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The 
Aestheticization

of Politics
vs.

Political Art

The above is a distinction formulated by German literary and cultural theorist Walter Benjamin. 
The latter term was conceived as a potential antidote for the political machinery of fascism
developing in the 1930s. Part of my work has been to understand the theoretical complexity of 
this dialectical paradox as it relates to the concept of aesthetics and aestheticization as such. 
The discourse of aesthetics has a long and complex history that engages the relationship
between the human sensorium and various forms of its cultural conditioning or education (ie: 
how one learns what is beautiful), whether in terms of so-called high art and elite cultures or 
popular culture in its varied forms.

Given this philosophical framework, my hope was to evaluate, as an attempt to produce
political art, the writings of one of the ‘last’ strands of the European avant-garde, the 
Situationists, who were active during the May 1968 strikes and protests in France. (pictured above
at a conference in Munich)



Perhaps the most exciting part of the Situationists’ project was the attempt to reorder
social space, particularly the urban space of Paris. This aspect (elaborated in the quote

below) also demonstrates the group’s (over?)ambition in theorizing a revolution of 
everyday life—without, I  have concluded, creating a particularly effective way to 

smuggle their ideas into the Society of the Spectacle they sought to critique.

“Drifting through Paris, without goal 
or purpose, was seen as a way of 
decentering the city, of turning it 
into a labyrinth without center, 
axes, peripheral rings, and 
commuters’ cities; it became the 
activity with which to resist all the 
ways in which urban spaces channel 
people and commodities, separating 
classes, professions, and races. In 
the dérive, or so was the hope, the 
city would finally be unhinged from 
the oppressive state and become a 
true situation.”

Martin Puchner, Poetry of the Revolution
(Princeton, 2006), p. 228.


