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Debord writes: “The spectacle is ideology par excellence,

because it exposes and manifests in its fullness the essence of all

ideological systems: the impoverishment, servitude and negation

of real life”. What does he mean? 



The Society of the Spectacle 

Chapter 2:

The Commodity as Spectacle

“The commodity can be understood in its undistorted essence only when it
becomes the universal category of society as a whole. Only in this context

does the reification produced by commodity relations assume decisive
importance both for the objective evolution of society and for the attitudes

that people adopt toward it, as it subjugates their consciousness to the

forms in which this reification finds expression. ... As labor is increasingly
rationalized and mechanized, this subjugation is reinforced by the fact that

people’s activity becomes less and less active and more and more
contemplative.”

—Lukács, History and Class Consciousness 

35

In the spectacle’s basic practice of incorporating into itself all the fluid aspects of human
activity so as to possess them in a congealed form, and of inverting living values into
purely abstract values, we recognize our old enemy the commodity, which seems at first
glance so trivial and obvious, yet which is actually so complex and full of metaphysical
subtleties.
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The fetishism of the commodity — the domination of society by “intangible as well as
tangible things” — attains its ultimate fulfillment in the spectacle, where the real world is
replaced by a selection of images which are projected above it, yet which at the same
time succeed in making themselves regarded as the epitome of reality.

37

The world at once present and absent that the spectacle holds up to view is the world of
the commodity dominating all living experience. The world of the commodity is thus
shown for what it is, because its development is identical to people’s estrangement from
each other and from everything they produce.

38

The loss of quality that is so evident at every level of spectacular language, from the
objects it glorifies to the behavior it regulates, stems from the basic nature of a
production system that shuns reality. The commodity form reduces everything to
quantitative equivalence. The quantitative is what it develops, and it can develop only
within the quantitative.
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Despite the fact that this development excludes the qualitative, it is itself subject to
qualitative change. The spectacle reflects the fact that this development has crossed the
threshold of its own abundance. Although this qualitative change has as yet taken place
only partially in a few local areas, it is already implicit at the universal level that was the
commodity’s original standard — a standard that the commodity has lived up to by
turning the whole planet into a single world market.
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The development of productive forces is the unconscious history that has actually created
and altered the living conditions of human groups — the conditions enabling them to
survive and the expansion of those conditions. It has been the economic basis of all
human undertakings. Within natural economies, the emergence of a commodity sector
represented a surplus survival. Commodity production, which implies the exchange of
varied products between independent producers, tended for a long time to retain its
small-scale craft aspects, relegated as it was to a marginal economic role where its
quantitative reality was still hidden. But whenever it encountered the social conditions of
large-scale commerce and capital accumulation, it took total control of the economy. The
entire economy then became what the commodity had already shown itself to be in the
course of this conquest: a process of quantitative development. This constant expansion
of economic power in the form of commodities transformed human labor itself into a
commodity, into wage labor, and ultimately produced a level of abundance sufficient to
solve the initial problem of survival — but only in such a way that the same problem is
continually being regenerated at a higher level. Economic growth has liberated societies
from the natural pressures that forced them into an immediate struggle for survival; but
they have not yet been liberated from their liberator. The commodity’s independence has
spread to the entire economy it now dominates. This economy has transformed the
world, but it has merely transformed it into a world dominated by the economy. The
pseudonature within which human labor has become alienated demands that such labor
remain forever in its service; and since this demand is formulated by and answerable
only to itself, it in fact ends up channeling all socially permitted projects and endeavors
into its own reinforcement. The abundance of commodities — that is, the abundance of
commodity relations — amounts to nothing more than an augmented survival.
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As long as the economy’s role as material basis of social life was neither noticed nor
understood (remaining unknown precisely because it was so familiar), the commodity’s
dominion over the economy was exerted in a covert manner. In societies where actual
commodities were few and far between, money was the apparent master, serving as
plenipotentiary representative of the greater power that remained unknown. With the
Industrial Revolution’s manufactural division of labor and mass production for a global
market, the commodity finally became fully visible as a power that was colonizing all
social life. It was at that point that political economy established itself as the dominant
science, and as the science of domination.



42

The spectacle is the stage at which the commodity has succeeded in totally colonizing
social life. Commodification is not only visible, we no longer see anything else; the world
we see is the world of the commodity. Modern economic production extends its
dictatorship both extensively and intensively. In the less industrialized regions, its reign
is already manifested by the presence of a few star commodities and by the imperialist
domination imposed by the more industrially advanced regions. In the latter, social space
is blanketed with ever-new layers of commodities. With the “second industrial
revolution,” alienated consumption has become just as much a duty for the masses as
alienated production. The society’s entire sold labor has become a total commodity
whose constant turnover must be maintained at all cost. To accomplish this, this total
commodity has to be returned in fragmented form to fragmented individuals who are
completely cut off from the overall operation of the productive forces. To this end the
specialized science of domination is broken down into further specialties such as
sociology, applied psychology, cybernetics, and semiology, which oversee the self-
regulation of every phase of the process.
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Whereas during the primitive stage of capitalist accumulation “political economy
considers the proletarian only as a worker,” who only needs to be allotted the
indispensable minimum for maintaining his labor power, and never considers him “in his
leisure and humanity,” this ruling-class perspective is revised as soon as commodity
abundance reaches a level that requires an additional collaboration from him. Once his
workday is over, the worker is suddenly redeemed from the total contempt toward him
that is so clearly implied by every aspect of the organization and surveillance of
production, and finds himself seemingly treated like a grownup, with a great show of
politeness, in his new role as a consumer. At this point the humanism of the commodity
takes charge of the worker’s “leisure and humanity” simply because political economy
now can and must dominate those spheres as political economy. The “perfected denial of
man” has thus taken charge of all human existence.
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The spectacle is a permanent opium war designed to force people to equate goods with
commodities and to equate satisfaction with a survival that expands according to its own
laws. Consumable survival must constantly expand because it never ceases to include
privation. If augmented survival never comes to a resolution, if there is no point where it
might stop expanding, this is because it is itself stuck in the realm of privation. It may
gild poverty, but it cannot transcend it.

45

Automation, which is both the most advanced sector of modern industry and the epitome
of its practice, obliges the commodity system to resolve the following contradiction: The
technological developments that objectively tend to eliminate work must at the same
time preserve labor as a commodity, because labor is the only creator of commodities.
The only way to prevent automation (or any other less extreme method of increasing
labor productivity) from reducing society’s total necessary labor time is to create new
jobs. To this end the reserve army of the unemployed is enlisted into the tertiary or



“service” sector, reinforcing the troops responsible for distributing and glorifying the
latest commodities; and in this it is serving a real need, in the sense that increasingly
extensive campaigns are necessary to convince people to buy increasingly unnecessary
commodities.
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Exchange value could arise only as a representative of use value, but the victory it
eventually won with its own weapons created the conditions for its own autonomous
power. By mobilizing all human use value and monopolizing its fulfillment, exchange
value ultimately succeeded in controlling use. Usefulness has come to be seen purely in
terms of exchange value, and is now completely at its mercy. Starting out like a
condottiere in the service of use value, exchange value has ended up waging the war for
its own sake.

47

The constant decline of use value that has always characterized the capitalist economy
has given rise to a new form of poverty within the realm of augmented survival —
alongside the old poverty which still persists, since the vast majority of people are still
forced to take part as wage workers in the unending pursuit of the system’s ends and
each of them knows that he must submit or die. The reality of this blackmail — the fact
that even in its most impoverished forms (food, shelter) use value now has no existence
outside the illusory riches of augmented survival — accounts for the general acceptance
of the illusions of modern commodity consumption. The real consumer has become a
consumer of illusions. The commodity is this materialized illusion, and the spectacle is its
general expression.
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Use value was formerly understood as an implicit aspect of exchange value. Now,
however, within the upside-down world of the spectacle, it must be explicitly proclaimed,
both because its actual reality has been eroded by the overdeveloped commodity
economy and because it serves as a necessary pseudo-justification for a counterfeit life.
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The spectacle is the flip side of money. It, too, is an abstract general equivalent of all
commodities. But whereas money has dominated society as the representation of
universal equivalence — the exchangeability of different goods whose uses remain
uncomparable — the spectacle is the modern complement of money: a representation of
the commodity world as a whole which serves as a general equivalent for what the entire
society can be and can do. The spectacle is money one can only look at, because in it all
use has already been exchanged for the totality of abstract representation. The spectacle
is not just a servant of pseudo-use, it is already in itself a pseudo-use of life.
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With the achievement of economic abundance, the concentrated result of social labor
becomes visible, subjecting all reality to the appearances that are now that labor’s
primary product. Capital is no longer the invisible center governing the production



process; as it accumulates, it spreads to the ends of the earth in the form of tangible
objects. The entire expanse of society is its portrait.

51

The economy’s triumph as an independent power at the same time spells its own doom,
because the forces it has unleashed have eliminated the economic necessity that was the
unchanging basis of earlier societies. Replacing that necessity with a necessity for
boundless economic development can only mean replacing the satisfaction of primary
human needs (now scarcely met) with an incessant fabrication of pseudoneeds, all of
which ultimately come down to the single pseudoneed of maintaining the reign of the
autonomous economy. But that economy loses all connection with authentic needs
insofar as it emerges from the social unconscious that unknowingly depended on it.
“Whatever is conscious wears out. What is unconscious remains unalterable. But once it
is freed, it too falls to ruin” (Freud).

52

Once society discovers that it depends on the economy, the economy in fact depends on
the society. When the subterranean power of the economy grew to the point of visible
domination, it lost its power. The economic Id must be replaced by the I. This subject can
only arise out of society, that is, out of the struggle within society. Its existence depends
on the outcome of the class struggle that is both product and producer of the economic
foundation of history.

53

Consciousness of desire and desire for consciousness are the same project, the project
that in its negative form seeks the abolition of classes and thus the workers’ direct
possession of every aspect of their activity. The opposite of this project is the society of
the spectacle, where the commodity contemplates itself in a world of its own making.

Chapter 2 of Guy Debord’s The Society of the Spectacle (Paris, 1967). Translated by Ken Knabb. 

This translation is not copyrighted. 



























Ways of Seeing
by John Berger

Essay 7

In the cities in which we live, all of us see hundreds of publicity images every day of our lives.

No other kind of image confronts us so frequently. In no other form of society in history has

there been such a concentration of images, such a density of visual messages. 

One may remember or forget these messages but briefly one takes them in, and for a

moment they stimulate the imagination by way of either memory or expectation. The

publicity image belongs to the moment. We see it as we turn a page, as we turn a corner, as

a vehicle passes us. Or we see it on a television screen while waiting for the commercial

break to end. Publicity images also belong to the moment in the sense that they must be

continually renewed and made up-to-date. Yet they never speak of the present. Often they

refer to the past and always they speak of the future. 

We are now so accustomed to being addressed by these images that we scarcely notice

their total impact. A person may notice a particular image or piece of information because it

corresponds to some particular interest he has. But we accept the total system of publicity

images as we accept an element of climate. For example, the fact that these images belong

to the moment but speak of the future produces a strange effect which has become so

familiar that we scarcely notice it. Usually it is we who pass the image - walking, traveling,

turning a page; on the TV screen it is somewhat different but even then we are theoretically

the active agent - we can look away, turn down the sound, make some coffee. Yet despite

this, one has the impression that publicity images are continually passing us, like express

trains on their way to some distant terminus. We are static; they are dynamic - until the

newspaper is thrown away, the television program continues or the poster is posted over. 

Publicity is usually explained and justified as a competitive medium which ultimately benefits

the public (the consumer) and the most efficient manufacturers - and thus the national

economy. It is closely related to certain ideas about freedom: freedom of choice for the

purchaser: freedom of enterprise for the manufacturer. The great hoardings and the publicity

neons of the cities of capitalism are the immediate visible sign of "The Free World." For

many in Eastern Europe such images in the West sum up what they in the East lack.

Publicity, it is thought, offers a free choice. 

It is true that in publicity one brand of manufacture, one firm, competes with another; but it

is also true that every publicity image confirms and enhances every other. Publicity is not

merely an assembly of competing messages: it is a language in itself which is always being

used to make the same general proposal. Within publicity, choices are offered between this

cream and that cream, that car and this car, but publicity as a system only makes a single

proposal. 

It proposes to each of us that we transform ourselves, or our lives, by buying something

more. This more, it proposes, will make us in some way richer - even though we will be

poorer by having spent our money. 



Publicity persuades us of such a transformation by showing us people who have apparently

been transformed and are, as a result, enviable. The state of being envied is what

constitutes glamour. And publicity is the process of manufacturing glamour. 

It is important here not to confuse publicity with the pleasure or benefits to be enjoyed from

the things it advertises. Publicity is effective precisely because it feeds upon the real.

Clothes, food, cars, cosmetics, baths, sunshine are real things to be enjoyed in themselves.

Publicity begins by working on a natural appetite for pleasure. But it cannot offer the real

object of pleasure and there is no convincing substitute for a pleasure in that pleasure's own

terms. The more convincingly publicity conveys the pleasure of bathing in a warm, distant

sea, the more the spectator-buyer will become aware that he is hundreds of miles away from

that sea and the more remote the chance of bathing in it will seem to him. This is why

publicity can never really afford to be about the product or opportunity it is proposing to the

buyer who is not yet enjoying it. Publicity is never a celebration of a pleasure-in-itself.

Publicity is always about the future buyer. It offers him an image of himself made glamorous

by the product or opportunity it is trying to sell. The image then makes him envious of

himself as he might be. Yet what makes this self-which-he-might-be enviable? The envy of

other. Publicity is about social relations, not objects. Its promise is not of pleasure, but of

happiness: happiness as judged from the outside by others. The happiness of being envied is

glamour. 

Being envied is a solitary form of reassurance. It depends precisely upon not sharing your

experience with those who envy you. You are observed with interest but you do not observe

with interest - if you do, you will become less enviable. In this respect the envied are like

bureaucrats; the more impersonal they are, the greater the illusion (for themselves and for

others) of their power. The power of the glamorous resides in their supposed happiness: the

power of the bureaucrat in his supposed authority. It is this which explains the absent,

unfocused look of so many glamour images. They look out over the looks of envy which

sustain them. 

The spectator-buyer is meant to envy herself as she will become if she buys the product.

She is meant to imagine herself transformed by the product into an object of envy for

others, an envy which will then justify her loving herself. One could put this another way: the

publicity image steals her love of herself as she is, and offers it back to her for the price of

the product. 

Does the language if publicity have anything in common with that of oil painting which, until

the invention of the camera, dominated the European way of seeing during four centuries?

It is one of those questions which simply needs to be asked for the answer to become clear.

There is a direct continuity.  Only interests of cultural prestige have obscured it. At the same

time, despite the continuity, there is a profound difference which is no less important to

examine.

There are many references in publicity to works of art from the past.  Sometime a whole

image is a frank pastiche of a well-known painting.

Publicity images often use sculptures or paintings to lend allure or authority to their own

message. Framed oil paintings often hang in shop windows as part of their display.

Any work of art 'quoted' by publicity serves two purposes. Art is a sign of affluence; it



belongs to the good life; it is part of the furnishing which the world give to the rich and the

beautiful.

But a work of art also suggests a cultural authority, a form of dignity, even of wisdom, which

is superior to any vulgar material interest;an oil painting belongs to the cultural heritage; it is

a reminder of what it means to be a cultivated European. And so the quoted work of art (and

this is why it is so useful to publicity) says two almost contradictory things at the same

time: it denotes wealth and spirituality: it implies that the purchase being proposed is both a

luxury and a cultural value. Publicity has in fact understood the tradition of the oil painting

more thoroughly than most art historians. It has grasped the implications of the relationship

between the work of art and its spectator-owner and with these it tries to persuade and

flatter the spectator-buyer.

The continuity, however, between oil painting and publicity goes far deeper that the

'quoting' of specific paintings. Publicity relies to a very large extent on the language of oil

painting. It speaks in the same voice about the same things. Sometimes the visual

correspondences are so close that it is possible to play a game of 'Snap!' - putting almost

identical images or details of images side by side. It is not, however, just at the level of exact

pictorial correspondence that the continuity is important: it is at the level of the set of signs.

Compare the images of publicity and paintings in this book, or take a picture magazine, or

walk down a smart shopping street looking at the window displays, and then turn over the

pages of an illustrated museum catalogue, and notice how similarly messages are conveyed

by the two media. A systemic study needs to be made of this. Here we can do no more than

indicate a few areas where the similarity of the devices and aims are particularly striking.

The gestures of models (mannequins) and mythological figures.

The romantic use of nature (leaves, trees, water) to create a place where innocence 

can be refound.

The exotic and nostalgic attraction of the Mediterranean.

The poses taken up to denote stereotypes of women: serene mother (madonna), 

free-wheeling secretary (actress, king's mistress), perfect hostess (spectator-owner's

wife), sex-object (Venus, nymph surprised), etc.

The special sexual emphasis given to women's legs.

The materials particularly used to indicate luxury: engraved metal, furs, polished 

leather, etc.

The gestures and embrace of lovers, arranged frontally for the benefit of the 

spectator.

The sea, offering a new life.

The physical stance of men conveying wealth and virility.

The treatment of distance by perspective – offering mystery.

The equation of drinking and success.



The man as knight (horseman) become motorist.

Why does publicity depend so heavily upon the visual language of oil painting?

Publicity is the culture of the consumer society. It propagates through images that society's

belief in itself. There are several reasons why these images use the language of oil painting. 

Oil painting, before it was anything else, was a celebration of private property. As an art-

form it derived from the principle that you are what you have. It is a mistake to think of

publicity supplanting the visual art of post-Renaissance Europe; it is the last moribund form

of that art. 

Publicity is, in essence, nostalgic. It has to sell the past to the future. It cannot itself supply

the standards of its own claims. And so all its references to quality are bound to be

retrospective and traditional. It would lack both confidence and credibility if it used a strictly

contemporary language. 

Publicity needs to turn to its own advantage the traditional education of the average

spectator-buyer. What he has learnt at school of history, mythology, poetry can be used in

the manufacturing of glamour. Cigars can be sold in the name of a King, underwear in

connection with the Sphinx, a new car by reference to the status of a country house. In the

language of oil painting these vague historical or poetic references are always present. The

fact that they are imprecise and ultimately meaningless is an advantage: they should not be

understandable, they should merely be reminiscent of cultural lessons half-learnt. Publicity

makes all history mythical, but to do so effectively it needs a visual language with historical

dimensions. 

Lastly, a technical development made it easy to translate the language of oil painting into

publicity cliches. This was the invention, about fifteen years ago, of cheap color

photography. Such photography can reproduce the color and texture and tangibility of

objects as only oil paint had been able to do before. Color photography is to the spectator-

buyer what oil paint was to the spectator-owner. Both media use similar, highly tactile means

to play upon the spectator's sense of acquiring the real thing which the image shows. In

both cases his feeling that he can almost touch what is in the image reminds him how he

might or does possess the real thing. 

Yet, despite this continuity of language, the function of publicity is very different from that

of the oil painting. The spectator-buyer stands in a very different relation to the world from

the spectator-owner. 

The oil painting showed what its owner was already enjoying among his possessions and his

way of life. It consolidated his own sense of his own value. It enhanced his view of himself as

he already was. It began with facts, the facts of his life. The paintings embellished the

interior in which he actually lived. 

The purpose of publicity is to make the spectator marginally dissatisfied with his present way

of life. Not with the way of life of society, but with his own within it. It suggests that if he

buys what it is offering, his life will become better. It offers him an improved alternative to

what he is. 



The oil painting was addressed to those who made money out of the market. Publicity is

addressed to those who constitute the market, to the spectator-buyer who is also the

consumer-producer from whom profits are made twice over - as worker and then as buyer.

The only places relatively free of publicity are the quarters of the very rich; their money is

theirs to keep. 

All publicity works upon anxiety. The sum of everything is money, to get money is to

overcome anxiety. Alternatively the anxiety on which publicity plays is the fear that having

nothing you will be nothing. Money is life. Not in the sense that without money you starve.

Not in the sense that capital gives one class power over the entire lives of another class. But

in the sense that money is the token of, and the key to, every human capacity. The power

to spend money is the power to live. According to the legends of publicity, those who lack

the power to spend money become literally faceless. Those who have the power become

lovable. 

Publicity increasingly uses sexuality to sell any product or service. But this sexuality is never

free in itself; it is a symbol of something presumed to be larger than it: the good life in which

you can buy whatever you want. To be able to buy is the same thing as being sexually

desirable; occasionally this is the explicit message of publicity, usually it is the implicit

message, i.e. if you are able to buy this product you will be lovable. If you cannot buy it, you

will be less lovable. 

For publicity the present is by definition insufficient. The oil painting was thought of as a

permanent record. One of the pleasures a painting gave to its owner was the thought that it

would convey the image of his present to the future of his descendants. Thus the oil painting

was naturally painted in the present tense. The painter painted what was before him, either

in reality or in imagination. The publicity image which is ephemeral uses only the future

tense. With this you WILL become desirable. In these surroundings all your relationships WILL

become happy and radiant. 

Publicity principally addressed to the working class tends to promise a personal

transformation through the function of the particular product it is selling (Cinderella); middle-

class publicity promises a transformation of relationships through a general atmosphere

created by an ensemble of products (The Enchanted Palace). 

Publicity speaks in the future tense and yet the achievement of this future is endlessly

deferred. How then does publicity remain credible - or credible enough to exert the influence

it does? It remains credible because the truthfulness of publicity is judged, not by the real

fulfillment of its promises, but by the relevance of its fantasies to those of the spectator-

buyer. Its essential application is not to reality but to day-dreams. 

To understand this better we must go back to the notion of glamour. Glamour is a modern

invention. In the heyday of the oil painting it did not exist. Ideas of grace, elegance, authority

amounted to something apparently similar but fundamentally different. Mrs. Siddons as seen

by Gainsborough is not glamorous, because she is not presented as enviable and therefore

happy. She may be seen as wealthy, beautiful, talented, lucky. But her qualities are her own

and have been recognized as such. What she is does not entirely depend upon others' envy -

which is how, for example, Andy Warhol presents Marilyn Monroe. 

Glamour cannot exist without personal social envy being a common and widespread emotion.



The industrial society which has moved towards democracy and then stopped half way is the

ideal society for generating such an emotion. The pursuit of individual happiness has been

acknowledged as a universal right. Yet the existing social conditions make the individual feel

powerless. He lives in the contradiction between what he is and what he would like to be.

Either he then becomes fully conscious of the contradiction and its causes, and so joins the

political struggle for a full democracy which entails, amongst other thing, the overthrow of

capitalism; or else he lives, continually subject to an envy which, compounded with his sense

of powerlessness, dissolves into recurrent day-dreams. 

It is this which makes it possible to understand why publicity remains credible. The gap

between what publicity actually offers and the future it promises, corresponds with the gap

between what the spectator-buyer feels himself to be and what he would like to be. The two

gaps become one; and instead of the single gap being bridged by action or lived experience,

it is filled with glamorous day-dreams. The process is often reinforced by working conditions.

The interminable present of mean- ingless working hours is "balanced" by a dreamt future in

which imaginary activity replaces the passivity of the moment. In his or her day-dreams the

passive worker becomes the active consumer. The working self envies the consuming self. 

No two dreams are the same. Some are instantaneous, others prolonged, The dream is

always personal to the dreamer. Publicity does not manufacture the dream. All that it does is

to propose to each one of us that we are not yet enviable - yet could be. 

Publicity has another important social function. The fact that this function has not been

planned as a purpose by those who make and use publicity in no way lessens its significance.

Publicity turns consumption into a substitute for democracy. The choice of what one eats

(or wears or drives) takes the place of significant political choice. Publicity helps to mask and

compensate for all that is undemocratic within society. And it also masks what is happening

in the rest of the world. Publicity adds up to a kind of philosophical system. It explains

everything in its own terms. It interprets the world. 

The entire world becomes a setting for the fulfillment of publicity's promise of the good life.

The world smiles at us. It offers itself to us. And because everywhere is imagined as offering

itself to us, everywhere is more or less the same. 

According to publicity, to be sophisticated is to live beyond conflict. Publicity can translate

even revolution into its own terms.

The contrast between publicity's interpretation of the world and the world's actual condition

is a very stark one, and this sometimes becomes evident in the color magazines which deal

with news stories. Overleaf is the contents page of such a magazine. The shock of such

contrasts is considerable: not only because of the coexistence of the two worlds shown, but

also because of the cynicism of the culture which shows them one above the other. It can be

argues that the juxtaposition of images was not planned. Nevertheless the text, the

photographs taken in Pakistan, the photographs taken for the advertisements, the editing of

the magazine, the layout of the publicity, the printing of both, the fact that advertiser's

pages and news pages cannot be co-ordinated - all these are produced by the same culture. 

It is not, however, the moral shock of the contrast which needs emphasizing. Advertisers

themselves can take account of the shock. The Advertisers Weekly (3 March 1972) reports

that some publicity firms, now aware of the commercial danger of such unfortunate



juxtapositions in new magazines, are deciding to use less brash, more somber images, often

in black and white rather than color. What we need to realize is what such contrasts reveal

about the nature of publicity. 

Publicity is essentially eventless. It extends just as far as nothing else is happening. For

publicity all real events are exceptional and happen only to strangers. In the BanglaDesh

photographs, the events were tragic and distant. But the contrast would have been no less

stark if they had been events near at hand in Derry or Birmingham. Nor is the contrast

necessarily dependent upon the events being tragic. If they are tragic, their tragedy alerts

our moral sense to the contrast. Yet if the events were joyous and if they were

photographed in a direct and unstereotyped way the contrast would be just as great. 

Publicity, situated in a future continually deferred, excludes the present and so eliminates all

becoming, all development. Experience is impossible within it. All that happens, happens

outside it. The fact that publicity is eventless would be immediately obvious if it did not use

a language which makes of tangibility an event in itself. Everything publicity shows is there

awaiting acquisition. The act of acquiring has taken the place of all other actions, the sense

of having has obliterated all other senses. 

Publicity exerts an enormous influence and is a political phenomenon of great importance.

But its offer is as narrow as its references are wide. It recognizes nothing except the power

to acquire. All other human faculties or needs are made subsidiary to this power. All hopes

are gathered together, made homogeneous, simplified, so that they become the intense yet

vague, magical yet repeatable promise offered in every purchase. No other kind of hope or

satisfaction or pleasure can any longer be envisaged within the culture of capitalism. 

Publicity is the life of this culture - in so far as without publicity capitalism could not survive -

and at the same time publicity is its dream. 

Capitalism survives by forcing the majority, whom it exploits, to define their own interests as

narrowly as possible. This was once achieved by extensive deprivation. Today in the

developed countries it is being achieved by imposing a false standard of what is and what is

not desirable. 



Society of the Spectacle by Guy Debord

Chapter 9: Ideology Materialized

“Self-consciousness exists in itself and for itself only insofar as it exists in and for

another self-consciousness; that is, it exists only by being recognized and

acknowledged.”

Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit
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Ideology is the intellectual basis of class societies within the conflictual course of history.

Ideological expressions have never been pure fictions; they represent a distorted consciousness

of realities, and as such they have been real factors that have in turn produced real distorting

effects. This interconnection is intensified with the advent of the spectacle — the materialization

of ideology brought about by the concrete success of an autonomized system of economic

production — which virtually identifies social reality with an ideology that has remolded all

reality in its own image.
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Once ideology — the abstract will to universality and the illusion associated with that will — is

legitimized by the universal abstraction and the effective dictatorship of illusion that prevail in

modern society, it is no longer a voluntaristic struggle of the fragmentary, but its triumph.

Ideological pretensions take on a sort of flat, positivistic precision: they no longer represent

historical choices, they are assertions of undeniable facts. The particular names of ideologies

thus tend to disappear. The specifically ideological forms of system-supporting labor are reduced

to an “epistemological base” that is itself presumed to be beyond ideology. Materialized ideology

has no name, just as it has no formulatable historical agenda. Which is another way of saying

that the history of different ideologies is over.
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Ideology, whose whole internal logic led toward what Mannheim calls “total ideology” — the

despotism of a fragment imposing itself as pseudoknowledge of a frozen totality, as a totalitarian

worldview — has reached its culmination in the immobilized spectacle of nonhistory. Its

culmination is also its dissolution into society as a whole. When that society itself is concretely

dissolved, ideology — the final irrationality standing in the way of historical life — must also

disappear.
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The spectacle is the acme of ideology because it fully exposes and manifests the essence of all

ideological systems: the impoverishment, enslavement and negation of real life. The spectacle is

the material “expression of the separation and estrangement between man and man.” The “new

power of deception” concentrated in it is based on the production system in which “as the mass

of objects increases, so do the alien powers to which man is subjected.” This is the supreme stage

of an expansion that has turned need against life. “The need for money is thus the real need



created by the modern economic system, and the only need it creates” (Economic and

Philosophical Manuscripts). Hegel’s characterization of money as “the self-moving life of what

is dead” (Jenenser Realphilosophie) has now been extended by the spectacle to all social life.
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In contrast to the project outlined in the “Theses on Feuerbach” (the realization of philosophy in

a praxis transcending the opposition between idealism and materialism), the spectacle preserves

the ideological features of both materialism and idealism, imposing them in the

pseudoconcreteness of its universe. The contemplative aspect of the old materialism, which

conceives the world as representation and not as activity — and which ultimately idealizes

matter — is fulfilled in the spectacle, where concrete things are automatic masters of social life.

Conversely, the dreamed activity of idealism is also fulfilled in the spectacle, through the

technical mediation of signs and signals — which ultimately materialize an abstract ideal.
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The parallel between ideology and schizophrenia demonstrated in Gabel’s False Consciousness

should be considered in the context of this economic materialization of ideology. Society has

become what ideology already was. The repression of practice and the antidialectical false

consciousness that results from that repression are imposed at every moment of everyday life

subjected to the spectacle — a subjection that systematically destroys the “faculty of encounter”

and replaces it with a social hallucination: a false consciousness of encounter, an “illusion of

encounter.” In a society where no one can any longer be recognized by others, each individual

becomes incapable of recognizing his own reality. Ideology is at home; separation has built its

own world.
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“In clinical descriptions of schizophrenia,” says Gabel, “the disintegration of the dialectic of

totality (with dissociation as its extreme form) and the disintegration of the dialectic of becoming

(with catatonia as its extreme form) seem closely interrelated.” Imprisoned in a flattened

universe bounded by the screen of the spectacle that has enthralled him, the spectator knows no

one but the fictitious speakers who subject him to a one-way monologue about their commodities

and the politics of their commodities. The spectacle as a whole serves as his looking glass. What

he sees there are dramatizations of illusory escapes from a universal autism.
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The spectacle obliterates the boundaries between self and world by crushing the self besieged by

the presence-absence of the world. It also obliterates the boundaries between true and false by

repressing all directly lived truth beneath the real presence of the falsehood maintained by the

organization of appearances. Individuals who passively accept their subjection to an alien

everyday reality are thus driven toward a madness that reacts to this fate by resorting to illusory

magical techniques. The essence of this pseudoresponse to an unanswerable communication is

the acceptance and consumption of commodities. The consumer’s compulsion to imitate is a

truly infantile need, conditioned by all the aspects of his fundamental dispossession. As Gabel

puts it in describing a quite different level of pathology, “the abnormal need for representation

compensates for an agonizing feeling of being at the margin of existence.”
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In contrast to the logic of false consciousness, which cannot truly know itself, the search for

critical truth about the spectacle must also be a true critique. It must struggle in practice among

the irreconcilable enemies of the spectacle, and admit that it is nothing without them. By rushing

into sordid reformist compromises or pseudorevolutionary collective actions, those driven by an

abstract desire for immediate effectiveness are in reality obeying the ruling laws of thought,

adopting a perspective that can see nothing but the latest news. In this way delirium reappears in

the camp that claims to be opposing it. A critique seeking to go beyond the spectacle must know

how to wait.
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The self-emancipation of our time is an emancipation from the material bases of inverted truth.

This “historic mission of establishing truth in the world” can be carried out neither by the

isolated individual nor by atomized and manipulated masses, but only and always by the class

that is able to dissolve all classes by reducing all power to the de-alienating form of realized

democracy — to councils in which practical theory verifies itself and surveys its own actions.

This is possible only when individuals are “directly linked to universal history” and dialogue

arms itself to impose its own conditions.


