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Abstract

This essay argues that contemporary debates on political economy — however sophisticated in
their treatment of inequality, ownership, and power — tend to neglect a decisive terrain of
analysis: the organization of everyday life itself. Drawing on the Situationist International's
critique of the society of the spectacle, and applying it to institutional proposals associated with
social democracy and market socialism, the essay develops a framework for evaluating reforms
not only in terms of distributional outcomes, but in terms of their capacity to expand temporal
autonomy, democratic participation, and non-alienated forms of social activity. The central claim
is that proposals such as workplace democracy, universal basic income, shorter working hours,
and social ownership of strategic resources should be understood not merely as redistributive
mechanisms, but as potential openings — always contingent, always contested — toward
democratic control over everyday life. The essay engages critically with the Capital as Power
(CasP) framework: while CasP offers powerful tools for analyzing the quantitative dimensions of
capitalist power, the Situationist lens developed here suggests that power is also reproduced
through the colonization of time, desire, and lived experience — dimensions that resist purely
quantitative capture.

1. The Problem of Everyday Life in Political Economy

Political economy has long focused on the macrostructural dimensions of capitalism: ownership,
accumulation, exploitation, distribution. The Capital as Power framework has made a particularly
distinctive contribution by conceptualizing capital not as a physical stock or financial abstraction,
but as organized power over social processes — measurable, at least partially, through
differential accumulation and the sabotage of productive capacity (Nitzan & Bichler, 2009).

This is a genuine theoretical advance. Yet it leaves relatively underexplored a question that
animated a parallel tradition of radical thought: how does capitalist power reproduce itself
through the organization of ordinary experience? How does it shape not only what people



receive, but how they use their time, how they participate (or fail to participate) in decisions that
govern their lives, and what they are able to desire?

This is the question the Situationist International posed — clumsily, provocatively, and often with
deliberate obscurantism — in the late 1950s and 1960s. Guy Debord's The Society of the
Spectacle (1967) diagnosed advanced capitalism not simply as a system of exploitation but as a
totalizing reorganization of social experience: one in which "all that was once directly lived has
receded into a representation” (thesis 1). The spectacle, for Debord, was not primarily a media
phenomenon. It was a social relationship — one in which passivity, separation, and the
commodification of experience became the structural conditions of everyday life under
capitalism.

What made this critique radical, and what makes it relevant today, is its insistence that power is
not only about wealth and ownership — it is also exercised through the colonization of time,
attention, and participation. And what makes it analytically productive is its implication: reforms
that alter ownership structures without transforming the lived conditions of everyday life may
leave the fundamental dynamics of power untouched.

2. Capital as Power and the Missing Dimension of Experience

The CasP framework identifies differential accumulation as the central metric of capitalist power.
Dominant capital groups prevail not by maximizing production, but by successfully limiting it
relative to the average — through mergers, buyouts, stagnation-inducing strategies, and the
strategic deployment of state power (Nitzan & Bichler, 2009). This is a genuinely illuminating
perspective, particularly for understanding corporate behavior, financial dynamics, and the
political economy of stagflation.

However, when we ask how capitalist power is sustained at the level of social reproduction —
how it achieves the consent, passivity, or exhaustion of dominated populations — the CasP
framework requires supplementation. Power over accumulation is not self-sustaining; it requires
a corresponding power over time, culture, and the organization of desire. Workers who have no
time for political deliberation, consumers whose imaginations have been colonized by
commodity aesthetics, citizens whose patrticipation is limited to electoral spectacles: these are
not incidental features of the system. They are, from a Situationist perspective, among its
central mechanisms of reproduction.

This is not merely a theoretical point. Empirical research on working time, participatory
governance, and cooperative organization consistently finds that people with more control over
their time and greater voice in institutional decisions engage more in political life, invest more in
community relations, and report higher levels of meaning and agency (Haraldsson & Kellam,
2021; Arando et al., 2015). Conversely, long working hours, precarious employment, and the



absence of democratic workplace structures are associated with political disengagement,
weakened social bonds, and diminished capacity for collective action (Schor, 1991; Weeks,
2011).

In short: the distribution of time and the structure of participation are not epiphenomena of the
accumulation process — they are among the conditions that make differential accumulation
possible and durable. A complete theory of capitalist power needs to account for this.

3. Situationist Concepts as Analytical Tools

Let me be clear about what | am and am not claiming. | am not suggesting that Situationist
theory provides a ready-made alternative to political economy. Debord and his colleagues were
primarily engaged in a critique of spectacular relations — the transformation of lived experience
into passive consumption, the separation of individuals from genuine participation in social
creation. Their practical proposals (the dérive, détournement, the construction of situations)
were largely aesthetic and anti-institutional, and they would have rejected the analytical project
pursued here.

What | am suggesting is that the conceptual vocabulary of Situationist critique — spectacle,
alienation, commodification of everyday life, temporal liberation, spatial reappropriation —
provides tools for asking questions that political economy tends to neglect. Specifically, it
enables us to evaluate reforms not only by their distributive effects, but by the following criteria:

1. Decommodification of everyday life: Does the reform reduce the extent to which
survival, time, and social relations are organized through market imperatives? Does it
create space for activity that is not structured by the wage form?

2. Temporal autonomy: Does the reform alter the temporal organization of social life —
shifting control over time from employers and markets toward individuals and democratic
collectives? Time is not a neutral resource; its structure shapes the possibilities for
political participation, care, creativity, and community.

3. Democratic participation: Does the reform extend democratic decision-making into
domains previously governed by hierarchical authority — in workplaces, in the
governance of common resources, in urban planning? Participation is not merely
instrumental; it is a form of anti-spectacular activity that produces active rather than
passive subjects.

4. Spatial reappropriation: Does the reform alter the spatial organization of daily life —
creating commons, defending public space, enabling communities to shape their built



environments? Urban space is a central terrain of spectacle; its reorganization has direct
effects on the possibilities for collective life.

5. Resistance to cooptation: Finally — and this is where the Situationist critique is at its
sharpest — does the reform risk being absorbed into the logic it seeks to challenge? Can
working time reduction become merely a human resources strategy? Can workplace
democracy become a form of stakeholder legitimation for capital? These are not
hypothetical concerns; they describe tendencies already visible in corporate "flexibility"
discourse and ESG investing.

4. Applying the Framework: Four Reform Areas

4.1 Working Time Reduction

The reduction of working hours is perhaps the clearest example of a reform that is
simultaneously redistributive and transformative at the level of everyday life. The case for
shorter working hours in conventional political economy rests on familiar arguments: it
redistributes available employment, reduces inequality, and may have positive productivity
effects.

From a Situationist perspective, however, the more fundamental argument is temporal: the
liberation of time from wage labor creates the material conditions for non-commodified activity
— care, creativity, political deliberation, community life. This is not a marginal point. Debord's
critique of "spectacular time" identified the colonization of leisure by commodity consumption as
one of the spectacle's central mechanisms. If freed time is simply reinvested in passive
consumption, the redistribution of hours produces no qualitative transformation. The Icelandic
trials of four-day workweeks (2015-2019) are instructive: workers reported not only lower stress
and better health, but increased participation in family life, community activity, and personal
development — suggesting that temporal liberation, under supportive conditions, tends toward
non-spectacular uses (Haraldsson & Kellam, 2021).

The risk of cooptation is real, however. The management literature has been enthusiastic about
"work-life balance" as a productivity-enhancing strategy, and there is evidence that corporations
adopting reduced-hour arrangements often do so to improve performance metrics rather than to
challenge the centrality of work in social life. The transformative potential of working time
reduction depends on how it is framed and what political forces surround it.

4.2 Universal Basic Income

UBI is one of the most contested reform proposals in contemporary political economy. From a
CasP perspective, it can be read as either a mechanism for redistributing the rents of differential



accumulation or as a subsidy for low-wage employers that enables further commaodification of
the labor force. Both readings are possible because the effects depend heavily on design,
funding, and political context.

From a Situationist perspective, the key question is different: does UBI create real freedom —
the material capacity to refuse alienated labor and pursue autonomous activity? André Gorz's
analysis (1989) is relevant here: a guaranteed income, sufficiently generous and designed to
reduce dependence on wage employment, could constitute an "exit from the society of work" —
enabling individuals to invest time and energy in creativity, care, and social bonds rather than
labor market survival.

The Finnish Basic Income Experiment (2017-2018) found that recipients experienced reduced
stress, improved mental health, and greater engagement in creative activities and care work —
consistent with the hypothesis that income security enables non-spectacular activity (Kangas et
al., 2019). But the risk identified by critics — that UBI could serve as a replacement for more
comprehensive social provision, or as a subsidy for platform capitalism's labor market strategies
— is equally well-grounded. The Situationist potential of UBI depends on its integration with
broader strategies for democratizing economic institutions.

4.3 Workplace Democracy and Cooperative Ownership

Cooperative enterprises and democratic workplace governance represent the most direct
institutional challenges to the spectacle of commodity production. The Mondragdn cooperative
network in the Basque Country provides the most developed case study: an ecosystem of
worker-owned enterprises, cooperative banking, democratic education, and regional economic
solidarity that has sustained itself for over sixty years against significant competitive pressures.

From a CasP perspective, Mondragoén is interesting primarily as an anomaly — a large-scale
organization that partially decouples governance from shareholder value maximization. But the
Situationist analysis reveals something more significant: cooperative ownership creates
conditions for what might be called productive participation — forms of decision-making and
collective self-organization that constitute non-alienated activity, not merely instrumental
governance.

Workers in cooperative enterprises consistently report higher job satisfaction, stronger
identification with their work community, and greater sense of agency than comparable wage
laborers (Arando et al., 2015). The elimination of the capital-labor divide creates possibilities for
workplace relations based on mutual cooperation rather than hierarchical control. At the same
time, Mondragon's contradictions are instructive: competitive market pressures have led to the
hiring of non-member workers in subsidiary firms, the adoption of performance management
systems resembling conventional corporations, and the 2013 collapse of Fagor
Electrodomésticos — demonstrating that democratic ownership does not immunize



cooperatives against the structural dynamics of capitalist competition. The spectacle is
reproduced at the level of global markets even when transformed at the level of individual firms.

4.4 Democratic Resource Management

The social ownership and democratic governance of strategic resources — energy, finance,
urban land, digital infrastructure — represents the broadest institutional terrain where reformist
proposals converge with Situationist concerns about the material conditions of everyday life.

Capitalist control over investment decisions shapes the entire organization of social space:
which cities are built and for whom, what technologies are developed and on what timeline, how
the built environment is configured for work, consumption, and circulation rather than community
life. Democratic resource management — through public banking, community energy
cooperatives, land trusts, or sovereign wealth funds — challenges this control by subjecting
investment decisions to collective deliberation.

The Bank of North Dakota, Germany's Sparkassen, Denmark's community wind energy
cooperatives, and Norway's Government Pension Fund are not, individually, revolutionary
institutions. But they demonstrate that democratic control over strategic resources is
institutionally viable, and that the benefits of collective ownership can be retained rather than
extracted by private shareholders. More importantly for the present argument, they alter the
material conditions within which everyday life is organized — potentially creating space for what
Lefebvre (1991) called "differential space": spatial arrangements that resist purely commodified
logics and enable alternative forms of collective life.

5. The Limits of Institutional Reform: A Dialectical Assessment

The Situationist critique contains a powerful cautionary insight: spectacular capitalism has a
remarkable capacity to absorb and neutralize potentially subversive forces. Boltanski and
Chiapello (2005) have documented in detail how the artistic and social critiques of the 1960s
were recuperated into "network capitalism" — flexible, autonomy-celebrating, entrepreneurial
forms that maintained fundamental power structures while incorporating the language of
liberation. There is no reason to believe this process has exhausted itself.

The institutional reforms discussed here face analogous risks. Working time reduction can be
repackaged as a productivity strategy; UBI can become a replacement for comprehensive social
provision; workplace democracy can serve as stakeholder legitimation for continued capital
accumulation; democratic resource management can become technocratic governance that
excludes meaningful participation while retaining the legal form of collective ownership.



This is not an argument against institutional reform. It is an argument for political realism about
the conditions under which reform can function as what Gorz (1968) called a "non-reformist
reform" — one that addresses immediate conditions while opening structural contradictions that
enable further transformation. The criteria for such reforms, developed in the analytical
framework above, provide tools for distinguishing between reforms that stabilize the spectacle
and those that generate genuine cracks in its logic.

The relationship between these institutional reforms and the Capital as Power framework is, at
this point, productive rather than resolved. CasP offers rigorous tools for analyzing how
capitalist power accumulates and what it sabotages; the Situationist lens developed here asks
what power reproduces in the domain of lived experience, and what reforms might alter the
conditions of that reproduction. The two frameworks are not incompatible — they operate at
different levels of analysis. But their integration would require CasP to develop a richer account
of the qualitative dimensions of capitalist power: how temporal structures, participatory
arrangements, and the organization of everyday life contribute to the differential accumulation
process.

6. Conclusion: Political Economy and the Question of Life

The central argument of this essay can be stated simply: political economy needs a richer
account of how economic institutions shape not only what people receive, but how they live.
Distributional analysis, however sophisticated, captures only part of what is at stake in struggles
over economic organization. The distribution of time, the structure of participation, the
organization of urban space, and the conditions of everyday experience are not peripheral
concerns — they are among the central mechanisms through which capitalist power is
reproduced and through which it might be transformed.

The Situationist tradition, for all its theoretical excesses and political failures, identified this with
unusual clarity. By deploying its conceptual vocabulary as a diagnostic framework — not a
political blueprint — we gain tools for evaluating reforms that conventional political economy
tends to miss. Proposals for shorter working hours, universal basic income, cooperative
ownership, and democratic resource management can be assessed not only by their
redistributive effects, but by their capacity to create material conditions for temporal autonomy,
genuine participation, and non-alienated forms of social activity.

Whether any of these reforms, in practice, will generate such conditions depends on design,
political context, and the social movements that surround them. That is the fundamental lesson
of both the Icelandic working time experiments and the Mondragdn cooperative experience:
institutional transformation is necessary but not sufficient. The liberation of everyday life from
the logic of accumulation requires not only better institutions but the collective political capacity
to defend and extend them.



The question, ultimately, is not whether capitalism can be humanized through incremental
reform. It is whether certain reforms can create the conditions for people to ask, and answer,
that question for themselves.
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