperception of their position as a meaningful alternative to
standard Stalinist falsifications. This was a result of their association with what
in Berman's presentation remains as the theoretical missing link between
Lukacs and Debord, who cannot really be understood as Lukacs plus the cul-
ture industry (since that would suggest that Debord is, in some sense, post-
Adornian). I am talking about surrealism, council communism and Sodalisme
ou Barbaric. As such, Debord's "spectacle" is not a continuation or refinement
of the theory of the culture industry, but a brand X version of it, exhibiting all
its shortcomings and more, but lacking most of its insights.

This is not the place to indulge in another trashing of the infantile idiocies
of surrealism, nor in a reexamination of the terminal productivist shortcomings
of council communist visions. Something, however, should be said about the
Sodalisme ou Barbarie heritage, the source of the situationists' political philosophy,
since it seems to be enjoying an American revival with the recent English
translation of the main texts of its leading exponents. That after almost 40
years of wading through the swamps of council communism and Trotskyism, So-
dalisme ou Barbara's main theoreticians, Claude Lefort and Cornelius Castoriadis,
have respectively ended up rediscovering the virtues of representative democ-
racy (Essais sur la politique) or Cold War anti-communism precisely at a time
when even the far Right is giving it up (Devant la Guerre), should not detract
from the fact that from the late 1940s to the mid-1960s, when they finally
threw in the towel, the group was misperceived by a good number of French
fellow-travellers as a viable Left alternative to Stalinism and Trotskyism. Un-
fortunately, their critique of the bureaucracy and their alleged vindication of
proletarian particularity turns out, after a careful re-reading of the key texts, to
continue uncritically in the Lukacsian tradition of substituting for real people
the category "proletariat," which unfolds necessarily according to the logic of
the commodity traced out in the first volume of Marx' Capital. Thus, already
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in Castoriadis' 1948 essay on "Phenomenologie de la conscience proletarien-
ne," the bureaucracy is substituted for capital in a crude recycling of the key
essay in History and Class Consciousness on "Reification." That Lukacs' subject-
object identity is not seen as a monolithic class, but is posed as "infinitely dif-
ferentiated within itself and finally confronted with the revolutionary choice
of whether to be "everything or nothing," does not make it any more con-
crete. The voluntarist and pluralist caveats turn out to be rhetorical flourishes
and, as in Marx's and Lukaes' original version, the abstract metaphysical con-
struct "the proletariat" drives inexorably towards the big bang pompously
Hegelianized as "the passage of the in itself to the for itself."

Sooner or later, however, idealist flights end up crashing on the hard
rocks of real life. Thus, in Lukaes' case, after the big bang in Germany fizzled
out and the USSR beat a hasty retreat into NEP and "barbarism in one coun-
try," the only option he could entertain was Partynost and the crudest kind of
Stalinism. A quarter of a century later, in Castoriadis' case, the long march
through the Cold War ended up in embarrassing untimely misreadings of polit-
ical realities resulting in the dissolution oiSocialisme ou Barbarie immediately be-
fore the 1968 events — the closest he would ever come to any revolutionary big
bang — and buying into the most paranoid anti-communism (predicated on
the assumed unreformability of an inherendy stable Soviet-type system) shortly
beforeperestroika and glasnost revealed the bankruptcy of communist systems.
A couple of decades later, with Debord, Marx's and Lukaes' original logic of
capital, which with Castoriadis had become the logic of bureaucracy, became
the logic of die spectacle. Yet, no matter how many new theoretical bottles it
was decanted through, this old Marxist wine remained the same undrinkable
vinegar. Abstract categories continue displacing concrete reality, this time not
as a philosophical lapsus but as an explicidy spelled out position. Debord's
spectacle is no longer "a collection of images, but a social relation among
people, mediated by images" (thesis # 4 of the original Society of the Spectacle). It
has become life itself which, in 1967, he still thought could be confronted
only by the mythical workers' councils, as the link between the individual and
universal history (thesis # 221). And even within this fictional account, it was
not universal history, as a nomological construct, which had to be brought
down to the level of real people, to help them mediate their present but, in a
typically idealist manner, the category "people" had to be injected into a uni-
versal history which can only be another arbitrary narrative. By 1988, when it
became obvious that this sublation of the individual to the ethereal realm of
universal history had not taken place, presumably because of die develop-
ment of what he calls "the integrated spectacle" (a miserable euphemism for
otherwise run-of-the-mill social democracy), Debord's account degenerated
to a never-never land of conspiracies among spy agencies, all the while still
waiting for a "changeover" which, somehow, is still seen as imminent (p. 88).

This is much cruder than even the most simplistic reading of die culture
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industry thesis. It is Adorno gone mad in a situation in which there is no
longer any access to concrete experience, capitalism reigns supreme, and
only a few marginal intellectuals can figure out what is going on. But without
at least a minimum of concrete experience, there can be no life and no repro-
duction. Thus, in capitalism, or in any conspiracy, some concrete experience
must remain. Otherwise, conspiracy itself becomes meaningless and exploita-
tion and domination themselves become impossible. As in Hegel's master-slave
dialectic, the vanquished enemy cannot be killed, but must remain as a slave
in order to legitimate the winner as the master. This is the whole point of arti-
ficial negativity. The spectacle, as a not altogether felicitous metaphor for a so-
ciety whose ideological representations have become the main instrument of
social domination, does obtain as a tendency, but it can never reach the level
of intensity and pervasiveness that Debord thinks it does. By ruling out the
very possibility of any lived experience whereby reality can be confronted pri-
or to its mental transformation into exemplars of those representations which
we subsequendy end up perceiving, Debord makes all history spectacular,
which leads him to postulate conspiracies as the new deus ex machina in con-
temporary history.

In this respect, Comments is a book inextricably rooted in the particular
Western European experiences of the 1970s. Even in Western Europe, how-
ever, it was already obsolete by the early 1980s. It is obsessed with the repres-
sive state apparatus and the repressive measures that were employed by some
European states to fight the Red Guards, the Red Brigades and other terrorist
groups. That type of historically specific analysis, if at all valid as an interpreta-
tion of that particular period at that particular time, cannot be generalized to
shed any light on present events anywhere in the world today. If we ask,
"What was the meaning of the terrorism of the 1970s?" by no stretch of even
the wildest Marxist imagination can it be seen in terms of failed efforts of a
class vanguard or of well-meaning but misguided "comrades," as the Europe-
an Left proposed. Nor was it merely anomer expression of political crimina-
lity, as the Right claimed. A more plausible answer is that it was a desperate
last gasp attempt to reverse a misperceived hopeless situation by those
1968ers who uncritically bought the eradicationist assumptions implicit in
most Left theory — including the spectacle thesis — and became terrorists.
They could see no way out of their predicament other than by shock therapy,
by means of "exemplary" acts meant to reveal the fragility of a state falsely pos-
ing as all-powerful and unassailable. Allegedly, having thereby been made
aware of the state's inherent instability, "the masses" would begin to exercise
dieir power and undertake the kind of revolutionary project that had been
stymied by the spectacle. In this sense, the terrorism of the 1970s was not
qualitatively different from previous versions at the turn of the century. As it
turned out, however, the state was much less fragile than the terrorists
thought. The "masses" were apparendy more concerned with defending their
existing communities and life-styles than in subscribing to that massive project
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of social re-engineering marketed under the label of "revolution" which, as the
experience of "really existing socialism" has revealed, was nothing other than
a more extreme version of the very same manipulation of which they were al-
ready the victims.

Debord, the situationists and, yes, the terrorists of the 1970s, to the extent
that they took the pathological predicament of alienation to be normal, could
not envision bursts of sanity constandy flaring within communities — and
therefore constandy providing the possibility for the demystification of the
spectacle. Thus they ended up theorizing the prise de conscience as the triggering
of revolution qua big bang: something that can be brought about by means of
the voluntaristic revolutionary act. Conspiracies are thus needed to keep the
system together as a sccmless web as well as to change it, since "one cannot
reform the most trifling detail without taking the whole apart."

But let us return to the question of concrete experience. This is essential: as
Bcrman has pointed out, to the extent that they assume the eradication of all
concrete experience, Debord and the situationists are New Class ideologists par
excellence. They deny any type of meaningful experience to anyone outside of a
bunch of "exceptional" intellectuals bitching and moaning about the spectacle
in the cafes of Paris and Brussels. As already indicated, this is a result of their
adherence to an extrcmclv eradicationist version of die theorv of alienation
whereby cretinization can be accomplished once and for all. But alienation is
a fundamentally unstable condition which must be constandy created and re-
created. Only to die extent that die system is able to constandy reproduce and
recreate social mechanisms conducive to alienation is it possible to keep it func-
tioning as it does. The point therefore is that a situation of spectacularity is not a
normal state of affairs: it is a pathological predicament constandy direatening to
break down, and dierefore in need of constant reconstitution.

Pan: I think we need to differentiate the way in which Debord treats con-
crete experience in The Society of the Spectacle and in the Comments. In The Society of
the Spectacle concrete experience is the desideratum which drives the entire
analysis. The orientation toward this goal is lost in the Comments, however, be-
cause of the Utopian position it holds within Debord's thought. In The Society of
the Spectacle, he writes: "In die demand to live the historical time which it
makes, the proletariat finds the simple unforgettable center of its revolutiona-
ry project; and every attempt (diwarted until now) to realize this project marks
a point of possible departure for new historical life." (thesis #143) This goal of
lived historical time toward which Debord structures his analysis enables him
to criticize the New Class in the Soviet Union and to concentrate on locally or-
ganized structures as the site of "active communication" (diesis #116). As
Piccone has pointed out, however, Debord sees the proletariat as the sole pos-
sible locus of lived historical time, while never bothering to theorize what the
proletariat could mean as something odier dian an abstract concept. Consc-
quendy, in spite of his attempt to decentralize political structures by means of
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the workers' councils, he does concrete historical experience a disservice by
automatically assigning it a place in the revolutionary project without attempt-
ing to investigate such concrete experience as something of value indepen-
dent of a universal history.

Debord's failure to allow for the existence of lived experience is tied to his
progressivism, which sees each stage in human development as a negation of
the previous stage and thus conceives of revolution as a way of breaking with
the past and with the concrete historical experience he wishes to save. This
contradiction arises out of his refusal to appreciate the value of tradition in
maintaining the basis upon which active communication and historical life
can have a language and a medium in which to develop. The second reason
for Debord's contradictory praise for a concrete experience which he pro-
ceeds to disavow is his rejection of the possibility that anything could inter-
rupt and alter the development of the spectacular system. The only possibility
he recognizes for change arises out of the inner development of the spectacle
and not out of any intervention on the part of experience. Though he organ-
izes his argument toward the Utopia of lived historical experience, his
utopianism undermines its own contents, forcing experience into a develop-
mental logic whose formality leaves no space for intervention. Without an un-
derstanding of lived experience which includes a sense, not just of its possibil-
ity in some indistinct future, but of its present existence, Debord's conception
of lived experience as a teleological construct and not an epistemological mo-
ment turns into a confirmation of the necessity of the alienation in the spectacle.

The other point about The Society of the Spectacle is that we still cannot throw
away the thesis that the spectacle does in fact obscure lived experience. What
we might want to look into is the extent to which the spectacle either obscures
lived experience in such a way that it is able to integrate experience and then
provide a surrogate for it or, on the other hand, by obscuring experience also
leave lived experience the possibility to develop without outside interference.
The extent to which the spectacle ignores and fails to recognize the
possibilities of lived experience also oudines the extent to which the spectacle
leaves lived experience a space in which to develop.

Though in the Comments Debord attempts to describe the Mafia and the
proliferation of conspiracy as extensions of the logic of the spectacle, these
phenomena actually run counter to this logic to the extent diat they present a
return of familial and group bonds which take priority over relations medi-
ated by commodities. In spite of his attempt to argue that die Mafia, business,
and the state all work together in a large conspiracy and unified system of sur-
veillance, his own description includes passages (pp. 82-4) which describe the
irrationality and inner conflicts between and within these different groups
which make such a unified system of surveillance impossible. Opposed to the
spectacle as a kind of counter-development is a production of possibilities for
lived experience which are opposed to the spectacle. Debord fails to recognize
these possibilities because his arguments about die decline of logic resulting
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from the simultaneity of images in the spectacle are predicated on a techno-
logical determinism which traps him in the logic of the spectacle.

Piccone: Maybe we we should elaborate the relation between die spectacle
and lived experience. As Hegel describes it in the opening pages of The Phe-
nomenology of Mind, lived experience begins as sense certainty, which is always
fleeting, immediate and meaningless. The process is very complex, but what
ultimately constitutes mis sense certainty into meaning are the mediations de-
ployed to apprehend it conceptually and thus perceive it in terms of a teleological
praxis already prestructured by the individual's values and interests. The
Adornian theory of die culture industry generates an analysis of advanced
capitalist society superficially similar to Debord's account of The Society of the
Spectacle by explaining how, in a situation in which individuality no longer ob-
tains (because of the development of authoritarian personalities), the media-
tions used in translating sense certainty to die level of perceptions which sub-
sequendy determine political behavior are no longer organically related to the
values and interests of subindividuals stuck, with audioritarian personalities.
Such subindividuals find themselves in a pathological socio-psychological sit-
uation in diat, unable to establish which conceptual mediations will allow
them to perceive social reality according to dieir interests and values, have to
rely on the pre-packaged mediations provided by die culture industry. But
such externally provided mediations do not embody the individual's own in-
terests and values but, rather, diose of the culture industry. In mis sense, die
resulting consciousness is false consciousness — a consciousness addicted to
consumerism, since satisfaction is now arbitrarily associated by die culture in-
dustry's mediations widi particular commodities. As William Leiss showed a
few years ago in The Limits of Satisfaction (but which was actually already prefig-
ured in The Society of the Spectacle), to die extent that real needs are only partially
satisfied by whatever commodities are arbitrarily associated widi diem, con-
sumption only paves die way for more consumption in die futile search for a
fulfillment which can never be achieved in diis fashion.

So far, Adorno and Debord seem to be running along parallel tracks. In
fact, the astonishing feature of The Society of the Spectacle is die succinctness and
elegance widi which Debord is able to summarize, even if only in a sketchy
and superficial way, so much neo-Hegelian mought in 221 terse dieses.
Adorno and Debord part ways, however, in their respective attempt at solu-
tions. Debord does not subscribe to Adorno's social psychology, but appeals
instead to Joseph Gabel's dieories to explain false consciousness — an account
diat rotates around die Lukacsian dialectic of whole and part, presupposing die
post-revolutionary rationalization of die whole as a condition for restoring die
sanity of die parts. This is a traditional Marxist puzzle, whose only solution is
eidier faith in the inevitabilty of die revolution (die Second International) or
voluntaristic elitism die Third International). When all is said and done — and
in spite of his various criticisms of diat position — Debord ends up in die latter
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camp. Clearly out of gas by thesis # 220, he abruptly closed The Society of the
Spectacle with a sudden appeal to the workers' councils as the agency of re-
demption — an appeal totally unwarranted by the earlier presentation. What
is most problematic, however, is not this sudden dogmatic closure, but the two
lines of justification he provides: the councils are the chosen agency of redem-
ption because they mediate between the individual and universal history, and
are able to insert the former in the latter. The kind of covert Leninism Berman
has pointed out transpires in this forced insertion. To the extent that the univer-
sal history Debord refers to can only be the domain of intellectuals, diey alone
have access to truth as "the true critique of the society of the spectacle" alluded
to in thesis # 220. In this sense, the eradicationism of Comments is already pres-
ent, in mice, in the original.

As for Adorno's theory of the culture industry, while resulting in an over-
privileging of art and philosophy as still providing access to truth, its social
psychology leaves open the possibility of other modes of individuation, under
conditions different from those found in laissezfaire capitalism (which are the
context within which the authoritarian personality tends to develop). Thus,
within the new context of post-Fordism, the social conditions conducive to
the constitution of the authoritarian personality described in detail in the
1936 study on Autoritdt und Familie no longer seem to obtain. While this is no
guarantee that healthy individuation will result, the point remains that
Adorno's culture industry does not entail the kind of endgame of The Society of
the Spectacle. Thus, rather than being part of Debord's framework, I would ar-
gue that the theory of the culture industry is a much richer alternative to it.

This may also help explain why they follow different paths. Having written
The Society of the Spectacle, Debord stops writing, clearly because, as he puts it in
the opening pages of Comments, he does not want his ideas to contribute in any
way to the strengthening of that spectacle he is attacking. The conspiratorial out-
look is a logical consequence of his extreme eradicationism. Knowledge is purely
instrumental and can be used by all in any way they wish. The emphasis is on
the object, constituted once and for all, rather than on the process of apprehen-
sion whereby the knowing subjects constitute themselves as well as the object.
Adomo chose a rather different strategy, also continuous with his other posi-
tions. He kept writing, but in a practically impenetrable style impervious to
any passive "spectacular" reception: the very process of decoding it presupposes
the overcoming of that very alienation fostered by the spectacle. To the extent
mat the serious reader cannot automatically apply the standard conceptual
mediations provided by the culture industry to grasp the various levels of mean-
ing, it becomes necessary to constantly reexamine the interpretative process,
thus at die same time reestablishing that organic relation between perception
and values whose severance is the trademark of false consciousness.

Berman: I agree wim some of the things Piccone said, especially the suggestion
that Comments is a book of the 1970s, responding to some of the police-state
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strategies to confront terrorism through Berufsverbot and so forth. As I have al-
ready said, that was a specific situation which was already obsolete measured
against the more advanced model of post-Watergate US, where it turns out
that the state can remain very secure without that sort of covert police activity.
It is only a Europessimist paranoia that forced the Germans, the Italians and
the French to deploy repressive measures bordering on audioritarianism. In
fact, the level of political violence was not significandy higher in Western Eu-
rope than in the US. The big difference is rather the perception of terrorism in
West European states, immediately regarded as a major threat to state securi-
ty, while the much greater amount of violence here is precisely what permits
the state to exist. This line of argument, however, we may not want to pursue,
since it would lead us in directions other than die ones we want to follow. At
any rate, this is definitely a dated book — was it only published late or did
Debord stop thinking ten years ago?

I want to disagree, however, with Piccone's "Adorno-gone-mad" diesis; die
issue in Debord is much more an extreme extrapolation from Lukacs. It does
not make sense to use Debord to attack Adorno. There are certainly elements
in Adorno diat are convergent with Debord, but there are many odier ele-
ments in Adorno that save his theorizing from die Debordian conclusions.
They definitely do not write in a similar style. Debord writes a parody of
Marxist theses: military listings of apodictic statements, presented as asser-
tions which one cannot question. Any sentence of Adorno is already self-ques-
tioning and emphatically self-contradictory. That perpetual retraction of one's
own assertions is what makes Adomo's prose very different from Debord's.
That is why Debord's dialectic is crude, merely a dialectic within the form,
while Adorno's dialectic pervades die content altogedier.

Let me move on to nuance Piccone's comments. Debord in die Comments
and for that matter in the Spectacle, ends up bordering on several other materi-
al domains: terrorism, culture industry and intellectuals. Piccone has pointed
out some similarities. I want to draw attention to some key differences in or-
der to suggest that the Debord of the Comments is in fact not even up to die lev^
el of the political criticism in somediing as crude as terrorism. For in post-1968
terrorism one certainly had an elitist vanguardism operating — on diat score
Debord is one widi them — but historically terrorism shaded dirough die
narodniks into an anarchism that imagined diat the spectacle could be blown
up to release something outside the false appearance. There is nothing out-
side the false appearance for Debord of the Comments. That is a major differ-
ence: terrorism without people.

With regard to the culture industry diesis: again the sense of a proliferation
of false appearance is the point of conjunction widi Debord. But die culture
industry thesis always existed in a dialectical relation to material allegedly out-
side of die culture industry: genuine art or genuine popular, perhaps populist,
culture. None of diis appears in Debord. In die Comments, one is always only
widiin the conspiracy of die spectacle. There is nodiing else but diat science
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fiction world where there is no art, no people, and no concrete experience. Fi-
nally, yes, Debord is — perhaps even more than the radicalized Lukacs — the
quintessence of the ideologue of New Class intellectuals. This does not mean
that he should be equated with intellectuals tout court but, rather, with a partic-
ular elitist segment. The task, therefore, would be to try to imagine a non-New-
Class, non-Debordian account of intellectuals — a positive account of intellec-
tuals, that would be a very different one than the vanguardist position that he
calls for. It would probably have to do with issues such as mediation, innova-
tion, but also historical memory. There is no historical memory in die conspi-
rators who populate Debord's world, who operate solely within a logic of in-
strumental reason — information and disinformation — with a clear goal of
deception. So, widi regard to terrorism, culture industry, and intellectuals:
yes, Debord has something in common with all of them, but he gets die worst
part of all and throws out what is interesting.

The final point I want to make has to do with concrete experience. I have
already described Debord as an eradicationist, meaning that in his account
concrete experience is fully annihilated. But if I attack Debord's eradicationism,
that does not mean one should be satisfied with an ahistorical existentialist ac-
count of concrete experience as something perpetually replenishable and never
touched by the logic of the spectacle. One can talk about the history of concrete
experience, and maybe the shift from the era of the first spectacle thesis and
the era of the Comments has to do with a greater obfuscation of the concrete:
not that it destroys the concrete — that is Debord's eradicationist error — but
that somehow the penetration of ideology into all levels of experience is much
stronger than it may have been in the late 1960s. If that is the case, then, with-
out participating in eradicationism, one can give an account of the major sort
of cultural-theoretical paradigms that have come to prevail since the 1970s,
variously semiotic accounts, which imagine culture to be an amalgamation of
codes without reference to an outside. That lack of referentiality to an outside
is eradicationism. The refusal of an outside to the codes of the spectacle
comes in various modes and registers. In Debord's version, it is a kind of
paranoia, a fear of conspiracies, although coupled with a concession that one
can never get away from conspiracies. In the case of Jean-Francois Lyotard,
you have rather a manic celebration of the proliferation of codes, again widi
no outside. In the case of Michel Foucault, one finds a depressive discourse-
dieoretical model of codes which are imagined to be constrictive and confi-
ning, although diere is nothing of substance that is constricted and confined,
since the subject itself is just a function of the code. In the case of consistent
deconstruction, there is a schizophrenic version, where all the codes are al-
ways operating but never make sense with each odier; the contradictions are
differences within the realm of language, not between language and an external
dimension. Debord has to be seen in this intellectual context.

Pan: The distinction between Adorno and Debord can also be pursued in the
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way in which each integrates the category of experience into their projects.
While Debord's attempt in The Society of the Spectacle to bring thought closer to
practice merely subjugates concrete experience to the abstract categories of
thought by establishing a condition in which "theory can be recognized and
lived by the masses" and workers "become dialecticians and inscribe their
thought into practice (thesis # 123), Adorno's project by the time of Aesthetic
Theory is to reorient thought towards experience as its constitutive moment. As
Berman pointed out, the difference between Adorno and Debord is expressed
in their differing use of the dialectic. While Debord's dialectic establishes a re-
lation between two sequential moments of his argument, Adorno rejects this
abstract dialectic in order to construct a relation between thought and concrete
experience which thought can never replace nor directly transmit.

Piccone: Let us go back to this business of Debord as "Adorno-gone-mad." As
I have already indicated, this does not mean that Debord pushes Adorno to his
logical conclusions. Rather, die opposite is die case: in relation to Adorno,
Debord is a regression. Berman's formulation of Debord as "Lukacs-gone-
mad" is probably closer to die mark. Having said that, however, we should not
overlook diat in Adorno there is also an eradicationist moment: the refusal to
acknowledge die permanent presence of an ineradicable experiential dimension
beneadi all subsequent spectacular obfuscations. But Adomo is clever enough
to recuperate it whenever he has to. The point, however, is diat, in order to fo-
cus on trie historicity of die constitution of meaning, he rejects all attempts to
ontologize experience, which he condemns as reifications. Clearly, the target
here is Heidegger and existentialism, whose ontologization of life and experi-
ence pave the way for the hypostatization of the historical to the level of the
natural and, consequendy, an apologetic stance vis-d-vis die status quo. In ex-
cluding life and experience from die domain of the concept, where they can
only appear as reifications, Adorno falls victim to die philosopher's occupa-
tional hazard: all Being tends to be reduced to thought. This is why art, as a
mode of apprehending Being free of the constraints necessarily imposed by the
debilitating onesidedness of the concept, plays such a key role in Adorno's phi-
losophy. It provides that access to truth otherwise blocked by die concept's
complicity in legitimating the onesidedness of the status quo. This is miles
ahead of Debord, who attempts to vindicate access to Being in traditional
Marxist fashion, by appealing to diat collective workers' council praxis where
diought inevitably clashes with Being. Brilliant as the presentation may be, it
does not avoid the Leninist pitfall of overprivileging die revolutionary intellec-
tuals' dieoretical expertise, even when attempting to vindicate that concrete otherness it
ends up representing.

Adomo's eradicationism, however, becomes debilitating when reconstituting
die dialectic as negative dialectic. To die extent that it is predicated on the im-
possibility of accessing a Being, all of whose possible conceptual articulations
are already permeated by die falsity of die whole, negative dialectic forfeits
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any constitutive claims and retreats to that critical sniping which, within the
administered society, Adorno regards as the only clarificatory function of phi-
losophy. This is consistent with the evaluation of die present as ruling out any
significant emancipatory reversals. It would take us far afield here to elaborate
diis point. All diat needs to be said, however, is diat Adorno's negative dialec-
tic is the philosophical elaboration of a whole series of historically specific po-
litical judgments which may no longer be valid.

As for the question concerning memory, it may be helpful to relate it to the
previous comments about the village, where diere always seems to be memory
in the form of customs, traditions and rituals. Debord dismisses all this on the
ground mat it does not meet his standards of intellectuality. The village is not
the public sphere or the agora. But as lived experience, these customs, tradi-
tions and rituals transmit concrete identities. Furthermore, to the extent that
diese traditional forms have to be reconstituted every time they are practiced,
they also tend to refocus memory in terms of whatever new conditions hap-
pen to obtain. In diis sense, customs function exactly as dieory should, in me-
diating everyday life. In die process of shifting from traditions to theory, from
what could be obfuscated as a shift from the "in itself to the for itself," the
spectacle tends to destroy die first widiout at the same time bringing about die
second (which, at any rate, can never entirely do widiout die other). And it is
in this stasis that the spectacle seems to generate a society of passive specta-
tors. But diis is clearly a passing phase which, as such, does not necessarily en-
tail a regression. As recent developments in Eastern Europe as well as in die
West indicate, aldiough much of the resurfacing of traditional residues are sus-
pect in that mese residues may have been manufactured much later than
claimed by diose standing to benefit from dieir recycling, die spectacle, in eidier
its concentrated, diffused and integrated form, has been a lot less successful in
eradicating all memory man everyone assumed. Debord's eradicationism leads
him into a kind of negative progressivism, which surprisingly enough I also
detect in Berman's account, whereby, pending die coming of die big bang, eve-
rydiing goes progressively to hell.

It may very well be mat the village remains buried in each and every one of
us who may have managed to avoid die sort of cretinization fostered by die
new modes of socialization and resulting "audioritarian personality" or its
alienated equivalent. The point, however, is mat it is not so much a matter of
getting better or worse, but of reproducing life and community while prevent-
ing destructive forces from destroying mem, often under die pretense of pro-
gress and improvements.

Berman: I feel I am being forced into a defense of an aspect of Debord. Be it
spectacle or ideology or domination via codes of representation: die problem
increases in rendering obsolete older technologies of domination, such as do-
mestic intelligence gathering networks. Piccone suggests diat diis may be my
crypto-progressivism or a suggestion of a negative universal history. Maybe it is
or maybe it is just diirty years, but I wonder whedier his reluctance to talk about
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better or worse, more or less efficiency, his suggestion that these are just different
modes of managing domination, his refusal to construct it historically, is a
consequence of an implicit insistence on the perpetually replenishable concre-
teness of human experience that somehow always thrives no matter what domi-
nation does to it. Clearly, against eradicationism, one wants to hold onto a con-
crete dimension. But there is a possible conservative resonance of that — con-
servative now in a bad sense — as if one were saying, no matter how bad it gets,
tomorrow is always another day and people will always keep on living.

Piccone: Clearly, I was not trying to put forth a Panglossian view of Being as
unchanging or as inherently "good." I wanted to get at the eschatological ele-
ment, whereby the spectacle seems to be going somewhere that Debord does
not like, whereas, instead, it should lead to redemption. . .

Berman: An anti-redemptionist position on your part?

Piccone: Not at all. Redemption is not something readily achievable like going
to heaven. It is a novum in the Blochian sense or an horizon. It is something that
allows us to structure life and consciousness without necessarily ever getting
there. The important point is not the actual achievement of this eschaton, but that
it structures life by providing meanings which allow us to distinguish between
what is emancipatory and what is repressive, good and bad, right and wrong,
etc. Even though the Utopian dimension is an inextricable part of life, it does not
follow that, unless the projected goal is achieved, one has failed. The impor-
tance of Utopia is primarily constitutive. The same can be said of the spectacle.
It translates eschatology into consumption which, like the former, also remains
beyond reach. As mentioned earlier, satisfaction is only attained through the
consumption of commodities which, however, only perpetuates an infinite pro-
cess of further consumption. Christian eschatology thus secularizes into consu-
merism and, post-modernists would add, not with altogether unpleasant out-
comes. This legitimates the spectacle as a kind of regulatory mechanism integra-
ting production, consumption and consciousness. As in the earlier freezing of
Christianity into the Catholic Church during the Middle Ages, its function is
to legitimate, stabilize and naturalize die predominant relations of domination.

Berman: So we are agreed that teleology is a constitutive moment of commu-
nity: not in the sense that an objectivist teleology prevails in history but that
looking forward to a horizon is one way to hold together society. But it is of
course not teleology that gives meaning to life, but life that gives meaning to
teleology. And only particular forms of social life can do so, i.e., life in a
community. Now the negative progressivism of which you accused me a mo-
ment ago would lead me to worry if the social structures, named perhaps
community, which permit the imagination of the eschaton and therefore the
possibility of teleology, are themselves not challenged by the structures of
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capitalism or, as Debord would put it, the spectacle. That is, is the possibility
of community, including die possibility of imagining teleology and sharing
values, not itself a historical acheivement diat might well be subverted by cer-
tain modes of experience? To answer no — as I expect you to do — would
imply a fundamental ontological description of the human condition, imper-
vious to real history, always able to arise from the ashes of destruction mat so-
cial forms may have wreaked upon it. And I wonder if that sort of barely hid-
den Heideggerianism explains the attempt to associate Debord with Adorno.

Piccone: Wait a second: This is a no win-situation. On the one hand, there is
this essentially static ontological eternal recurrence — a kind of Nietzschean
cyclic view of history — and, on die odier, this eschatological crypto-Christian
account whereby everything is structured by the teleological dimension and ex-
perience is always fundamentally historical (in fact, history itself is defined by
this teleological project). What ends up eliminated is the constancy of everyday
life which obtains in relation to a teleological dimension stabilizing it. This is
why religion, which usually provides this teleology, has been such a crucial ele-
ment in generating social cohesion. But the form the communities take is never
given once and for all, but is always conflictual, contradictory and odierwise in
turmoil. Yet this does not mean we must plot its persistence dirough time on a
progressive trajectory, whereby the latest stages are presumably better than
earlier ones. They can also be seen, more realistically, as different configura-
tions of a certain type of structuration which may not be really getting where
we have historically assumed we were going, i.e., heaven or salvation, etc. Real
redemption is not in the end, but in the process itself. The way the process re-
tains its coherence is by positing as the eschaton something to be achieved,
which thereby allows the whole process to be structured meaningfully.

Pan: But the issue is not so much die structure of die community as die
structure of the spectacle which eidier threatens to colonize die community to
such an extent mat that type of regeneration would not be possible anymore
or sets up relations so alienated from real experience diat its images would
lose the vitality necessary to make them credible.

Piccone: This is what I was trying to describe before. What makes die
spectacle so effective and so pervasive is mat in some way it provides a
glimpse of this redemption through consumption, while at the same time rul-
ing out any definitive satisfaction. As such, it constandy recreates die condi-
tions for the reproduction of domination.

Pan: In that case, there would be no possibility for regeneration of commu-
nity because the logic of capitalism would constandy use up those forces
necessary to construct community structures.



NOTES 97

Piccone: Well, here we are talking about two parallel processes. Consume-
rism is part of the same logic that obtains at the community level. It is not that
the one displaces the other, because in fact one cannot lead a life entirely as a
consumer or by not consuming at all (and, in this particular society, consum-
ing means consuming commodities). What happens is that capitalism and con-
sumerism are able to provide enough satisfaction as to fulfill minimal com-
munity needs, while at the same time guaranteeing the reproduction of the
structure of domination. This is one of the points raised in our earlier discus-
sions concerning Christopher Lasch's book, The True and Only Heaven. Not-
withstanding all capitalist penetration and reproduction of the structure of
domination, all sorts of strange communities seem to be able to thrive in spite
of the constant threats posed by the commodity form and its legal otherness,
the state understood not as a Rechtsstaat, but as a spectacular parliamentary fic-
tion created by legal positivism.

Pan: Commodities and the spectacle do not always necessarily displace
community structures. But because community development and capitalist
penetration are often in conflict concerning the direction of social relations in
any given situation, community structures can be weakened by state and capi-
talist intervention, which usurp decision-making power from local communi-
ties. Consequently, the success of communities depends on dieir ability to
maintain inner cohesion, autonomy from centralized structures, and an ori-
entation of the individual's economy of desires around local objects. At any
rate, this success depends on whether the spectacle can altogether displace
community structures.

Piccone: Not only it cannot, but for its own good it should not. If it did, it
would self-destruct. In fact, by the mid-1960s the system seemed to be pretty
close to that point. This is not the place to reiterate the artificial negativity ana-
lysis of these events in terms of how the tendential elimination and homo-
genization of all particularity, specificity and otherness became counterpro-
ductive and triggered a reversal in the logic of the system. Unlike Debord's ac-
count of a unilinear development and intensification of the logic of the com-
modity form from the days of The Society of the Spectacle to those of Comments —
which may account for the latter's surprising staleness — the artificial
negativity analysis tries to explain the proliferation of artificially generated
otherness and the counterproductive results it brings about. This is where
post-modernism as an abstract negation came in. Its objective was to vindi-
cate precisely this kind of pseudo-heterogeneity — things such as academic
multiculturalism as a New Class ideology — which, in providing essential in-
ternal control mechanisms to the system, was very functional for the repro-
duction of existing relations of domination.

Pan: But this heterogeneity occurs only on the level of the spectacle.
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PiccoTie: That is precisely the point. That is why it is artificial and phony. We
had a discussion some time ago concerning TV miniseries such as Roots and
Holocaust as paradigmatic of this kind of efforts to bureaucratically reconstitute
community specificity. Clearly, both were attempts to reconstitute at the level
of the spectacle the kind of particularity and specificity which in the 1950s and
1960s the same culture industry had systematically sought to eliminate in its
drive to homogenize all cultural differences and thus create the kind of mass
market needed by advanced capitalism. Both sought to legitimate, as other-
ness, Jewish and Black particularity in a way that would have been simply in-
conceivable earlier, during the years of "Ozzie and Harriet," when the cul-
ture industry was busy projecting an ideal WASP family structure . . .

Berman: I can't believe you are giving a liberal apology for the culture industry.

Piccone: Why is it an apology for the culture industry? It simply describes the
kind of strategic adjustments which were made within the culture industry after
the mid-1960s to ward off intensification of internal conflicts and, eventually,
even self-destruction. According to this analysis, the spectacle self-destructs
when and if it does the sort of thing that Debord thinks it is going to do, i.e.,
eradicate all autonomous experience. This is what we meant when we talked
about the fact that the spectacle undermines the conditions necessary for its
own reproduction. At some point, the spectacle itself tries to guarantee the re-
production of the conditions necessary for its perpetuation.

Berman: But then you are arguing solely on the level of the spectacle and
idealism: as if the master, the culture industry, is busy reconstituting the ser-
vant by giving the servant identity through Roots, through Holocaust, through
die various modes of artificial negativity. The question is whedier this is a con-
cession to really existing communities or a strategy to occupy and colonize
communities in order to turn mem, despite the trappings of diversity, into
objects of domination.

Piccone: Obviously the latter.

Berman: OK, but then you are participating in the same kind of negative
progressivism you berated in my account. In fact, it is not that different from
Debord, to whom we may want to return. I quote, page 19: "For the agora,
die general community, has gone, along with communities restricted to inter-
mediary bodies or to independent institutions, to salons or cafes, or to wor-
kers in a single company. There is no place left where people can discuss the
realities which concern them ,because diey can never lastingly free diemselves
from the crushing presence of media discourse and of the various forces or-
ganized to relay it. Nodiing remains of the relatively independent judgement
of mose who once made up the world of learning; of those, for example, who



NOTES 99

used to base their self-respect on their ability to verify, . . ." There are two
problems here. One is the suggestion of a progressive destruction of commu-
nity, which we can recognize as a standard account of modernization, from
Gemeinschaft to Gesellschafi, but now run through Debord's spectacular thesis.
What do we have to say about that? Clearly, this is the logic the spectacle tries
to undertake, but we are also suggesting that it is less eradicationist than
Debord imagines and that somehow community of some son thrives despite
this tendential totalitarianism of the spectacle. Second point: Debord seems to
equate agora and community, i.e., marketplace and community. Is this his ata-
vistic Marxism — that the central constitutive moment of community is mar-
ket? Hence his fixation on the spread of the commodity form. His term is
general community.

Piccone: What Debord is talking about is not community but the public
sphere. For him, the community means a bunch of intellectuals sitting in Pa-
risian cafes chewing the cud about die meaning of Being. It has nothing to do
with peasants selling eggs and complaining about their mothers-in-law. It has
nothing to do with populist discourse about everyday problems.

Berman: The point is not that he misunderstands agora; the point is that he gets
community wrong, by collapsing it with agora. But then die ball is back in our
court: can we articulate a dieory of community beyond die marketplace? We are
running into the same challenge to our dieoretical enterprise to discuss commu-
nity in a way mat is neither romantic nostalgia nor existentialist conformism.

Pan: One way to consider this problem is by looking at how communities
can construct history and maintain vital customs and traditions. In order for a
community to maintain cohesion and reproduce itself, it must devalue out-
side constructions of its history and take charge of both tasks by recognizing
itself as the arena for historical action and by emphasizing its traditions. These
traditions cannot be thought of in terms of a unified history, but as die field
upon which conflicts widiin die community can be played out. Moreover,
such a tradition cannot be simply inherited, but must constandy be recreated
and reworked. Consequendy, Roots and Holocaust, to die extent diat diey per-
form diis labor of reconstructing die past on the level of personal history, at-
tempt to shift die focus of history away from die universal and toward die par-
ticular. Yet diis attempt is disingenuous insofar as die particular histories por-
trayed become representative for die group. The elements of the group be-
come immediately re-homogenized so that for each individual, personal his-
tory means edinic history and edinic history means a history of victimization.
Such spectacular history-making dius extends die colonization of die communi-
ty and prevents it from constructing its own identity.

Piccone: Bodi miniseries are excellent examples of artificial negativity back
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firing, precisely to the extent that, as products of the bureaucratic imagina-
tion, they could only mechanically extend what it imagines the past to have
been, into a future it wishes to bring about. To the extent that by the 1960s
the technologies of mass production developed a generation earlier had al-
ready been replaced by more differentiated alternatives able to meet the resid-
ual demand of a much more segmented market (which still resisted standardi-
zation and homogenization), the culture industry sought to recuperate the
ethnic particularity it had already practically destroyed. But in so doing, and
because of its lack of community feed-back mechanisms — organic negativity
— the spectacle went bust in a context where only the lack of any real opposi-
tion prevented a major political crisis. The result was Reaganism: instead of
the workers' councils we got the artificial state-dependent entrepreneur of the
1980s. As for Holocaust and Roots, they both sought to reconstitute mythical
ethnic identities which no longer corresponded to the new identities partly
constituted during the post WWII period by the spectacle's homogenization
strategy. No longer rationalized by that opposition it had managed to destroy,
the spectacle ended up resuscitating archaic particularisms based on long
gone community relations. Thus, instead of facilitating the constitution of
corporatist structures more susceptible to the kind of management Debord de-
scribes as "the integrated spectacle," it merely extended the crisis-ridden statist
logic of the Welfare State. It reinforced moribund residues counterproductive to
the constitution of a viable corporatist system better able to guarantee the reten-
tion of existing relations of domination. The ethnic particularities it fostered,
which have since become the building-blocs of a bureaucratically orchestrated
pseudo-pluralism, have nothing to do either with the projected autonomous
corporatist entities, or with real community identities — based not on mere
memories of what might have once been, but on new realities.

The point is that these efforts by the culture industry seemingly meant, for
whatever ulterior systemic motives, to reconstitute particularistic identities, and
thus well-managed communities, ultimately hastened their disintegration, while
also failing to contribute to the realization of its latent goals. Contrary to what
Debord thinks about die pervasiveness of the spectacle and its diabolical powers,
it is in fact practically bankrupt. What saves it from further disintegration and
marginalization is the fact that the community erosion brought about by the
spectacle's impact a generation earlier had depleted otherness to the point that
whatever resistance could develop could not effectively challenge even a bank-
rupt spectacle. Thus today not only does the spectacle no longer attempt to in-
tegrate all in terms of its abstract representations substituting for life, but its new
efforts to artificially reconstitute particularistic identities also fail and contribute
to the social disintegration it sought to contain. It has lost its bearing.

Berman: OK, but that is the easy critique of Debord — the spectacle is more
complex man he suggests, because it always tries to reconstruct what he imag-
ines it is erasing. But if we think it through only from its own standpoint, we
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have not really gone beyond Debord. What happens if we think it through on
the level of community?

Piccone: But that was precisely why we attempted to come up with a more
elaborate account of the logic of the spectacle than Debord provides. It is a
process paralleled by the logic of reception and of community that takes place at
a different level. In other words, the logic of the spectacle is not univocal. This is
why the earlier discussion we had concerning Lasch's book, which focuses on
what obtains beneath the spectacle, is so relevant.

Berman: Let's speculate for a moment. Are we to imagine a sort of two-track
model of the social condition, with the spectacle above, the community below,
the spectacle suppressing but also ineffectively attempting to reconstitute
community? Can we not imagine it somehow differently, whereby community
would play an active role vis-a-vis or even against the spectacle? In any case, a
redistribution of power in the social condition, from spectacle to community?
Certainly not an eschatological vision of the collapse of the two tracks, but
rather — unlike in the present, where aspects of Debord's account do indeed
ring true — ascribing to community a hegemonic role vis-d-vis the spectacle,
rather than the other way around.

Piccone: Yes, but that presupposes that communities are able to withstand
the onslaught of the spectacle much more than they have historically. We
know for a fact that there has been a considerable erosion of communities,
even if not even close to the extent that Debord thinks. Communities have re-
sisted, but not as successfully as we would have hoped. There have been ef-
forts to counter the pervasiveness of the spectacle, but these efforts have not
been all that successfull.

Berman: Can we develop a general strategy of reempowering community?

Piccone: That is the point of a new populist politics.

Berman: Is there anything else we have to say about Debord?

Piccone: I think this discussion has gone way past Debord, who seems to
have remained stuck with a bad reading of what the mid-1960s were about.

Berman: Can we predict anything about the reception of the Comments?

Piccone: It will probably be ignored by all but people like us, with a weak-
ness for this kind of marginalia. It has nothing to say to the only possible con-
stituency it may appeal to: Left-liberal academics, whose opportunistic political
agenda has long since become statist, i.e., the articulation of their New Class
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interests. The present multicultural, post-modern strategy is much more use-
ful for their purposes than the sort of paranoid scenarios Debord proposes.

Berman: Are we sure this is not the Manifesto of a new 1968?

Piccone: You have got to be kidding! The Mafia as the paradigm of the new
type of organization? The Comments may be a kind of theoretical obituary for
the various ultra-Left groups that flared up briefly and disastrously during the
1970s, in the same way that, as has been pointed out, The Society of the Spectacle
and 1968 did not prefigure a new era but, rather, concluded an old one.

Berman And it got that wrong.
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