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ABSTRACT

Since the mid 1990s, many anarchists and Marxists, drawing on the writings of
Hakim Bey, the Situationist International and Mikhail Bakhtin, haveincreasingly
articulated the concept of ‘carnival’ asavaluableform of resistance that merges
the political and the aesthetic. Thisessay looksat these writingsand the casesthey
make, and examines the extent to which they form a coherent body of thought.
The central texts under discussion will be Mikhail Bakhtin's Rabelais and His
World, Raoul Vaneigem’s The Revolution of Everyday Lifeand Hakim Bey’sTAZ:
The Temporary Autonomous Zone, Ontol ogical Anarchy, Poetic Terrorism.

It sasunny afternoon, and | find myself between two uniformed groups of people,
pressed nose to nose (or rather helmet to helmet) against each other, neither side
apparently much willing to move.

Ononesidearethepolice, equipped with thelatest inriot gear. Pushing against
them are a group of men and women dressed in white overalls, equipped with
cyclehelmets, rubber rings, bubblewrap and stuffed toys sell otaped together into
what seemsasurprisingly effective parody of the officers' protective clothing.

Behind them, inthe space they’ re keeping the police from entering, areacrowd
made up of dancing punks, fairies, stilt-walkers, ravers, feminists, anarchistsand
Marxistsof every hue, peopleinfancy dress, people completely undressed, and a
noisy meeting of street drummers, sambabands, and apeda -powered sound system.
Thereis an equal cacophony of ideologies in this space; black flags, red flags,
greenflags, flagswith stars, multi-col oured gay prideflagsand bannersdemanding
liberation for diverse human and anima groups. Thisisacarniva against capitalism,
asif thousands of people had decided to take Emma Goldman’sfamous attributed
proclamation that ‘if | can’'t dance, it’s not my revolution’ quite literally. Itisa
cultural and political phenomenon that has been growing rapidly since its
conceptionintheearly 1990s.

This phenomenon hasamodern lineage stretching back tothe*NoM11 Link
Road’ campaign and the carnivalesgue occupation of Claremont Road in London
in 19931 After Claremont Road, carnival appeared asaconsciousform of action

147



ANARCHIST STUDIES

throughout the 1990s, most noticeably with Reclaim the Streets, a group who
drew heavily on theideas put forward in Hakim Bey’s The Temporary Autonomous
Zone. These events cod esced into thefirst ‘ global street party’ heldin citiesacross
the world on 16 May 1998 - the day of a G8 summit meeting in Birmingham.
These' parties inturn developedintothemoregenera ‘ carnivasagaingt capitalism’
which have marked the form of protest against globalisation and neoliberalism
(amongst other things) since.

Between the works of Bakhtin, the Situationist International and modern
anarchist theory, particularly thewriting of Hakim Bey, thereisacontinual return
to a shared constellation of ideas, which makes a comparative analysis of their
ideas productive. Each theorises joy and desire as the basis of a culturally and
politically radical event which they variously term as a ‘carnival’, ‘festival’,
‘situation’ or a‘temporary autonomous zone' . In each casethisevent embodiesa
number of related qualities? Itisseenasapoaliticaly radical fusion of lifeand art,
arealisation of joy and desirein the form of abroadly anarchistic micro-society.
The activists behind carnivals against capitalism seem well aware of these
theoretical precedentswhen they make referenceto:

The enormous popular festivals of the Bastille, the Paris Commune, Paris
'68. From the Middle Ages onwards the carnival has offered glimpses of a
world turned upside down, atopsy-turvy universe free of toil, suffering and
inequality. Carnival celebratestemporary liberation from the prevailing truth
and established order; it marks the suspension of all hierarchica rank,
privileges, normsand prohibitions.®

This historical lineage, as much as the theoretical one between Bakhtin and the
Situationists, has been constructed in retrospect to serve the interests of this
contemporary radical project, much after thestyleof Greil Marcus' Lipstick Traces,
which also, tentatively, makes this connection. In sketching out a ‘tradition’ of
carnival asaliberatory insurrection, this project synthesisestheideas of Bakhtin
and the Situationists, and assumes a serendipitoustheoretical link between them,
based upon the apparent similaritiesand possibilities of their writingson carnival.
However, despitethe claimsabove, such asynthesisisfar from straightforward.
Mikhail Bakhtin was an unconventional Russian scholar, whose work on
language, literature and philosophy in the 1930s and 40s suffered because of the
hostility of Soviet governments to unorthodox intellectuals, and his thesis on
Rabelais of 1940 was not widely published until the late 1960s, after which his
ideas concerning - amongst other things- carnival becameincreasingly popular.
Hisdiscussion of Rabelais'suse of thefolk culture of medieval festivalsisoften
read asacriticismof thestrict hegemony of the Soviet Union, and theimplications
of hisconceptswere quickly extended far beyond the realm of literary analysisby
subsequent theorists. It isin this spirit that they are treated here. 1968, the year
Bakhtin’swork wastrandated into English, was coincidentally the same year as
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the artistic avant-garde group cum revolutionary organisation, the Situationist
International, rose to prominence with the eventsin France of that year. Alongside
Guy Debord, Raoul Vaneigem was one of theleading lights of the Situationists.
He published his Revolution of Everyday Lifein 1967.

Bakhtin and the Situationists have asimilar vision of carnival. Carnival was
for both aunitary ‘world’ of social relations that were independent and distinct
fromthose of everyday life. Theserelationswere characterised by theinversion of
hierarchical relationships where the low mocked the high, and all dogmas and
hierarchies were suspended. Thiswas accompanied by a suspension of division
and separation in socidl life, particularly in the often high and distant realm of
aesthetics. Qualitiesusualy attributed to the realm of aesthetic appreciation were
realized in everyday life, and the divisions between life and art, performer and
spectator, collapsed. Theanarchisticimplicationsof such aworld are obvious, but
the key to thisabolition of boundaries of classand ideology isthat joy, festivity,
laughter and desire are understood asthe revol utionary impetusthat bringssuch a
world about.

The use of joy and desire as key conceptsin their thinking about liberation
from authority sets Bakhtin and the Situationistsapart from the traditional left. It
allowsmoments of autopian world to occur hereand now, rather than after some
distant revolution. Both of them seejoy and laughter asthe essential component
of carnival’s undogmatic suspension of normal social relations. Vaneigem uses
the terms ‘festival’ and ‘ carnival’ interchangeably.* The emphasisfor himison
joy and festivity as the root of carnival, as it is for Bakhtin, who prefaces his
discussion of Rabelaisby placing himin ‘the history of laughter’ > Redlized joy
for the Situationistswasfoundin play, rather than laughter. But in either case, the
principle of joy isthe basis of a social experiencethat is unitary, self-contained
and separate from the usua world. Peopleliveaternately intheworld of carnival
or the official world. Bakhtin describe therituals of thisworld of laughter:

They were sharply distinct from the serious official, ecclesiastical, feudal,
and political cult formsand ceremonies. They offered acompletely different,
nonofficial, extraecclesiastical and extrapolitical aspect of theworld, of man,
and of human relations; they built a second world and a second life outside
officialdom.®

Vaneigem attemptsto describe the human relations of thissecond world. Itsjoy is
expressed in the replacement of exchange relations by those of gift giving. This
formsaworld separate from the official world of the ‘ spectacle’, which was the
Situationists' term for thetotality of capitalist socia relationsin thelate twentieth
century, becausethe spectacleonly extendsasfar astheofficial world of commodity
relations.

Vaneigem gives the example of the potlatch economy as evidence for the
viability of asocial system based around gift-giving rather than exchange. Gift-
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giving also embodies the carnival’s qualities of love, friendship, equality and
participation that arelost under exchange. Bakhtin similarly observesof play that
‘gamesdrew the players out of the bounds of everyday life, liberated them from
the usual lawsand regulations'.” Vaneigem al so arguesthat play involvesfluidity
and an anarchic lack of dogma, ‘ the praxisof play involvestherefusal of |eaders,
of sacrifice, of roles, freedom for everyoneto realise himself’ .8 However, Vaneigem
continues by making far stronger claimsfor the potential of these activities. The
growing passion for stealing books, clothes, food, weapons or jewellery simply
for the pleasure of giving them away, offersaglimpse of what thewill tolive has
instorefor consumer society’.° Thisalignment of gift giving with joy and carnival
isapart of hisredefinition of revolution. To give giftsisto abandon commodity
exchange relations and to act creatively outside of the spectacle, which like
Bakhtin's laughing critical perspective, offers the participants a ‘reversal of
perspective’,*° which Vaneigem sees as both a launching pad for revolutionary
activity, and asintimately bound up with revolutioniitself:  Thetotal construction
of everyday life, thereversal of perspective- in short, therevolution - areimminent
possibilities’.* For Vaneigem, thereversal of perspectivewill not only reveal the
true nature of the old world but will embody and realize the relations of the new
one.

Theredlisation of an alternative, carnivalesqueworld, isnot synonymouswith
revolution for Bakhtin, asitisfor Vaneigem, but despite thishe makes suggestive
connections between carnival forms and the change from one world to another:
‘The dual image combining praise and abuse seeksto grasp the very moment of
this change, the transfer from the old to the new, from death to life’ .2? What isa
subtext in Bakhtinisexplicitin Vaneigem. Rather than grasping to represent change,
carnival for Vaneigem by definition fuses perspective and practice (lest it be
spectacular), and so what is only areversal of perspective for Bakhtin is also
actually ‘the world turned upside down’*® for Vaneigem. The Situationists’
revolution was to be an everyday realisation of Bakhtin's carnivalesque. They
claimed that:

Free creativity in the construction of all moments and events of life is the
only poetry it [thefirst consciouscritique of everyday life] can acknowledge,
the poetry made by all, the beginning of therevolutionary festival. Proletarian
revolutionswill befestivalsor nothing, for festivity isthe very keynote of the
lifethey announce. Play isthe ultimate principle of thisfestival, and the only
rules it can recognise are to live without dead time and to enjoy without
restraints.

This difference may be seenin terms of disciplinary perspectives. For Bakhtin,
workingasaMarxist literary critic, laughter permitscarniva asacritica perspective.
For Vaneigem, influenced asmuch by Surrealism asby Marxism, suppressed desire
realisesitself ascarnival. Bakhtin'sand Vaneigem’ s different perspectives affect
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their assessment of the revolutionary content and potential of carnival. Vaneigem's
psychological categories havetheeffect of ‘naturalising’ hisrevolutionary ones.
Hispsychological spinondienationisagood example. Joy isthe opposite of the
‘survival sickness' which isthe psychological and physical result of the official
world of work and exchange under capitalism, of lifereduced toitsbare, abstract
essentials. For Vaneigem, thisjoylessexistence, and the system that enforcesit, is
against man'swill to joy and pleasure, and so against what makes humanity more
than automatons. Thetransfer from death to lifeisinevitable - the desire to play
and create will alwaysout.

It appearsthat Bakhtin and the Situationists differ strongly when it comesto
the relation between carnival and the official world. The Situationists, seeing the
qualitiesof carnival inan act they termed ‘ the creation of situations’, supposed it
would bethe primary occupation of peopleafter therevol ution that the creation of
situations itself could bring about. Bakhtin, although he equally described the
carnival spirit asirrepressible and opposed to hierarchy, did not explicitly state
that it wastherefore revol utionary.

Bakhtin certainly saw carnival laughter as subversive. However, he argued
that in the medieval period official culture, with its seriousness alied to power
and authority, wastoo strong for medieval mantoresistit. Against theideological
and physical force of themedieval state, carnival’s‘ consciousness of freedom...
could be only limited and utopian’.*® Is this even more true of the spectacular
society, whichismore capable of surreptitioudy recuperating and controlling dissent
than any beforeit? Tony Blair'scomments on the 2001 protestsin Genoathat ‘this
effectively isan anarchist travelling circusthat goesfrom summit to summit with
the sole purpose of causing as much mayhem aspossible’ ** would seemtoindicate
that official culture’s seriousness still supposes carnival has no meaningful or
participatory placein history. Indeed, Shields observesthat ‘ carnival is strongest
today inthose societiesleast integrated into themodalities of capitalism’.*” But as
the protestsin Genoaat the meeting of the eight greatest world powersdemonstrate,
contemporary activistshave sought provocatively and disruptively to bring carnival
to the heart of the officia world, regardless of that world's attitude towardsit.

In doing so they follow the Situationists, who clearly set amore aggressive
case for the revolutionary content of carnival than Bakhtin ever did. However,
many have argued against the Situationists that carnival does not have such
revolutionary potential, but isinfact asort of social ‘ safety valve' that allowsthe
official worldto operate unhindered therest of thetime, andisin thissensecomplicit
with that whichit superficially opposes. Bakhtin himself observesthat asearly as
1444 in acircular letter of the Paris School of Theology, the feast of fools was
described as such a safety valve. Such a gay diversion is necessary ‘so that
foolishness, which is our second nature and seems to be inherent in man might
freely spenditself at least once asyear. Winebarrelsburst fromtimeto timeif we
do not openthem and et in someair’ .28

Eagleton claims carnival is ‘alicensed affair in every sense, a permissible

151



ANARCHIST STUDIES

rupture of hegemony, a contained popular blow-off as disturbing and relatively
ineffectual asarevolutionary work of art’.** However, the Dutch group Provos,
contemporaries of the Situationists, did not see things this way. Their 1965
manifesto asserts the power of increasingly bold carnivalesque ruptures of
hegemony to provoke authority to shed itsveil of tolerance and reveal itsserious,
violent and intolerant nature, in turn provoking revolution against it. Thekeynote
thesetwo analyses shareistheir focuson tolerance and the permissible. Tellingly,
Bakhtin notes of the medieval tradition of carnivalsthat ‘forms of pure laughter
were created parallel to theofficia forms' .2 Thisisarelation to the official world
very different from Vaneigem'’ sseparateworld generated in reaction and opposition
totheofficial one. Thisisanimportant difference between Situationist carnivals
and these traditional medieval carnivals, which were tolerated by the church, if
not wholeheartedly endorsed. It isadistinction that the judge presiding over the
case of therebellious students of Strasbourg University, after the events of 1968,
made clear in his summing up, albeit not in Vaneigem’s glowing terms: These
cynics do not hesitate to commend... aworld-wide proletarian revolution with
‘unlicensed pleasure’ asitsonly goal’ (my italics).?

The 1994 Criminal Justice Bill made carnivalesque pleasure in the form of
ravecultureillegal inthe UK. Reclaim the Streets’ unlicensed carniva then quickly
becameallied with rave culture groups. Thissimplified and literalised Vaneigem's
politics of pleasure - perhaps explaining the popul ar resurgence of these theories
inthe 1990s. Taking pleasure became adefiance of thelaw, and carnival occupied
amore provocative status. Vaneigem’s conception of any snatched moment of joy
as arevolutionary act against the official order must have seemed particularly
relevant in thelight of legislation which clamped down simultaneously on both
partying and protest. Had an illegal street party become indistinguishable from
preparing for ageneral insurrection? What thisdoestell usisthat whether acarniva
isarevolutionary provocation or merely asocial safety valve depends, at least in
part, on the status of carnival laughter in the historical period in question. The
crucial difference hereisthat the medieval carnival was at least tolerated by the
state and church, whereasthiswas not the case for 1990srave culture.

Bourdieu observesthat thisissue of legal transgressionin cultural eventsgives
carnival aclass location, as well as a potentially insurrectionary political one.
Social rank iscongtituted for Bourdieu partly by ‘ cultural capital’” - theknowledge
of the forms and rules of certain cultural practices. A lack of this capital in the
form of the transgression of these rulesis associated with the working class and
often takestheform of an active disrespect for cultural capital ‘ using obscenity or
scatology to turn arsy-versy, head over hedls, al the* values' inwhich the dominant
groups project and recognisetheir sublimity’.?

However, without popular support, unlicensed carnivals are not revolutions
0 much as provocationsto outragethe officia order, and which themassof people
value. A comparison between two similar carniva esque eventsisrevealing here.
Firstly, the proto-Situationist ‘ assault on Notre Dame’, inwhich Michel Mourre,
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dressed as a Dominican priest, took to the altar of Notre Dame cathedral during
High Mass on the 9th April 1950 and declared:

Verily | say unto you: God isdead...
We proclaim the death of the Christ-god, so that Man may live at last.?

The cathedral guardsrushed the false Dominican and hisconspiratorswith swords
drawn and attempted to kill them. By contrast, Bakhtin describesasimilar parodical
attack upon the sacredness of the Church and its rituals, ‘the feast of the ass',
whichwastolerated by the church, even carried out by itsofficials, and despiteits
similar form, was not the provocation to outrage that the actions of Mourre were.

Special ‘asinine masses’ were celebrated. Each part of the mass was
accompanied by thecomic braying, ‘hinham!” At theend of the service, instead
of the usual blessing, the priest repeated the braying threetimes, and thefinal
Amen was replaced by the same cry.#

However, assessing whether acarnival islicensed by the state should not be our
only considerationwhen deciding whether carnival representsasocial safety valve.
A focusonthequalitiesand power of carnival initself in fact sidestepsthe above
argument in suggesting that the idea of a social safety valveisentirely invalid.
Cleaver arguesthat orthodox Marxism often neglectsthiskind of focusand asa
result theworking classappear initsmodels‘ usually asavictimfighting defensive
battles',> whilst social changes and devel opments are understood as devel oping
purely from those competing within capitalism. ‘ The working class is only a
spectator to the global waltz of capita’sautonomous self-activating development’ 2
Infact, capital’s movements are often better understood as tactical responsesto
the autonomous actions of the working class against it. The safety valve theory
necessarily understands society as afunctional, closed system. Thisis not only
misleading, but denies the working class their proper role in the battle against
capital. It isuseful to understand thisdifference ‘tactically’, from both sides. As
Cleaver putsit: ‘What it isvital to seeisthat capital’s response has more often
resembled adesperate search for anew tactic than the smoothly orchestrated process
of assimilation visualized by the prophets of “bourgeois cultural hegemony”’.%
Thiswould of course put the discussion of carnivalesgue subversion not in
terms of ruling class hegemony and conditions determining the revolutionary
potential of carnival, but interms of two opposed, active partiesand their tactical
responses towards each other. Thusany analysis should not only focus upon the
power of the official world, and whether it ‘licenses’ carnival, but also on the
power and methods of carnival in the period in question. The central difference
aboveisthat thefeast of the asswas acarnival that was part of a shared popular
culture, whereas the assault on Notre Dame was a carnivalesgue attack upon a
shared popular culture. To not see popular support and organisation set against
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official licence as cards played by competing classinterestsin an unstable system
isto accept thetotalising ideological assumptionsof capital.

Debord makesasimilar accusation of fal se totalisation towardsthe spectacle.
To see society asafunctional unity, of which superficially dissenting carnivalsare
a part, is to accept the spectacle’s own self-definition. The Situationists saw
carnivalesque manifestations not as ‘ safety valves' but as moments of crisisin
capitalism, and as spacesthat gave expression to rel ationsthat wereto some extent
‘outside’ those of capital and the spectacle. This unitary externality offered the
Situationistsapoint from which to critique the spectacle. Thiswasimportant asit
allowed themto avoid atricky theoretical knot: attemptsto understand society as
atotality of relationsrooted in capital which cause acomplex matrix of divisions
and separations are themselves susceptibleto those very divisionsif their critique
isbased in or dependent on that matrix. Thismay lead such critiquesinto divided
or inconsistent perspectives, holding only partial knowledge of thetotdlity.

It appearsthereare problemswith the‘ safety valve' theory that supposessociety
to beafunctional unity, and which seescarnival asinternaly divided between art
and action. However, supposing adivided society set against the essential unitary
quality of carnival isaso ahighly problematic undertaking. Thisis particularly
the casewhen it isused asavalidation of therevolutionary potential of carnival.
The paradox is that the construction of situations creates a pocket of the
carnival esque post-revol utionary world asapoint of unassailable unitary critique,
before the revolution, which then is intended to bring that revolution about.
However these pockets of resistance can only betruly unitary and validated after
that revolution. As Plant putsit, ‘ the revol ution demands a consciousnesswhich
only therevolution can produce’.%

Jean Barrott also sees this as an untenable position in his critique of the
Situationist International, denying that a carnival can be coherently realised
anywherebeforetherevolution, identifying their embrace of carnival asfailure of
the Situationists to ‘know exactly whether it was a matter of living differently
from now on or only heading that way’.? He claims Vaneigem’s book literally
demandstheimpossible. Of Vaneigem’soutline of acarnivalesque revolution of
everyday lifeheclaims'it cannot belived...either one huddlesin the crevices of
bourgeoisie society, or one ceasel esdy opposesit to adifferent lifewhichisimpotent
because only therevolution can makeit areality’ . %

Itisproductive at this point to turn again to an autonomist perspective. Like
these theorisations of revolutionary joy, the tradition of autonomist Marxismis
not that of ahomogenous movement or consistent lineage, but the collection of a
set of voicesin thewildernessthat at different timesand in different places have
put forward an analysis that focuses on the autonomy of the working class over
the operations of capital. Thistraditionisgenerally seenascrystallised around the
Italian Autonomiamovement, which wasroughly contemporary with that of the
French Situationists.

An autonomist Marxist perspective in fact shares many similarities to the
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Situationist approach. For example, theanalysis put forward by the most widely-
read member of the autonomia, Antonio Negri, of the ‘socia factory’, where
economic relations have become socialy al pervasive, parallelsin several ways
Debord’ s description of the society of the spectacle, where commodified images
have shaped our perspective on the world, even affecting our concepts of space
and time. Both schools of thought also place an emphasis on the autonomous
activity of workers - with the Situationists specifically endorsing council
Communism. Both arein thisrespect concerned with possibility from below rather
than determinism from above. Autonomist Marxist analysisis sometimestermed
‘open’ Marxism, though the Situationists typically went a little further in this
direction in suggesting that we ‘ demand the impossible’. Thereisaso a shared
focusintheanalysisof thebasisof thispossibility. Like Vaneigem, Negri theorises
theimportance of theirrecuperablekernel of human crestivity that fostersresistance
to capital, and seesit manifest in the form of appropriationsand ‘ misuses' of the
apparatus of production, much like that which the Situationists termed
détournement. There is also a shared tactical approach in that both schools of
thought emphasi se non-engagement with capital and the abandonment of theroles
assigned by it, seeing the abolition of work itself asthe primary end of the class
war and seeing theactions of individual sresisting work outside of official political
organisation as a valid part of this war: ‘Where we have self-valorisation
[abandonment of engagement with capital], we not only have class struggle but
alsotheemergence, however fleeting or durable, of new worlds, and new kinds of
people’ %

Thisseemsto beaMarxism better suited to an analysisof carnival initsown
terms than the theoretical framework employed by Barrot. Cleaver defines the
working classsimply asthosewhom capital forcestowork. Thisdefinition means
that the status of ‘ bourgeois crevices' as having been the product of the work of
othersislessimportant than their expl oitation asapoint of contradictionin capitalist
relations. Divisionslikethisinthese‘ new worlds' may serveto underminethem
at points, but it istheworking out of these divisionsand the movement towardsa
universal unitary status by these pockets of autonomy that isthevery substance of
the class struggle against work. This division between more or less privileged
sections of theworking classisjust one of amyriad of divisionsto be overcome
such asthat between husband and housewife or black and white. Seeing aflaw of
circular argument in the fact that thisend has not yet been achieved suggeststhat
Barrot’sframework |eads him to confuse the ends and the means.

Itisonly through acirculation of struggles, in which those of various sectors
of the classinterlink to become complementary, that real unity against capital
isachieved. Without such complementarity, ‘ class consciousness' isonly an
ideological gloss; withit, ‘ class consciousness' is superfluous.®

This argument abandons notions of class consciousness which might invalidate
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these new worldswithinthe old, and seesworking-class self-awareness and self-
val orisation arise within the contradictions of capital, rather than being aunitary
granted by ‘therevolution’ or any other external party.

Thisbrings usto apostmodern theorist who sees himself as continuous with
the lineage of Situationism and autonomist Marxism - Hakim Bey. Bey, the
pseudonym of Peter Lamborn Wilson, isbest known for hisinfluential essay The
Temporary Autonomous Zone. This argues for the creation of spaces that step
outside capital and embody anarchist social relationships. These spacesare a so
characterised by the carnivalesqueinversion of cultural valuesand ablurring of
the boundariesbetween art and life. Despite the great influence of thisessay upon
activist practice, it hasreceived littlein theway of direct theoretical anaysis.

Bey, amongst others, hasnoted that the carnival esque hasmany similaritieswith
the postmodern. Both appeal to play, dialogism, collage and an opposition to
modernism’sfixed hierarchiesand ditism. Bakhtin claimsthat carnival ‘wasapolitica
dramawithout footlights, in which it was difficult to trace any clear dividing line
between symbol and reality’.** However carnival achieves this effect by the
supercession of culture, abolishing its alienated relation to life and thus making
distinctions between sign and reality difficult. Postmodernism, onthe other hand, is
anihilistic oppositeto thisprocess, denying and suppressing lifein order to privilege
thesign. Thismay beexplained by thefact that the postmodern may be seento have
abasis, incommodity relationsthat are opposed to theendsof Bakhtin or Vaneigem's
carnival. Indeed, Plant arguesin The Stuationist International in the Postmodern
Agethat postmodernismisaperverted product of Situationist theoriesof the spectacle
that turnsmany Situationist categorieson their heads. When Leotard underminesthe
truth claimsof any discourse, or when Baudrillard arguesthat the symbol hasusurped
reality, the notion of the recuperation of the true or real by the spectacle becomes
mesningless. Separationistruly perfectedin the postmodern, asfragmentation appears
asthenatura and primary state of things. Debord described the spectacl € sdefinition
of theworld, anditsdlf, thus: * The spectacl e presentsitself as something enormoudly
positive, indisputableandinaccessible. It saysnothing morethan, “that which appears
isgood; that whichisgood appears™ .3

Aswe have seen above, the spectacleisnot as absol ute asit might assume, but
can be seen from the perspective of cultural and material territory outside of itself.
That territory ismost clearly defined by the proliferation of the practicethat isthe
basisof the spectacle- commodity capitalism. Debord saysasmuch himsdlf, though
his wording complicates the issue of a simple base-superstructure relationship:
‘The spectacle is nothing other than the sense of the total practice of a social-
economic formation’. %

However, Hakim Bey, inheriting the Situationist tradition, does not seeit this
way. Hetheorises carnival s under the name of ‘ Temporary Autonomous Zones',
referencing both Bakhtin and the Situationists, and has been extraordinarily
influential in radical activism. His nameis mentioned often when attempting to
explain the activity of Reclaim the Streets and Carnivals Against Capitalism. A
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Temporary Autonomous Zone ' islike an uprising which does not engage directly
with the state, a guerilla operation which liberates an area (of land, of time, of
imagination) and then dissolvesitself to re-form el sewhere/el sewhen, beforethe
state can crush it’. % As his examples show, Temporary Autonomous Zones are
also carnivalesque and based on desire asamotivating principle: ‘ Theonly force
significant enough to facilitate our act of creation seemsto bedesire... hencethe
only viable government isthat of love, or “attraction””. %

However, Bey openly declaresthat we livein a‘post-spectacular society of
simulation’.* Hisadmittance of thelogic of commodity relationsinto acritique of
life under such relationsleads him to reproduce the divisions and contradictions
of aspectacular society in hiscritique of that society. Specifically, hisacceptance
of Baudrillard’ sassertions about the simulated nature of reality leadsBey to negate
certain historical, material and socid realities concerning both carnival and life
under capitalism. Bookchin's critique of Bey, Social Anarchism or Lifestyle
Anarchism, ishased around acentral division between thesocid and theindividual.
He arguesthat much contemporary anarchist theory isindividualist to the extent
of complicity with therelationsit superficially opposes, and herenamesthis* second
wave' anarchist tradition disparagingly as'lifestyleanarchism’. He opposes more
traditional, social forms of revolutionary organisation to thelifestyle anarchists
pursuit of ‘adecadent personalisminthenameof their sovereign “autonomy”’.*

Unfortunately Bookchin throws the baby out with the bathwater. The root
theoretical distinction is not between social anarchism and carnival as part of a
modern individualist tradition. In fact the most important distinction between
Bakhtin, the Situationists and Bey would actually appear to be between the -
admittedly unorthodox - Marxism of the former two and Bey’s stitching together
of contrary conceptsinto acommon stream under the auspicesof the postmodern’s
‘ suspicion towards meta-narratives .

However, the divisive influence of late capitalism can be seen even in
Vaneigem'swriting. This becomes clearer when we compare the individual and
socia basesof Vaneigem and Bakhtin's conceptions of joy and laughter. Joy and
realised desire are the subjective psychologica basisof Vaneigem’'scarnival, and
have an associated relativising power in Bakhtin's work. However, Bakhtin's
laughter isalwaysthat of the marketplace crowd, and belongsto amassfolk culture,
whereas Vaneigem seesany isolated, individual moment of joy asat least potentialy
arevolution. Thisis a symptom of the different contexts these writers worked
with. Bakhtin waswriting of asituation wheremass culture was often carnivalesque
and set in opposition to a high, official culture of the minority, whilst Vaneigem
dealt with mass, consumer culture as the oppressive officia culture which was
nonethel essthe shared culture of the peopleit oppressed. Asthe examplesabove
show, his carnivalesque inversions, taking place on the subjective plane, are a
provocation from the marginsrather than aninclusive socia renewal.

Vaneigem’sconcept of radical subjectivity isintended to give hisconcepts of
realised joy a social, and thus a more coherently revolutionary, basis. Radical
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subjectivity istherealisation of our (revolutionary) creative desires and dreams,
usualy only allowed expressioninthenarrow field of ‘art’: ‘Every individual is
constantly building an ideal world within himself, even as his external motions
bend to the requirements of soulless routine’.° It may be objected that isolated
individual s seeking joy and realized desire need not berevol utionary and liberating
for al. But Vaneigem arguesthat:

All people have the same will to authentic self-realisation, and...their
subjectivity isstrengthened by the perception of thissubjectivewill in others.
This way of getting out of oneself and radiating out, not so much towards
others as towards that part of oneself that is to be found in others, is what
gives creative spontaneity the strategic importance of alaunching pad.*

Radical subjectivity, asatheory of socia organisationborn of individudist salf-interes,
here appearsto bear adisturbing resemblanceto neoliberal |aissez-fairetheories, the
very ideological foundation of the world Vaneigem is attempting to oppose. Where
Vaneigem attemptsto stave off theindividuaist conclusionshisargument often seems
to lead to, Bey openly embraces them, eschewing even the social overtones of
Vaneigem'suse of theword ‘revolution’: ' Thevision comesto lifein the moment of
uprising - but assoon as' therevolution’ triumphsand the statereturns, thedreamand
theided areaready betrayed. .. | distrust theword revolution’ .4

Bey prefersclandestineterritorial occupations, insurrectionsand disappearance
asan understanding of carnival’stactics, emphasizing their impermanence, ‘ Like
festival's, uprisings cannot happen everyday’.** Bookchin sees this dislocation
between insurrection and revol ution as asymptom of Bey’sdislocation between
isolated, individual actsand socially motivated and orientated acts. However, this
division isjust one of many that appear in Bey's text. Bey mixes revolutionary
ideology, myth and mysticism with no real regard for coherence, accepting ideas
into his bricolage-styled text on the basis of superficial similarities that aid his
declamatory, Situationist-style rhetoric. He calls for ‘ anarcho-monarchism and
anarcho-mysticism’ and for ‘ black magic asrevolutionary action’.*

This radical bricolage of concepts and disciplines is as postmodern asit is
spectacular. Debord observed that the spectacle, like many postmodern theoretical
and artistic works, makes use of such atechnique. Hea so observesthat in doing
0, the spectacleinevitably disregardsthe historical and thematerial: ‘ Theimages
detached from every aspect of lifefuseinacommon stream in which the unity of
thislifecan nolonger bere-established ... The spectaclein genera, asthe concrete
inversion of life, istheautonomous movement of thenon-living’ .**Bey’ sacceptance
of theworld of the autonomousimage resultsin hiscallsfor action that are only
cultural, though he supposesthey are political, and thus reproduces a spectacul ar
divisionthat carnival wasintended to surmount. He goes asfar asto suggest that
power itself isbut asimulation: ‘ Theimpossibility of “The State” ... Why bother
to confront a power that has lost all meaning and become sheer simulation? 4
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Bookchin'sresponseiscrude but effective: ‘if what is happening in Bosniawith
firepower isamere“simulation”, weareliving in very safetimesindeed!’+

Carniva, in Bey'swriting, has been fully recuperated by the spectacle asa
safety valve. Bey'scarnival isshorn of itssocial, historical and material aspects,
and therefore of its revolutionary potential. This has happened through Bey's
acceptance of the postmodern’s logic of commodity relations into a doctrine
intended to opposethem. Armitage recognisesthe crucial theoretical switch that
has occurred here:

| would suggest that Bey’'s work is, for the most part, not much more than
Situationism and Autonomist Marxism shorn of their Marxian heritage. Surely
there can befew doubtsin the mind of anyonewho hasactually read ... Debord,
Negri or Vaneigem ... that Marx’s conception of classstruggleiscentral to their
various programmes. But given our ‘ postmodern’ times, fewer and fewer people
seemto be aware of this.*®

Bookchindeniescarniva any revolutionary potential fromamoretraditiona anarchist
position. However, his rejection of the postmodern in favour of enlightenment
anarchism beliesmorethan just arejection not only of the often reactionary theories
of postmodernism. AsBookchin ragesagaingt the scandd of ‘ arestaurant withlinen-
covered tables, fairly expensive menus, and ayuppieclientdeon St. Mark’sPlacein
the Lower East Side - abattleground of the 1960s ... named Anarchy’“° and harks
back to ‘theleft that was , it isdifficult to avoid thefegling that Bookchinalsorejects
thenew postmodern socid terrainthat thesetheoriesareaproduct of. Ashistheoreticd
categoriesdo not directly correlateto thenew socid relationsof post-industria capitd,
he is often led to argue against the very substance of postmodernism. Bookchin
accuses Bey of being secretly reactionary. But railing againgt thefact of apostmodern
aesthetic, or rejecting not just theory but the postmodern ageinitsentirety, isalsoa
clandestinely reactionary position.

Bookchin refusesto acknowledge carnival’sradicalismin even Bakhtin’ smuted
terms. Bookchin claimsthat the carnival Rabelaiswritesof a the Abbey of Theleme
could not berealised without servantsworking and preparing food to createtheleisure
that the carnival’s ‘aristocrats enjoy. He claims that an anarchist carnival is thus
incoherent, as it depends upon the hierarchy that it opposes. However, it is worth
noting that Bakhtin claimsthat the class division evident in this piece of Rebelais's
work meansthat the Thelemeepisodeisaninvalid example of carnival proper:

In reality, Theleme is characteristic neither of Rabelais's philosophy nor of
his system of images, nor of his style. Though this episode does present a
popular utopian element, it is fundamentally linked with the aristocratic
movements of the Renai ssance. Thisisnot apopul ar-festive mood but acourt
and humanist utopia... Inthisrespect, Thelemeisnot in linewith Rabelais's
imagery and style.®
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It appears that this new social and theoretical terrain offers a particular set of
problemsto the conception of carnivalsagainst capitalism which remain mostly
unaddressed despite the opposition of carnivalesque heterology to the apparent
heterology of the postmodern culture of global capital. Theautonomist perspective
on the theorisation of these moments of liberation isuseful inthat it allowsusto
seethemintermsof acourse charted between the extreme positions often adopted
regarding carnival. It is not either an instant and irrepressible revolution, or a
recuperative simulacra of revolution. Regjecting it out of hand or embracing it
unequivocally isaless productive approach than examining it asaheterogeneous
set of theories that at the very least offer a valuable cultural approach to the
prefigurative societiesthat are So common in contemporary anarchist thinking.
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