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On the Passage of a Few Persons Through 
a Rather Brief Unity of Time   
(film soundtrack)  

  

Voice 1: This neighborhood was designed for the wretched dignity of the petty bourgeoisie, for respectable 
occupations and intellectual tourism. The sedentary population of the upper floors was sheltered from the 
influences of the street. The neighborhood itself has remained the same. It was the external setting of our 
story, where a few people put into practice a systematic questioning of all the works and diversions of a 
society, a total critique of its notion of happiness.  

These people also scorned “subjective profundity.” The only thing that interested them was a satisfactory 
concrete expression of their own lives. 

Voice 2: Human beings are not fully conscious of their real lives. Groping in the dark, overwhelmed by the 
consequences of their acts, at every moment groups and individuals find themselves faced with outcomes 
they had not intended.  

Voice 1: They said that oblivion was their ruling passion. They wanted to reinvent everything each day; to 
become the masters of their own lives. 

Just as we do not judge an individual by what he thinks about himself, we cannot judge such a period of 
transformation by its own consciousness. On the contrary, this consciousness must be understood as 
reflecting the contradictions of material life, the conflict between social conditions and the forces of social 
production.  

Advances in the harnessing of nature were not yet matched by a corresponding liberation of everyday life. 
Youth passed away among the various controls of resignation.  

Our camera has captured for you a few glimpses of an ephemeral microsociety.  

Knowledge of empirical facts remains abstract and superficial as long as it is not concretized by being 
related to the whole situation. This is the only method that enables us to supersede partial and abstract 
problems and get to their concrete essence, and thus implicitly to their meaning.  

This group lived on the margins of the economy. It tended toward a role of pure consumption, particularly 
the free consumption of its own time. It thus found itself directly involved in qualitative divergences from 
ordinary life, but deprived of any means to influence those divergences.  
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The group ranged over a very small area. The same times brought them back to the same places. No one 
wanted to go to bed early. Discussions continued on the meaning of it all. . . .  

Voice 2: “Our life is a journey, in winter and night. We seek our passage . . .”  

Voice 1: The literature they had abandoned nevertheless exerted a delaying influence, expressed in some 
affective formulations.  

Voice 2: There was the fatigue and the cold of morning in this much-traversed labyrinth, like an enigma that 
we had to resolve. It was a trompe-l’oeil reality through which we had to discover the potential richness of 
what was really there. 

On the bank of the river evening began again; and the caresses; and the importance of a world without 
importance. Just as the eyes have a blurred vision of many things and can clearly see only one, so the will 
can strive only imperfectly toward diverse objects and can completely love only one at a time.  

Voice 3: No one counted on the future. It would never be possible to be together later, or anywhere else. 
There would never be a greater freedom.  

Voice 1: The refusal of time and of growing old automatically limited encounters in this narrow and 
contingent zone, where what was lacking was felt as irreparable. The extreme precariousness of their 
methods for getting by without working was at the root of this impatience which made excesses necessary 
and breaks irrevocable. 

Voice 2: We can never really challenge any form of social organization without challenging all of that 
organization’s forms of language.  

Voice 1: When freedom is practiced in a closed circle, it fades into a dream, becomes a mere image of itself. 
The ambiance of play is by nature unstable. At any moment “ordinary life” may prevail once again. The 
geographical limitation of play is even more striking than its temporal limitation. Every game takes place 
within the boundaries of its own spatial domain.  

Outside the neighborhood, beyond its fleeting and continually threatened changelessness, stretched a half-
known city where people met only by chance, losing their way forever. 

The girls who found their way there, because they were legally under the control of their family until the age 
of eighteen, were often recaptured by the defenders of that detestable institution. They were generally 
locked up under the custody of those creatures who among all the bad products of a bad society present the 
most ugly and repugnant appearance: nuns. 

What makes most documentaries so easy to understand is the arbitrary limitation of their subject matter. 
They confine themselves to depicting fragmented social functions and their isolated products. In contrast, 
imagine the full complexity of a moment that is not resolved into a work, a moment whose development 
contains interrelated facts and values and whose meaning is not yet apparent. This confused totality could 
be the subject matter of such a documentary.  

Voice 2: The era had attained a level of knowledge and technologies that made possible, and increasingly 
necessary, a direct construction of all the aspects of a mentally and materially liberated way of life. The 
appearance of these superior means of action, though they remained unused because of the delays in the 
project of abolishing the commodity economy, had already revealed the obsolescence of all aesthetic 
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activity, whose ambitions and powers had both dwindled away. The decay of art and of all the old codes of 
conduct had formed our sociological background. The ruling class’s monopoly on the instruments we 
needed in order to implement the collective art of our time had left us completely outside the official cultural 
production, which was devoted to illustrating and repeating the past. An art film on this generation can only 
be a film about its lack of real creations. 

Others unthinkingly followed the paths learned once and for all, to their work and their home, to their 
predictable future. For them duty had already become a habit, and habit a duty. They did not see the 
deficiency of their city. They thought the deficiency of their life was natural. We wanted to break out of this 
conditioning, in search of different uses of the urban landscape, in search of new passions. The atmosphere 
of a few places gave us intimations of the future powers of an architecture that it would be necessary to 
create in order to provide the setting for less mediocre games. We could expect nothing of anything that we 
ourselves had not altered. The urban environment proclaimed the orders and tastes of the ruling society just 
as violently as the newspapers. Man unifies the world, but man has extended himself everywhere. People 
can see nothing around them that is not their own image; everything speaks to them of themselves. Their 
very landscape is animated. Obstacles were everywhere. And they were all interrelated, maintaining a 
unified reign of poverty. Since everything was connected, it was necessary to change everything through a 
unitary struggle, or nothing. It was necessary to link up with the masses, but sleep was all around us.  

Voice 3: The dictatorship of the proletariat is a relentless struggle, bloody and bloodless, violent and 
peaceful, military and economic, educative and administrative, against the forces and traditions of the old 
society.  

Voice 1: But in this country it is once again the men of order who have rebelled and reinforced their power. 
They have been allowed to aggravate the grotesqueness of the ruling conditions according to their will, 
embellishing their system with the funereal ceremonies of the past. 

Voice 2: Years, like a single instant prolonged to this moment, come to an end.  

Voice 1: What was directly lived reappears frozen in the distance, engraved in the tastes and illusions of an 
era and carried off with it.  

Voice 2: The appearance of events that we have not created, of events that others have in fact created 
against us, now obliges us to be aware of the passage of time and its results, to assess the transformation 
of our own desires into events. What differentiates the past from the present is precisely its out-of-reach 
objectivity. There is no more should-be; being has been consumed to the point of ceasing to exist. The 
details are already lost in the dust of time. Who was afraid of life, afraid of the night, afraid of being taken, 
afraid of being kept?  

Voice 3: What should be abolished continues, and we continue to wear away with it. We are engulfed. 
Separated from each other. The years pass and we haven’t changed anything.  

Voice 2: Once again, morning in the same streets. Once again the fatigue of so many similarly passed 
nights. It is a walk that has lasted a long time. 

Voice 1: Really hard to drink more.  

Voice 2: Of course one might make a film about it. But even if such a film succeeded in being as 
fundamentally incoherent and unsatisfying as the reality it dealt with, it could never be more than a re-
creation — as impoverished and false as this botched tracking shot. 
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Voice 3: There are now people who pride themselves on being authors of films, as others were authors of 
novels. They are even more backward than the novelists because they are unaware of the decomposition 
and exhaustion of individual expression in our time, unaware that the arts of passivity are over and done. 
They are sometimes praised for their sincerity since they dramatize with more personal depth the 
conventions of which their life consists. There is talk about “liberating the cinema.” But what does it matter to 
us if one more art is liberated to the point that Tom, Dick or Harry can use it to complacently express their 
servile sentiments? The only interesting venture is the liberation of everyday life, not only in a historical 
perspective, but for us, right now. This project implies the withering away of all the alienated forms of 
communication. The cinema, too, must be destroyed.  

Voice 2: In the final analysis, stars are not created by their talent or lack of talent, or even by the film 
industry or advertising. They are created by the need we have for them. A pathetic need, arising out of a 
dismal and anonymous life that would like to enlarge itself to the dimensions of cinematic life. The imaginary 
life on the screen is the product of this real need. The star is the projection of this need.  

The advertisements during intermissions are the truest reflection of an intermission from life.  

To really describe this era it would no doubt be necessary to show many other things. But what would be the 
point? 

The point is to understand what has been done and all that remains to be done, not to add more ruins to the 
old world of spectacles and memories.  
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New translation by Ken Knabb of the main voice-over soundtrack of Guy Debord’s fifth film, Réfutation de tous les jugements, tant 
élogieux qu’hostiles, qui ont été jusqu’ici portés sur le film “La Société du Spectacle” (1975). The complete script of this film, with 
illustrations, detailed descriptions of the images, and extensive annotations, is included in Debord’s Complete Cinematic Works (AK 
Press, 2003). Translation © 2003 by Ken Knabb.  

 

Refutation of All the Judgments, Pro or 
Con, Thus Far Rendered on the Film 
“The Society of the Spectacle”  
(film soundtrack)  

  

The spectacular organization of the present class society has led to two widely evident consequences. The 
first is a general deterioration in the quality of both products and rationales. The second is the fact that those 
who claim to find happiness in this society are obliged to maintain a careful distance from the things they 
pretend to like — because they invariably lack the intellectual or other means that would enable them to 
attain a direct in-depth knowledge of them, or to incorporate them into a coherent practice, or to develop any 
genuine taste regarding them. 

These consequences, which are already so evident when it is a matter of housing conditions, cultural 
consumption, sexual liberation, or the quality of wine, are naturally all the more pronounced when we come 
to revolutionary theory and to the formidable language with which that theory denounces our terminally ill 
world. 

It is thus hardly surprising that this combination of naïve falsification and ignorant approval, so characteristic 
of the modern spectacle, is reflected in the diversely uncomprehending responses to the film entitled The 
Society of the Spectacle. 

This particular incomprehension is inevitable, and will continue to be so for some time to come. The 
spectacle is an infirmity more than a conspiracy. Those who write for the newspapers and magazines of our 
time are not concealing their intelligence: what we see is all they’ve got. What could they possibly say of any 
pertinence about a film which attacks their habits and ideas en bloc, and which does so at a time when they 
themselves are beginning to sense the collapse of every one of them? The stupidity of their reactions stems 
from the breakdown of their world. 

Those who claim to like my film have liked too many other things to be capable of liking it; and those who 
say they don’t like it have also accepted too many other things for their judgment to have the slightest 
significance. 

The poverty of their discourse reflects the poverty of their lives. You need only look at their surroundings 
and their occupations, their commodities and their ceremonies, which are on view everywhere. You need 
only listen to those imbecilic voices giving you contemptuous hourly updates on the current state of your 
alienation. 
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Spectators do not find what they desire; they desire what they find. 

The spectacle does not debase people to the point of making them love it, but many are paid to pretend that 
they do. Now that such people can no longer get away with assuring us that this society is completely 
satisfactory, they hasten to declare themselves dissatisfied with any critique of it. These dissatisfied people 
all feel they deserved something better. But do they really imagine that anyone is trying to win them over? 
Do they really believe there is still time for them to rally to such a critique, supposing that they suddenly 
became convinced of its truth? Do these ill-lodged inhabitants of the land of approbation suppose that they 
can continue to speak without it being noticed where they’re speaking from? 

In a freer and more truthful future people will look back in amazement at the idea that pen-pushers hired by 
the system of spectacular lies could imagine themselves qualified to offer their smug opinions on the merits 
and defects of a film that is a negation of the spectacle — as if the dissolution of this system was a matter of 
opinion. Their system is now being attacked in reality and it is defending itself by force. Their counterfeit 
arguments are no longer accepted, which is why so many of these professional agents of falsification are 
facing the prospect of unemployment. 

The most stubborn of these endangered liars still pretend to wonder whether the society of the spectacle 
actually exists or whether it is perhaps just an imaginary notion that I thought up. But since the woods of 
history have for the last few years begun to march against their castle of false cards and are continuing at 
this very moment to close ranks and move in for the kill, most of these commentators are now fawningly 
praising the excellence of my book, as if they were capable of reading it and as if they had already 
welcomed its publication in 1967 with the same respect. They generally complain, however, that I have 
abused their indulgence by bringing the book to the screen. The blow is all the more painful because they 
had never dreamed that such an extravagance was possible. Their anger confirms the fact that the 
appearance of such a critique in a film upsets them even more than in a book. Here, as elsewhere, they are 
being forced into a defensive struggle, on a second front. 

Many complain that the film is hard to understand. Some say that the images prevent them from 
understanding the words; others that the words distract from the images. By telling us that they find the film 
exhausting, and by proudly elevating their individual fatigue into a general criterion of communication, these 
critics are trying to give the impression that they have no problem understanding — or even perhaps largely 
agreeing with — the same theory when its exposition is limited to a book. They are attempting to disguise as 
a mere disagreement between different conceptions of cinema what is actually a conflict between different 
conceptions of society, and an open war within the existing society. 

But if my film is so far beyond them, how can we suppose they are any more capable of understanding 
everything else that falls to their lot in a society that has so thoroughly conditioned them to mental 
exhaustion? How could such easily fatigued people find themselves in any better position, amid the 
incessant cacophony of so many simultaneous commercial and political messages, to see through the crude 
sophisms designed to make them accept their work and their leisure, or the wisdom of President Giscard, or 
the taste of food additives? The difficulty is not in my film, but in their servile minds. 

No film is more difficult than its era. For example, there are people who understand, and others who do not 
understand, that when the French were presented with a new ministry called the “Quality-of-Life 
Department,” this was nothing but an age-old ruling-class ploy, designed, as Machiavelli put it, “to allow 
them to retain at least the name of what they have already lost.” There are people who understand, and 
others who do not understand, that the class struggle in Portugal has from the very beginning been 
dominated by a direct confrontation between the revolutionary workers organized in autonomous 
assemblies and the Stalinist bureaucracy allied with a few defeated generals. Those who understand such 
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things will understand my film; and I don’t make films for those who don’t understand such things, or who 
make it their business to prevent others from understanding. 

Though all the reviews come from the same zone of spectacle-generated pollution, they are as apparently 
varied as any other present-day commodities. Several of the reviewers claimed that my film filled them with 
enthusiasm, but none were able to explain why. Whenever I find myself approved of by those who should be 
my enemies, I ask myself what error have they have made in their reasoning. It’s usually easy to find. Faced 
with an unusual number of innovations and an insolence that is utterly beyond their comprehension, these 
avant-garde consumers vainly try to rationalize a ground for approval by attributing these fascinating 
eccentricities to a nonexistent individual lyricism. 

One of them, for example, admires my film for its supposed “lyricism of rage”; another discovered by 
watching it that the passing of a historical epoch produces a certain melancholy; others, who greatly 
overestimate the refinements of present-day social life, attribute to me a certain dandyism. These are 
nothing but different forms of the perennial tactic of all ruling apologetics: Deny what exists and explain what 
does not. A critical theory that accompanies the dissolution of a society does not concern itself with 
expressing rage, much less with presenting mere images of rage. It seeks to understand, to describe, and to 
precipitate a movement that is developing before our very eyes. As for those who present us with their own 
pseudo-rage as a sort of newly fashionable artistic content, it is obvious that this is merely their way of 
compensating for the spinelessness, compromises, and humiliations of their actual life — which is why 
spectators so readily identify with them. 

Political reactionaries are naturally even more hostile to my film. Thus an apprentice bureaucrat claims to 
admire my audacity in “making a political film not by telling a story, but by directly filming a theory.” 
Unfortunately, he does not like my theory. He senses that despite my apparent “uncompromising leftism,” I 
am actually shifting toward the right because I systematically attack “the men of the United Left.” The 
cretin’s mouth is full of such inflated terminology. What union? What Left? What men? 

The “United Left” is, of course, nothing other than the current alliance of the Stalinists with other enemies of 
the proletariat. Each of the partners knows the others well. They clumsily plot against each other and 
stridently denounce each other every week. But they have now come together in an effort to sabotage the 
revolutionary initiatives of the workers, in order — as they themselves admit — to maintain at least the 
essentials of capitalism if they can’t save all the details. They are the same type of bureaucrats as those 
who are repressing workers’ “counterrevolutionary strikes” in Portugal, just as they did in Budapest not so 
long ago; the same as those who aspire to take part in a “Historic Compromise” in Italy; the same as those 
who called themselves “Popular Front governments” when they broke the French strikes of 1936 and 
sabotaged the Spanish revolution. 

The United Left is only a minor defensive hoax of spectacular society, a temporary expedient that the 
system only occasionally needs to resort to. I only evoked it in passing in my film, though I naturally attacked 
it with all the contempt it deserves — just as we have since attacked it in Portugal on a broader and more 
beautiful terrain. 

A journalist close to that same Left, who has since achieved a certain notoriety by invoking “freedom of the 
press” in order to defend his publication of an implausibly faked document, exhibited a similarly clumsy 
falsification by insinuating that I failed to attack the bureaucrats of Beijing as sharply as the other ruling 
classes. He also regrets that a mind of my quality has limited its expression to a “cinema ghetto” where the 
masses will have little chance to see it. This argument does not convince me. I prefer to remain in obscurity 
with these masses, rather than to consent to harangue them under the artificial floodlights manipulated by 
their hypnotizers. 
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Another sophist of similarly limited mental capacity presents a contrary argument: By publicly denouncing 
the spectacle, am I not thereby entering the spectacle? This sort of purism, which sounds particularly 
strange coming from a journalist, is obviously invoked in the hope of convincing people that no one should 
ever appear in the spectacle as an enemy of it. 

Those who do not have even a subordinate post in spectacular society, and who thus have nothing to lose 
but their ambitious hope of eventually serving in one of its juvenile relief corps, have given a more frank and 
furious expression of their discontent and even of their jealousy. An anonymous individual of this sort has for 
some time been expounding the latest trendy ideas in a most appropriate forum: the weekly magazine of the 
laughable foot soldiers of Mitterand’s electoral constituency. 

This anonymous individual concludes that it would have been fine to film my book in 1967, but that in 1973 it 
was too late. The reason he gives for this conclusion is that it seems crucial to him that from now on 
everybody should stop talking about everything of which he himself is ignorant — Marx; Hegel; books in 
general (because they cannot be an adequate means of liberation); any use of film (because it is merely 
film); theory, above all; and even history itself, which he congratulates himself for having anonymously 
abandoned. 

Such decomposed thought could obviously have oozed forth only from the desolate walls of Vincennes 
University. Within living memory no Vincennes student has ever come up with a single theory. This is no 
doubt why we are currently seeing some of them advocate “antitheory.” What else could they parlay into an 
assistant professorship in that neo-university? Not that they content themselves with that — even the most 
talentless candidate-coopters are ringing every doorbell, applying for the position of film director or at least 
of series editor at some publishing house (the anonymous individual of whom I have been speaking does 
not hide his envy of what he imagines to be the lavish rewards of cinema work). We can therefore 
confidently predict that these antitheories will not easily be reduced to the silence that would seem to be 
their only logical implication, because in that case their authors would be deprived of the sole “qualification” 
that elevates them above the ranks of unskilled labor. 

Our anonymous imposter gives away his real aim at the end of his review. The reason he wants to dissolve 
history is so he can elect another, so that he himself can designate the thinkers of the future. And with a 
straight face this blockhead nominates for that role Lyotard, Castoriadis, and other crumb-grubbers — 
people who had already shot their bolt more than fifteen years ago without managing to particularly dazzle 
their century. 

No loser loves history. Moreover, once they have gone so far as to collectively repudiate history, it is hardly 
surprising to see these resolutely ultramodern careerists urging us to read coopted thinkers in their fifties. 
It’s no more contradictory than it is for someone to pride himself on having remained anonymously silent 
since 1968 while admitting that he has not even reached the point of scorning his professors. Our 
anonymous critic nevertheless has the merit of having illustrated better than the others the utter ineptitude of 
the antihistorical perspective he advocates and the real motivations behind these impotent people’s 
pretended disdain for reality. In postulating that it was too late to undertake a cinematic adaptation of The 
Society of the Spectacle six years after the appearance of the book, he overlooks the fact that there have 
not been three books of social critique of such importance published in the last hundred years. He also fails 
to consider the fact that I myself had written the book. There is no standard of comparison for judging 
whether I was relatively slow or fast in making the film since it is obvious that the best of my predecessors 
had no access to the film medium. Everything considered, I must admit that I found it very gratifying to be 
the first person to carry out this sort of exploit. 
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The defenders of the spectacle will be as slow to recognize this new use of film as they were in recognizing 
the fact that a new era of revolutionary opposition was undermining their society; but they will be obliged to 
recognize it just as inevitably. And they will follow the same sequence: first remaining silent, then speaking 
beside the point. The reviewers of my film have reached the latter stage. 

The specialists of the cinema have said that my film’s revolutionary politics were bad; the left-wing political 
illusionists have said that it was bad cinema. But when one is both a revolutionary and a filmmaker, it is 
easy to demonstrate that their shared bitterness stems from the fact that the film in question is a precise 
critique of the society they do not know how to combat; and the first example of a kind of film they do not 
know how to make. 
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