
Spectacle
That spectacle, like the word specter, comes directly from the L verb specere, ‘‘to look

at,’’ suggests some of the profound ambivalence which has enduringly associated acts of

looking with the questionable reality of appearances. At the same time ‘‘spectacle,’’ since

Latin antiquity, has designated that which, having a ‘‘striking or unusual character,’’

exceeds the normative or habitual character of visual experience. Its sense of ‘‘impressive

public display’’ indicates the consistency with which spectacle has been part of non-

coercive strategies of power and persuasion, whether in pre-modern despotic or monar-

chical regimes or within industrial and post-industrial cultural and state formations.

Spectacle implies an organization of appearances that are simultaneously enticing, decep-

tive, distracting, and superficial, and this overlapping of functions supported C20 theories

on the analogous functioning of spectacle and ideology.

Overwhelmingly, one now encounters the word as a vague shorthand for a society

dominated by effects of electronic media, notably film and television, often compounded

with the hegemony of consumer/celebrity culture, and in which individuals are politically

neutralized by a reduction to permanent spectator status. Use of the term ‘‘spectacle’’

since the late 1960s has been a direct consequence of the work of Guy Debord, even though

its deployment most often has little relation to his work. His analysis of spectacle emerged

in the context of a specifically French revision of orthodox Marxism following World War

II, when Henri Lefebvre, Edgar Morin, and others developed a critique of post-war

consumer society around the status of the commodity in everyday life and of new forms

of alienation. By the mid-1960s Debord formulated one of his main theses: ‘‘the more the

spectator contemplates, the less he [sic] lives; the more readily he recognizes his own needs

in the images of need proposed by the dominant system, the less he understands his own

existence and desires’’ (Debord, 1994: 23). The theoretical model of spectacle emerged in

the 1960s alongside political analyses and interventions in the terrain of social space,

specifically the ‘‘psychogeography’’ of the modern city. Debord and other situationists

sought concrete ways of challenging the apparent homogeneity and dominance of the

abstract and commodified space of the spectacle. The word came to designate the many

ways in which capitalism was inherently incompatible with play and festival, and the ways

that it constructed fraudulent simulations of festivity in its celebrations of products and

leisure-time consumption.

In Discipline and punish (1977) Michel Foucault rejected the model of a society of

spectacle and claimed that we inhabit a ‘‘society of surveillance,’’ implying that spectacle

was a constitutive element of pre-modern forms of power, going back to Roman antiquity.

Foucault was no doubt aware that the critique of spectacle begins with early Christian

theologian Tertullian (1931 [c.197–200]), who insisted that spiritual values were radically

incompatible with the lure of the Roman theater and arena. But it can be argued that the

modernizing disciplinary processes that Foucault outlines are fully compatible with Debord’s
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account of spectacle as multiple strategies of isolation and social separation, which produce

docility and neutralize the body as a political force. Central to Debord’s analysis is his

insistence that the aim of spectacle is ‘‘to restructure society without community.’’

More recently Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt have affirmed the continuing usefulness

of the concept of spectacle in their Empire: ‘‘In the society of the spectacle, what was once

imagined as the public sphere, the open terrain of political exchange and participation,

completely evaporates’’ (Hardt and Negri, 2000: 323). For them the destruction of almost

every form of community means that traditional kinds of political struggle become

impossible and that new means of resistance must be developed within global technological

culture. At the same time Hardt and Negri tilt their model of spectacle away from the

desire of commodities and pleasures of consumption to harsher lC20 century realities:

‘‘fear is what binds and ensures social order, and still today fear is the primary mechanism

of control that fills the society of the spectacle’’ (p. 323).

Spectacle has also been a crucial part of recent debates in film theory, art history, and

cultural studies. Art historian T. J. Clark made it a central part of his influential analysis

of visual modernism in France in the 1860s and 1870s, The painting of modern life. It is

during these decades of the C19 that Clark sees the beginnings of ‘‘a massive internal

extension of the capitalist market – the invasion and restructuring of whole areas of free

time, private life, leisure and personal expression’’ (T. J. Clark, 1984: 9). He identifies

spectacle with this ‘‘new phase of commodity production – the marketing-into-commod-

ities of whole areas of social practice which had once been referred to casually as everyday

life’’ (p. 9). This analysis then becomes the basis for evaluating a crisis in the ambiguous

status of pictorial representation in the work of Manet, Seurat, and others. In the area of

film theory, the work of historian Tom Gunning (1990), for example, employs ‘‘spectacle’’

in a way considerably removed from Debord’s work in his insistence that cinema’s origins

and essential features lie not in earlier forms of narrative, but in a broader range of

spectacles and attractions that sought to solicit the attention of a spectator through

direct stimulation, shock, and surprise.

If spectacle continues to be useful as a critical model, it will be important to determine what

it implies for possible local strategies to resist its effects or neutralize its operation. Also,

distinctions need to be made about its global diffusion that account for both regional specificity

and the market-driven imperatives of multinational homogeneity. Is spectacle now another

name for the relentless demolition of singular and autonomous cultural practices everywhere,

or is it more significantly a phenomenon of the metropolitan core of a diverse global environ-

ment? Finally, the question must be asked whether current configurations of informational,

communication, and imaging systems have reconfigured relations of power and subjectivity to

such an extent that spectacle may be an inadequate critical tool for their analysis.

Jonathan Crary
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