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BITTERVICTORY: 

The Art and Politics 

ofthe 

Situationist International 

Peter Wollen 

De Sade liberated from the Bastille in 1789, Baudelaire 
on the barricades in 1848, Courbet tearing down the 
Vendome Column in 1870-French political history 
is distinguished by a series ofglorious and legendary 
moments that serve to celebrate the convergence of 
popular revolution with art in revolt. In the twentieth 
century avant-garde artistic movements took up the ban
ner ofrevolution consciously and enduringly. The politi
cal career ofAndre Breton and the surrealists began with 
their manifestos against the Moroccan war (the Riffwar) 
in 1925 and persisted through to the "Manifesto ofthe 
121," which Breton signed in 1960 six years before his 
death, denouncing the Algerian war and justifying 
resistance. In May 1968 the same emblematic role was 
enacted once again by the militants ofthe Situationist 
International (SI). 

The SI was founded in 1957 at Cosio d~roscia in north
ern Italy (fig. 3.1 and 3.2), principally out ofthe union of 
two prior avant-garde groups, the International Move
ment for an Imaginist Bauhaus (MIBI, consisting of 
Asger Jorn, Giuseppe Pinot-Gallizio, and others) and the 
Lettrist International (LI, led by Guy Debord ).1 MIBI 
itself originated from splits In the postwar COBRA group 
2fartists, whlchJorn had helped found, and the SI was 
soon joined by another key COBRA artist, Constant. The 
ancestry ofboth COBRA and Lettrism can be traced back 
to the international surrealist movement, whose breakup 
after the war led to a proliferation ofnew splinter groups 
and an accompanying surge of new experimentation and 
position taking.2 The SI brought together again many of 
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3.1 

~UY De~ord and Piero Simondo at COSiodi\rrosCIa. Italy 

3.2 
Cosio d'Arroscia. Italy 



the dispersed threads that signalled the decay and even
tual decomposition of surrealism. In many ways, its 
project was that of relaunching surrealism on a new 
foundation, stripped ofsome of its elements ( emphasis 
on the unconscious, quasi-mystical and occultist think
ing, cult of irrationalism) and enhanced by others, 
within the framework ofcultural revolution. 

In its first phase (1957-1962) the SI developed a 
~number ofideas that had originated in the LI. ofwhich 
the most significant were those ofurbanisme unitaire 
("unitary urbanism," integrated City-creation), psycho
geography, playas free and creative activi ,derive 

, and d~tournement "diversion" semantic 
s e SI expounded its position in its journal, 
Internationale situationniste, brought out books, and 
embarked on a number ofartistic activities. Artists were 
to break down the divisions between individual art 
forms and to create Situations, constructed encounters 
and creatively lived moments in specific urban settings, 
instances ofa critically transformed everyday life. They 
were to produce settings for situations and experimental 
models ofpossible modes oftransformation ofthe city, 
as well as to agitate and polemicize against the sterility 
and oppression of the actual environment and ruling 
economic and political system:' 

During this period a number ofprominent painters and 
artists from many European countries joined the group, 
and became involved in the activities and publications 
of the SI. With members from Algeria, Belgium, England, 
France, Germany, Holland, Italy, and Sweden, the SI be
came a genuinely international movement, held together 
organizationally by annual conferences (1957--Cosio 

d~roscia, Italy; 1958-Paris, France; 1959-Munich, 
Germany; 1960-London, England; 1961-Goteborg, 
Sweden; 1962-Antwerp, Belgium) and by the journal, 
which was published once or twice a year in Paris by an 
editorial committee that changed over time and repre
sented the different national sections. 5 

From the point ofview ofart, 1959 was an especially 
productive (or should one say, dialectically destructive?) 
year. Three artists held major exhibitions of their work. 
AsgerJorn showed his Modijications (peintures de
tournees, altered paintings) (fig. 3.3) at the Rive Gauche 
gallery in Paris.6 These were over-paintings byJorn on 
secondhand canvases by unknown painters, which he 
bought in flea markets or the like, transforming them 
by this double inscription. The same year Pinot-Gallizio 
held a show ofhis Caverna de/l'antimateria (Cavern 
ofanti-matter) at the Galerie Rene Drouin.7 This was the 
culmination ofhis experiments withpittura tndustrlale 
(fig. 3.4)-rollsofcanvas up to 145 meters in length, 
produced mainly by hand, but also with the aid ofpaint
ing machines and spray guns with special resins devised 
by Pinot-Gallizio himself (he had been a chemist before 
he became a painter, linking the two activities under 
Jorn's encouragement). The work was draped all around 
the gallery and Pinot-Gallizio also sold work by the 
meter by chopping lengths off the roll. His painting of 
this period was both a "diverted" parody ofautomation 
(which the SI viewed with hostile concern) and a proto
type ofvast rolls of"urbanist" painting that could engulf 
whole cities. Later in 1959 Constant exhibited a number 
ofhis i1ots-maquettes (model precincts) (fig. 3.5) at the 
Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam.8 These were part of 
his ongoingNew Babylon project, inspired by unitary 
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3.3 
Asger Jorn 
Conte du nord, 1959 
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3.4 
Giuseppe Pinot-Gallizio 
Cavema delJ'antimateria 
(Cavern of Anti-Matter), 1959 



3.5 
Constant 
Ambiance de jeu 
(Environment for Play), 1956 

urbanism-the design ofan experimental utopian city 
with changing zones for free play, whose nomadic in
habitants could collectively choose their own climate, 
sensory environment, organization ofspace, and so on. 

During this period, however, a series of internal disagree
ments arose inside the organization that finally culmi
nated in a number ofexpulsions and a split in 1962, 
when a rival Second Situationist International was set 
up byJorgen Nash (Asger Jorn's younger brother) and 
joined by others from the Dutch, German, and Scandina
vian sections. In broad terms, this can be characterized 
as a split between artists and political theorists (or revo
lutionaries). The main issue at stake was the insistence of 
the theoretical group based around Debord in Paris that 
art could not be recognized as a separate activity with its 
own legitimate specificity, but must be dissolved into a 
unitary revolutionary praxis.9 After the split the SI was 
reformed and centralized around a main office in Paris. 
Up to 1%7, the journal continued to appear annually, 
but only one more conference was held (1966, in Paris). 

During the first, art-oriented phase of the SI, Debord 
worked withJorn on collective art books and also made 
two films, Sur Iepassage de quelques personnes atra
vers une assez courte unitede temps ( 1959) and Critique 
de la separation (1961 ):0 Debord's future orientation 
can already be clearly seen in the second of these films, 
which makes a distinct break from the assumptions of 
the first. Debord had been auditing a university class 
taught by the Marxist philosopher Henri Lefebvre; sub
sequently he began to collaborate with the revolution
ary Socialisme ou barbarte group and issued a joint 
manifesto in 1960 with its leading theorist, Cornelius 
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Castorladis. Fairly rapidly, his political and theoretical 
positions clarified and sharpened to the point where 
a spli t was inevitable. 

After 1962 Debord assumed an increasingly central role 
in the SI, surrounded by a new generation ofmilitants 
who were not professional artists. The earlier artistic 
goals and projects either fell away or were transposed 
into an overtly political (and reVOlutionary) register 
within a unitary theoretical system. In 1967 Debord pub
lished his magnum opus, Society oftbe Spectacle, 11 a 
lapidary totalization ofSituationist theory that combined 
the Situationist analysis ofculture and society within the 
framework ofa theoretical approach and terminology 
drawn from Georg Lukacs's History and Class Con
sciousness (published in France by theArguments 
group ofex-Communists who left the party after 1956)12 
and the political line ofcouncil communism, character .istic ofSocialisme ou barbarle but distinctively recast , 

by Debord.13 In this book, Debord described how capi

talist SOcieties, East and West (state and market) comple

mented the increasing fragmentation ofeveryday life, 

including labor, with a nightmarlshly false unity ofthe 

"spectacle," passively consumed by the alienated work

ers (in the broadest possible sense ofnoncapitalists and 

nonbureaucrats). Not until they became conscious (in 

the totalizing Lukacsian sense) oftheir own alienation 

could and would they rise up to liberate themselves and 

institute an anti-statist dictatorship of the proletariat in 

which power was democratically exercised by autono

mous workers' councils. 


Society oftbeSpectacle is composed in an aphoristic 

style, drawing on the philosophical writings ofHegel and 


3.6 
Abolition de Ia societe de classe 
(Abolition of Class Society) 
Poster, 1968 
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the polemical tropes of the young Marx, and it continues 
to extol detournement (and the obligation to plagiarize) 
but, in general, it is a theoretical work without artistic 
pretensions. This did not mean, however, that the Situa
tionists had retreated from aU forms ofaction other than 
the elaboration of theory. The previous winter a student 
uprising at the University ofStrasbourg, one ofa wave 
sweeping across the world, had been specifically in
spired by the SI and had based its political activity on 
Situationist theory.14 The next year, of course, 1968, saw 
the great revolutionary uprising, first of students, then of 
workers, which threatened to topple the de Gaulle re
gime. Here again student groups were influenced by the 
SI, especially at Nanterre where the uprising took shape, 
and the Situationists themselves played an active role in 
the events, seeking to encourage and promote workers' 
councils (and a revolutionary line within them) without 
exercising powers ofdecision and execution or political 
control ofany kind (fig. 3.6).15 

The year 1968 marked both the zenith ofSI activity and 
success and also the beginning of its rapid decline. In 
1969 one more issue of the journal was published and 
that same year the last conference was held in Venice. 
Further splits followed, and in 1972 the organization 
was dissolved. For the Situationists 1968 proved a bitter 
victory. Indeed, ironically, their contribution to the revo
lutionary uprising was remembered mainly through the 
diffusion and spontaneous expression ofSituationist ideas 
and slogans, in graffiti, and in posters using detourne
ment(mainly ofcomic strips, a graphic technique pio
neered after 1962) (fig. 3.7 and 3.8) as well as in serried 
assaults on the routines ofeveryday life-in short, a 
cultural rather than a political contribution, in the sense 
that the Situationists had come to demand. Debord's 

political theory was more or less reduced to the title 
ofhis book, which was generalized as an isolated catch
phrase and separated from its theoretical project. Coun
cil communism was quickly forgotten by students and 
workers alike.16 

Thus the SI was fated to be incorporated into the legen
dary series of avant-garde artists and groups whose paths 
had intersected with popular revolutionary movements 
at emblematic moments. Its dissolution in 1972 brought 
to an end an epoch that began in Paris with the "Futurist 
Manifesto" of 1909-the epoch of the historic avant
gardes with their typical apparatus of international 
organization and propaganda, manifestos, congres..<;es, 
quarrels, scandals, indictments, expulsions, polemics, 
group photographs, little magaZines, mysterious epi
sodes, provocations, utopian theories, and intense de
sires to transform art, society, the world, and the 
pattern ofeveryday life. 

This is a truth, but only a partial truth. Separated from 
the mass of the working class, the SI was bound to remain 
in memory and in effect what it had begun by being, an 
artistic movement just like the surrealists before it. But 
at the same time, this neither tells the whole story of the 
relation between art and politics nor does justice to the 
theoretical work of the SI and of Debord in particular. If 
we can see the SI as the summation oftlle historic avant· 
gardes, we can equally view it as the summation ofWest· 
ern Marxism-and in neither case does the conclusion 
ofan era mean that it need no longer be understood or 
its lessons learned and valued. May 1968 was both a cur
tain call and a prologue, a turning point in a drama we 
are all still blindly Hving. 
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internatiDnale situalionniste 
3.7 
Gerard Joannes 
Poster announcing the publication of No. 11 of 
the SI journal, 1967 
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munist party was bureaucratic in form and ideology, a 
force oforder rather than revolution, meant not that an 
alternative party should be built but that the very idea of 
party should be rejected. Instead ofa party, necessarily 
separated from the working class, the revolution should 
be carried out by the workers themselves, organized in 
self-managing councils. 

At the same time, the concept ofrevolution itself 
changed from the Leninist model. Instead ofseeking state 
power, the councils should move directly to abolish the 
state. The revolution meant the immediate realization of 
the realm offreedom, the abolition ofall forms ofreifica
tion and alienation in their totality, and their replacement 
by forms ofuntrammeled subjectivity. Thus the syndical
ist specter rose up again to haunt social democracy, for
tified by the philosophical armory ofWestern Marxism 
and carried, in accordance with Dtrbord's temperament, 
to its extreme conclusion. Lukacs had always assumed 
the existence ofmediations within the totality, forms of 
unity within difference, but Debord's maximalist vision 
sought to abolish all separation, to unite subject and 
object, practice and theory, structure and superstruc
ture, politics and administration, in a single unmediated 
totality. 

The impetus behind this maximalism came from the idea 
of the transformation ofeveryday life. This in turn de
rived from Lefebvre's idea of total (that is, unalienated) 
man. Lefebvre was the first French Marxist to revive the 
humanist ideas of the young Marx and (thOUgh he never 
questioned the privileged role ofeconomics in Marxist 
theory) he began to argue that Marxism had been 
wrongly restricted to the political and economic do
mains when its analysis should be extended to cover 
every aspect of life, wherever alienation existed -in pri

vate life and in leisure time, as well as at work. Marxism 
needed a topical sociology; it should be involved in cul
tural studies, it should not be afraid of the trivial. In the 
last analysis, Marxism meant not only the transformation 
ofeconomic and political structures, but "the transfor
mation oflife right down to its detail, right down to its 
everydayness." Economics and politiCS were only means 
to the realization ofan unalienated, total humanity. 29 

Lefebvre began his intellectual career in the 1920s in 
close association with Andre Breton and the surrealists. 
As a member of thePhilosophies group he co-signed the 
manifesto against the Riffwar in 1925 and remained in
volved with the surrealists at least until his entry into the 
Communist party in 1928 (although Breton denounced 
him by name in the "Second Surrealist Manifesto" of 
1929 as base, insincere, and opportunistic-insults that 
Lefebvre did not forget when he vilified Breton in the 
Critique ofEveryday Life).30 Personal and political quar
rels aside, in retrospect we can see how much Lefebvre 
owed to Breton-not only the idea of the transforma
tion ofeveryday life, a fundamental surrealist concept, 
but even his introduction to Hegel and Marx. "He showed 
me a book on his table, Vera's translation ofHegel 's Logic, 
a very bad translation, and said something disdainfully 
of the sort: 'You haven't even read this?' A few days later, 
I began to read Hegel, who led me to Marx,',3 l Breton 
never swerved from his own attachment to Hegel: "The 
fact remains that ever since I first encountered Hegel, 
that is, since I presented him in the face of the sarcasms 
with which my philosopher professor, around 1912, 
Andre Cresson, a positivist, pursued him, I have steeped 
myself in his views and, for me, his method has reduced 
all others to beggary. For me, where the Hegelian dia
lectic is not at work, there is no thought, no hope of 
truth."32 
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III 

Historians ofWestern Marxism have tended to discount 
Breton, seeing him as "offbeat" (!) or lacking in "serious
ness.'>33 Perhaps it is because, like Debord but unlike 
every other Western Marxist, he was never a professor. 
No doubt Breton's interpretation ofHegel, like his in
terpretation ofFreud, Marx, love, and art (to name his 
major preoccupations), was often aberrant, but the fact 
remains that contemporary French culture is unthink
able without him. Not only did he develop a theory and 
practice ofart that has had enormous effect (perhaps 
more than any other in our time) but he also introduced 
both Freud and Hegel to France, first to nonspecialist cir
cles, but then back into the specialized world through 
those he influenced (Lefebvre,jacques Lacan, Georges 
Bataille, Claude Levi-Strauss) and thence out again into 
the general culture. 34 Politically too, he was consistent 
from the mid-1920s on, joining and leaving the Commu
nist party on principled grounds, bringing support to 
Trotsky in his tragic last years and lustre to the be
leaguered and often tawdry Trotskyist movement. 

The 1920s were a period ofdynamic avant-gardism, in 
many ways a displacement of the energy released by the 
Russian revolution. Groups like the surrealists identified 
with the revolution and mimicked in their own organiza
tion many of the characteristics of Leninism, including· 
establishing a central journal, issuing manifestos and agi
tationalleatlets, guarding the purity of the group, and 
expelling deviationists. ( Characteristics which carried 
through, of course, to the Situationists.) But there were 
many features of the surrealist movement and specifi
cally of Breton's thOUght that distinguish it from other 
avant-garde groups and theorists ofthe time.35 Indeed, it 
might even be possible to think of surrealism as a form 
ofWestern avant-gardism, as opposed to the Soviet avant
gardism that not only flourished in the Soviet Union 

(futurism, constructivism, Lef) but also in central 
Europe. Especially in Germany there was a struggle be
tween a Bauhaus- and constructivist-oriented modern
ism (often explicitly Soviet-oriented too) and expres
Sionism, which had affinities with surrealism but lacked 
both its originality and its theoretical foundation. Con
structivism too had its refornlist wing, closely tied to 
German social democracy. 

The Soviet avant-garde, like the surrealist, wanted to 
revolutionize art in a sense that went beyond a simple 
change ofform and content; what was desired was the 
alteration of its entire social role. But whereas Breton 
wanted to take art and poetry into everyday life, the aim 
in the Soviet Union was to take art into production. In 
both cases the bourgeois forms ofart were to be sup
pressed, but the Soviet artists and theorists stressed the 
affinities ofart with science and technology, tried to take 
art into modern industry, and argued that artists should 
become workers or experts. Beauty, dreants, and creativ
ity were idle bourgeois notions. Art should find a produc
tive function in the new Soviet society and in such a role 
it would cease even to be art. "Death to art, long live pro
duction!,,36 Thus the scientism oforthodox Marxism and 
productivism ofpostrevolutionary Soviet ideology were 
imported into the world view of the militant artist. But 
Breton's Western avant-gardism went in the opposite 
direction, abhorring modern industry; anti-functionalist, 
deeply suspicious ofone-sided materialism and positiv
ism, and dedicated to releasing the values of romantic 
and decadent poets from the confines of literature, it 
aestheticized life rather than productivizing art. 

As did Lukacs, Breton brought about an irruption of 
romanticism into Marxism, and both figures drew upon 
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a literary background and reflected the convert's enthu
siasm for the drama ofrevolution.37 But there were three 
significant differences between Breton and Lukacs. First, 
Breton was himself a poet rather than a critic and, for 
this reason, the problem ofpractice was located for him 
directly within the sphere ofart. Hence his theoretical 
stance had a direct bearing on his own activity. Second, 
as a result ofhis training as a medical psychiatrist, he 
turned to Freud and integrated elements ofpsychoana
lytic theory into his thought before he made any formal 
approach to Marxism. In some ways Freud played the 
same kind ofrole for Breton as Georg Simmel or Max 
Weber for Lukacs, but Breton's interest in Freud took 
him into the domain ofpsychology whereas for Lukacs 
the engagement was with sociology. Thus when Breton 
read Marx or Lenin it was in relation to the mind, rather 
than in relation to society as with Lukacs. Third, Breton, 
despite his Hegelianism, insisted always on retaining the 
specificity and autonomy ofartistic revolution, intellec
tually and organizationally. 

Breton spelled out his position very clearly from the 
beginning. Thus in the "Second Surrealist Manifesto" he 
sets himself the question: "Do you believe that literary 
and artistic output is a purely individual phenomenon? 
Don't you think that it can or must be the reflection of 
the main currents which determine the social and politi
cal evolution ofhumanity?" He rephrases the question in 
his answer: "The only question one can rightly raise con
cerning [literary or artistic output] is that of the sover
eignty o/thought." Quoting Engels, he then concludes 
that art, as a mode of thought, is "sovereign and limitless 
by its nature, its vocation, potentially and with respect to 
its ultimate goal in history; but lacking sovereignty and 
limited in each of its applications and in any of its several 

states." Thus art "can only oscillate between the aware
ness of its inviolate autonomy and that of its utter depen
dence." The logic ofBreton's argument presumes that it 

For]is the task of the social revolution to get rid of that 
adiflimiting "dependence" on economic and social deter
takeminations, but meanwhile art should fiercely guard its 
sien"inviolate autonomy." He goes on to dismiss the idea of 
Freuproletarian art and concludes that "just as Marx's fore
littlecasts and predictions have proved to be accurate, I can 
bonsee nothing which would invalidate a single word of 


Lautreamont's with respect to events of interest only to our: 


the mind.,,38 gift,' 

pres 

When he wrote this, Breton was stilt a party member. It able 

was not until 1933 that the break came, despite Breton's thus 
public support for Trotsky; his rift with Louis Aragon over that 

the subordination ofart to party politics, and his increas fant~ 

ing exasperation at the cult oflabor in the Soviet Union. Vess4 

(AndreThirion, a Communist surrealist, wrote: "I say everl 

shit on all those counter-revolutionaries and their miser term 

able idol, WORK'" -aposition later taken up by the Situ him 
ationists. )39 After leaving the party, his )jne remained hisd 

constant. In the 1942 "Prolegomena to a Third Surrealist fact' 

Manifesto or Not," he explains that theoretical systems argu 
"can reasonably be considered to be nothing but tools fortl 

on the carpenter's workbench. This carpenter isyou. 
BrettUnless you have gone stark raving mad, you will not try 
Freuto make do without all those tools except one, and to 
outtstand up for the plane to the point ofdeclaring that the 
inevuse ofhammers is wrong and wicked." For Breton. Marx


ist and Freudian theory. like politiCS and art, were dis cast 

sire~tinct but compatible, each with its own object and its 
whicown goals. Breton did not try to develop an integrated 
SeiOl"Freudo-Marxism" (like Wilhelm Reich or Herbert 
ingleMarcuse), but maintained the specifiCity ofeach in its 

own domain, psyche and society. It should be clear what 
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the implications were when the Situationists later re
jected Breton and accepted Lukacs.40 

For Breton, the transformation ofeveryday life moved on 
a different time scale from that of the revolution. It could 
take place for individuals here and now, however tran
sientlyand imperfectly. In Breton's interpretation of 
Freud, we find that everyday reality can satisfy us all too 
little. As a result we are forced to act out our desires as 
fantasies, thus compensating "for the insufficiencies of 
our actual existence." But anyone "who has any artistic 
gift," rather than retreating into fantasy or displacing re
pressed desires into symptoms, can "under certain favor
able conditions" sublimate desires into artistic creation, 
thus putting the world ofdesire in positive contact with 
that of reality, even managing to "turn these desire
fantasies into reality." In his book Communicating 
Vessels Breton describes how his dreams reorganize 
events ofeveryday life (the "day's residues" in Freudian 
terms) into new patterns, just as everyday life presents 
him with strange constellations ofmaterial familiar from 
his dreams:H The two supposedly distinct realms are in 
fact "communicating vessels." Thus Breton does not 
argue for dreams over everyday life ( or vice versa) but 
for their reciprocal interpermeation as value and goal. 

Breton's concept ofeveryday life reminds us ofhow 
Freud in his Psychopathology ofEveryday Life mapped 
out the paths by which desire (Witnsch) inscribes itself 
in everyday gestures and actions. Breton wanted to re
cast this involuntary contact between unconscious de
sire and reality by a voluntary form ofcommunication in 
which, as in poetry, the semantic resources of the uncon
scious, no longer dismissed after Freud's work as mean
ingless, were channeled by the artist, consciously lifting 

the bans and interdictions ofcensorship and repression, 
but not seeking consciously to control the material thus 
liberated. For Breton, Hegel provided the philosophical 
foundation for a rejection ofdualism - there was no iron 
wall between subject and object, mind and matter, plea
sure principle and reality principle, dream ( everyniglu 
life, so to speak) and waking everyday life. We should be 
equally alert to the potential of reality in our dreams and 
fantasies and ofdesire in our mundane reality. As Breton 
succinctly put it, the point was both to change the world 
and to interpret it. 

In many ways, Breton was less hostile to the scientific 
approach than was Lukics, less ingrained in his romanti
cism. For Lukacs science ruled the realm of human 
knowledge of nature, whereas human history itself was 
the province ofdialectical philosophy, ofa coming-to
consciousness of the objective world tllat was simultane
ously the attainment ofself-consciousness. Breton, on 
the other hand, was quite happy to accept the scientific 
status ofhistorical materialism Witll its objective laws 
and propositions about reality, provided that equal status 
was given to poetry with its allegiance to the uncon
scious, to the pleasure principle. TIllis Breton was com
pletely unconcerned by any concept ofconsciousness, 
class or otherwise. For him, there was the possibility 
ofscience-the concern ofsomebody else, since he 
lacked the totalizing spirit - and there was poetry, the 
field ofunconscious desire, with which he was intensely 
concerned while recognizing the claims ofscience and 
ortllodox Marxism in almost all his public pronounce
ments. It is no wonder that Breton's Hegelianism (based, 
we should remind ourselves, on tlle Logic) was so inimi
cal and seemed so scandalously inept to the mainstream 
of Marxists and existentialists who read Hegel, in con


