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Critique of Separation
(script)
We don’t know what to say. Sequences
of words are repeated ; gestures are rec-
ognized. Outside us. Of course some
methods are mastered, some results are
verified. Often it’s amusing. But so
many things we wanted have not been
attained, or only partially and not like
we imagined. What communication
have we desired, or experienced, or on-
ly simulated ? What real project has
been lost ?

The cinematic spectacle has its rules, its
reliable methods for producing satisfac-
tory products. But the reality that must
be taken as a point of departure is dis-
satisfaction. The function of the cine-
ma, whether dramatic or documentary,
is to present a false and isolated coher-
ence as a substitute for a communica-
tion and activity that are absent. To de-
mystify documentary cinema it is neces-
sary to dissolve its “subject matter.”

A well-established rule is that any state-
ment in a film that is not illustrated by
images must be repeated or else the
spectators will miss it. That may be
true. But this same type of miscommuni-
cation constantly occurs in everyday en-
counters. Something must be specified
but there’s not enough time, and you
are not sure you have been understood.
Before you have said or done what was
necessary, the other person has already
gone. Across the street. Overseas. Too
late for any rectification.

After all the empty time, all the lost mo-

ments, there remain these endlessly tra-
versed postcard landscapes ; this dis-
tance organized between each and ev-
eryone. Childhood ? Why, it’s right
here — we have never emerged from it.

Our era accumulates powers and
imagines itself as rational. But no one
recognizes these powers as their own.
Nowhere is there any entry to adult-
hood. The only thing that happens is
that this long restlessness sometimes
eventually evolves into a routinized
sleep. Because no one ceases to be kept
under guardianship. The point is not to
recognize that some people live more
or less poorly than others, but that we
all live in ways that are out of our con-
trol.

At the same time, it is a world that has
taught us how things change. Nothing
stays the same. The world changes
more rapidly every day ; and I have no
doubt that those who day after day pro-
duce it against themselves can appropri-
ate it for themselves.

The only adventure, we said, is to con-
test the totality, whose center is this
way of living, where we can test our
strength but never use it. No adventure
is directly created for us. The adven-
tures that are presented to us form part
of the mass of legends transmitted by
the cinema or in other ways ; part of
the whole spectacular sham of history.

Until the environment is collectively
dominated, there will be no real individ-
uals — only specters haunting the ob-
jects anarchically presented to them by
others. In chance situations we meet se-
parated people moving randomly. Their
divergent emotions neutralize each
other and reinforce their solid environ-

ment of boredom. As long as we are un-
able to make our own history, to freely
create situations, our striving toward
unity will give rise to other separations.
The quest for a unified activity leads to
the formation of new specializations.

And only a few encounters were like sig-
nals emanating from a more intense
life, a life that has not really been
found.

What cannot be forgotten reappears in
dreams. At the end of this type of
dream, half asleep, the events are still
for a brief moment taken as real. Then
the reactions they give rise to become
clearer, more distinct, more reasonable
; like on so many mornings the memory
of what you drank the night before.
Then comes the awareness that it’s all
false, that “it was only a dream,” that
the new realities were illusory and you
can’t get back into them. Nothing you
can hold on to. These dreams are flash-
es from the unresolved past, flashes
that illuminate moments previously
lived in confusion and doubt. They pro-
vide a blunt revelation of our unful-
filled needs.

Here we see daylight, and perspectives
that now no longer have any meaning.
The sectors of a city are to some extent
decipherable. But the personal meaning
they have had for us is incommunica-
ble, as is the secrecy of private life in
general, regarding which we possess
nothing but pitiful documents.

Official news is elsewhere. Society
broadcasts to itself its own image of its
own history, a history reduced to a su-
perficial and static pageant of its rulers
— the persons who embody the appar-
ent inevitability of whatever happens.
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The world of the rulers is the world of
the spectacle. The cinema suits them
well. Regardless of its subject matter,
the cinema presents heroes and exem-
plary conduct modeled on the same old
pattern as the rulers.

This dominant equilibrium is brought
back into question each time unknown
people try to live differently. But it was
always far away. We learn of it through
the papers and newscasts. We remain
outside it, relating to it as just another
spectacle. We are separated from it by
our own nonintervention. And end up
being rather disappointed in ourselves.
At what moment was choice postponed
? When did we miss our chance ? We
haven’t found the arms we needed.
We’ve let things slip away.

I have let time slip away. I have lost
what I should have defended.

This general critique of separation obvi-
ously contains, and conceals, some par-
ticular memories. A less recognized
pain, a less explicable feeling of shame.
Just what separation was it ? How
quickly we have lived ! It is to this
point in our haphazard story that we
now return.

Everything involving the sphere of loss
— that is, what I have lost of myself,
the time that has gone ; and disappear-
ance, flight ; and the general evanes-
cence of things, and even what in the
prevalent and therefore most vulgar so-
cial sense of time is called wasted time
— all this finds in that strangely apt old
military term, lost children, its intersec-
tion with the sphere of discovery, of
the exploration of unknown terrains,
and with all the forms of quest, adven-
ture, avant-garde. This is the crossroads
where we have found ourselves and
lost our way.

It must be admitted that none of this is
very clear. It is a completely typical
drunken monologue, with its incompre-
hensible allusions and tiresome deliv-
ery. With its vain phrases that do not
await response and its overbearing ex-
planations. And its silences.

The poverty of means is intended to re-
veal the scandalous poverty of the sub-
ject matter.
The events that occur in our individual
existence as it is now organized, the
events that really concern us and re-

quire our participation, generally merit
nothing more than our indifference as
distant and bored spectators. In con-
trast, the situations presented in artistic
works are often attractive, situations
that would merit our active participa-
tion. This is a paradox to reverse, to put
back on its feet. This is what must be re-
alized in practice. As for this idiotic
spectacle of the filtered and fragmented
past, full of sound and fury, it is not a
question now of transforming or “adapt-
ing” it into another neatly ordered spec-
tacle that would play the game of neat-
ly ordered comprehension and partici-
pation. No. A coherent artistic expres-
sion expresses nothing but the coher-
ence of the past, nothing but passivity.

It is necessary to destroy memory in
art. To undermine the conventions of
its communication. To demoralize its
fans. What a task ! As in a blurry
drunken vision, the memory and lan-
guage of the film fade out simultaneous-
ly. At the extreme, miserable subjectivi-
ty is reversed into a certain sort of ob-
jectivity : a documentation of the condi-
tions of noncommunication.

For example, I don’t talk about her.
False face. False relation. A real person
is separated from the interpreter of that
person, if only by the time passed be-
tween the event and its evocation, by a
distance that continually increases, a
distance that is increasing at this very
moment. Just as a conserved expression
remains separate from those who hear
it abstractly and without any power
over it.

The spectacle as a whole is nothing
other than this era, an era in which a
certain youth has recognized itself. It is
the gap between that image and its
consequences ; the gap between the vi-
sions, tastes, refusals and projects that
previously characterized this youth and
the way it has advanced into ordinary
life.

We have invented nothing. We adapt
ourselves, with a few variations, into
the network of possible itineraries. We
get used to it, it seems.

No one returns from an enterprise with
the ardor they had upon setting out.
Fair companions, adventure is dead.

Who will resist ? It is necessary to go
beyond this partial defeat. Of course.

And how to do it ?

This is a film that interrupts itself and
does not come to an end.

All conclusions remain to be drawn ; ev-
erything has to be recalculated.

The problem continues to be posed —
in continually more complicated terms.
We have to resort to other measures.

Just as there was no profound reason to
begin this formless message, so there is
none for concluding it.

I have scarcely begun to make you un-
derstand that I don’t intend to play the
game.

Réalisation : Guy Debord
Format : 35mm noir et blanc
Durée : 20 minutes
Chef opérateur : André Mrugalski
Montage : Chantal Delattre
Assistant opérateur : Bernard David-
son
Machiniste : Bernard Largemain
Voix pour les commentaires : Caroline
Rittener et Guy Debord

Translation
New translation by Ken Knabb of the
voice-over soundtrack of Guy Debor-
d’s third film, Critique de la sépara-
tion (1961).

The complete script of this film, with
illustrations, detailed descriptions of
the images, and extensive annota-
tions, is included in Debord’s Com-
plete Cinematic Works (AK Press,
2003). For further information, see
Guy Debord’s Films.

Translation copyright 2003 by Ken
Knabb. (This copyright will not be
enforced against personal or noncom-
mercial use.)

Guy-Ernest Debord: Geboren 1931
in Paris, gestorben 1994 bei Belle-
vue-la-Montagne. Radikaler Kaptalis-
muskritiker, Revolutionär, Filme-
macher. Gründungsmitglied, Schlüs-
selperson und — nach dem Aussch-
luss der meisten übrigen — auch
eines der letzten Mitglieder der Situa-
tionistischen Internationale.

Ken Knabb:  Geboren 1945 in
Louisiana. Autor, Übersetzer und
radikaler Theoretiker, Betreiber des
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