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INTRODUCTION 

Brenton’s works generally challenge the destructive influence of the Society of the Spectacle on individuals and 

societies. This concept is particularly evident in his play, The Arrest of Ai Weiwei, where the artist’s struggle 

against an authoritarian regime exemplifies the threats to freedom and creativity posed by the spectacle. Brenton 

views theatre as a weapon against the spectacle, believing it can ignite critical thinking and action in audiences 

(Bay & Karagöz, 2024, p. 42). His plays aim to disrupt the status quo, prompting viewers to question their…  

Howard Brenton’s play, The Arrest of Ai Weiwei sheds light on a pivotal moment in 2011: the detention of Ai 

Weiwei, a renowned Chinese artist and activist. This event transcended national borders, symbolising the ongoing 

struggle for free expression and human rights. By examining this incident through the lens of Situationist theory, 

we can uncover deeper insights into the play’s themes and the broader implications of Ai Weiwei’s arrest. 

Howard Brenton is a playwright deeply influenced by the French philosopher Guy Debord’s theory of the Society 

of the Spectacle (Bay, 2018, p. 28). According to Debord, in modern society, reality is no longer composed of 

concrete events and experiences, but images produced by media and advertising. These images determine people’s 
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Traces of Situationist Theory oi Howard Brenton’s The Arrest Of 

Ai Weiwei  

Howard Brenton’un The Arrest Of Ai Weıweı Oyununda Situationist Teorinin İzleri  

ABSTRACT 

Howard Brenton’s The Arrest of Ai Weiwei engages with the Situationist International’s critique 

of the “Society of the Spectacle,” exploring how contemporary society is increasingly mediated 

and controlled by images and consumerism. The play presents Ai Weiwei as a figurehead of 

resistance, utilizing his artistic practice to subvert the spectacle through playful détournement – 

the reappropriation and subversion of existing cultural forms. Ai Weiwei’s artistic interventions, 

from his reconfigurations of everyday objects to his provocative public art installations, are 

presented as acts of resistance that challenge the established order and encourage viewers to 

question the meaning and function of their surroundings. The play further emphasizes the 

Situationist interest in the urban landscape as a terrain for revolutionary action, portraying how 

Ai Weiwei uses the city as a canvas for his art, transforming public spaces into sites of critical 

intervention. By analyzing these key elements – the critique of the spectacle, the embrace of 

détournement, and the exploration of the urban as a site of resistance – this article demonstrates 

how Brenton utilizes Situationist theory to construct a powerful and provocative theatrical work 

that resonates with contemporary anxieties and offers a vision of artistic and social 

transformation. 
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ÖZET 

Howard Brenton’un The Arrest of Ai Weiwei oyunu, Situationist Enternasyonal’in “Gösteri 

Toplumu” eleştirisinden hareketle, çağdaş toplumun görsel ve tüketici bir yapıya dönüştüğünü 

ve bireyleri giderek daha fazla kontrol altına aldığını ortaya koymaktadır. Oyun, Ai Weiwei’yi, 

sanatını bir direniş aracı olarak kullanan bir figür olarak sunar. Ai Weiwei, mevcut kültürel 

formları yeniden amaçlandırarak (détournement yaparak) ve onları beklenmedik bağlamlarda 

kullanarak, gösteri toplumunun dayandığı mekanizmaları altüst eder. Günlük nesnelerden 

karmaşık enstalasyonlara kadar uzanan sanat eserleriyle, Ai Weiwei izleyicileri çevrelerini 

derinlemesine sorgulamaya ve mevcut düzeni sorgulamaya teşvik eder. Durumcuların 

(Situationistlerin) kentsel alanları devrimci eylem alanları olarak görmesiyle paralel olarak, 

oyun, Ai Weiwei’nin şehri bir sanat alanı olarak kullanarak kamu mekanlarını eleştirel birer 

alana dönüştürdüğünü gösterir. Brenton, bu oyununda, Situationist teorileri kullanarak 

günümüzün yaşamsal sorunlarına dikkat çeken ve sanatsal ve toplumsal dönüşüm için yeni bir 

vizyon sunan güçlü bir tiyatro deneyimi sunar. 

Anahtar Kelimeler: Situationist Enternasyonal, Guy Debord, Howard Brenton, Ai Weiwei, 

Détournement. 
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relationships with the world and each other and are used to legitimize the ideology of the capitalist system (Debord, 

1990). 

The Situationists were a radical art movement that rejected traditional art institutions. (Rasmussen, 2006, p. 5) They 

believed that art wasn’t created by professional artists but by everyday people in everyday life. They aimed to 

create “situations” – not artworks, but experiences – that would spark political action and dismantle the art 

establishment (Bay, 2018). Their goal wasn’t to destroy art but to free it from its institutional constraints and use it 

to fuel revolution. This wasn’t just about art; it was about challenging the whole system of capitalism, with its 

focus on image, representation, and consumerism. They argued that even within this existing capitalist culture, they 

could transform existing art and ideas to serve their revolutionary goals. 

Brenton was significantly influenced by the Situationists, especially their conviction in the necessity of 

transforming society. The Situationists viewed imposed social structures as restrictive and confining, calling for a 

radical societal overhaul to remove these constraints (Penner, 2021). They believed that this transformation could 

be achieved through appropriate methods, focusing on developing new tools and strategies that could swiftly 

impact culture and traditions (Bay, 2018, p. 30). However, these new tools were intended to be used alongside 

other revolutionary changes. A society’s culture not only mirrors its social organization but also has the power to 

shape it (Shalini & Samundeswar, 2017, p. 170). Therefore, as reflected in Brenton’s works, it is vital to awaken 

people to the imposed culture and free them from its artificial influence. 

The Situationist International (SI) incorporated artistic theory into their philosophical framework, drawing upon the 

ideas of Dada and Surrealism. However, the SI fundamentally rejected the notion of art existing in a separate 

sphere from politics and everyday life. As Gallagher (2010) argues, the Situationists adopted the Dadaist idea of art 

as an inseparable element of lived experience. For them, confining art to a distinct realm diminished its essence and 

transformative potential. The compartmentalization of art as a unique category, furthermore, led to its evaluation as 

a product of the artist – a commodity to be bought and sold. Within this framework, art became complicit within 

the “society of the spectacle” rather than a tool for its dismantling. 

The play The Arrest of Ai Weiwei is quite significant in this regard. The play encourages the audience to think 

about human rights abuses in China and to fight for their freedoms. The play’s hero, Ai Weiwei, is a figure who 

fearlessly speaks the truth and stands up to authority. By portraying Ai Weiwei as a hero, Brenton seeks to show 

the audience that it is possible to resist oppression, especially using art and artistic works. 

Central to Situationist theory is the concept of ‘détournement,’ the act of reclaiming and repurposing existing 

cultural elements to challenge their original meaning and expose underlying power structures. This could involve 

anything from recontextualizing a political slogan to using mass media imagery in a subversive way. However, the 

Situationists also warned against ‘recuperation,’ the process by which radical ideas or practices are co-opted by the 

very system they critique (Matthews, 2009, p. 8). Recuperated elements lose their revolutionary potential and 

become incorporated back into the spectacle, serving to maintain the status quo. Understanding these concepts is 

crucial to appreciating how Brenton utilizes Situationist theory in The Arrest of Ai Weiwei. 

Ai Weiwei is not simply an artist; he is a towering figure within China, renowned not only for his artistic brilliance 

but also for his unwavering criticism of the government (Removille, 2023). His works, like the scathing installation 

“Fairytale” that exposed the shoddy construction practices during the Sichuan earthquake, became powerful 

criticisms of the government’s power and accountability. This outspokenness, coupled with his growing 

international recognition as a leading contemporary artist, made him a thorn in the side of the Chinese government. 

On April 3rd, 2011, in Beijing, Ai Weiwei’s life took a dramatic turn when he was abruptly detained by Chinese 

authorities at his studio. The official explanation—tax evasion— (Watts & Branigan, 2011) rang hollow to many 

observers. The timing, coinciding with Ai Weiwei’s growing international recognition and his continued activism 

documenting social injustices in China, fuelled suspicions that the real motive was silencing a powerful dissenting 

voice. This incident occurred amidst heightened international scrutiny of China’s human rights record, further 

casting doubt on the government’s explanation. 

In 2011, Ai Weiwei was detained at the airport while trying to leave the country and held for over two months. 

Despite harsh bail conditions upon release, Ai Weiwei defied expectations by speaking out about his experience, 

including his interactions with guards who surprisingly engaged in discussions about art.  

Ai Weiwei once stated, “Artists must trust that they can relate with fundamental human needs, like the breathing of 

air and the thirst for water. Whatever is produced should share those essential elements of life” (MBE DL, 2023). 

This belief permeated his artistic practice. His arrest serves as a chilling example of what happens when a 

government attempts to silence that very voice.  
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Brenton (2013) declares in the “Introduction” part of the play that this story, documented in a book by Barnaby 

Martin, inspired him to create a play about Ai Weiwei’s ordeal, which received approval from the artist himself. 

The suppression of artistic expression can stifle creativity and prevent art from fulfilling its vital role as a mirror 

reflecting the complexities of society. Throughout history, artists like Goya and Picasso have used their work to 

challenge authority and expose injustices, reminding us of the power of art to function as a catalyst for positive 

change.  

Ai Weiwei’s story underscores the importance of protecting artistic freedom, ensuring that artists can continue to 

serve as the conscience of society, holding a critical mirror to power and sparking necessary conversations. 

Situationist theory, which critiques the commodification of culture and the manipulation of societal structures by 

authorities, provides a critical framework for understanding Ai Weiwei’s arrest. The Situationists, particularly Guy 

Debord, emphasized the concept of the “spectacle,” where real social life is replaced by its representation. Ai 

Weiwei’s arrest can be seen as an attempt by the Chinese government to control the narrative and maintain their 

spectacle of power by suppressing dissent and manipulating public perception. 

We will examine the details surrounding Ai Weiwei’s arrest, including his significant online presence. Ai Weiwei, 

with over two million followers on Twitter before his arrest, was a vocal critic who used the platform to challenge 

the government on issues ranging from human rights abuses to corruption. His online activity wasn’t limited to 

Twitter; he also maintained a popular blog and actively participated in online discussions, making him a thorn in 

China’s internet censorship apparatus. By examining the details of Ai Weiwei’s arrest and his online presence, we 

shed light on the pervasive internet censorship that China enforces and the lengths to which they go to control the 

flow of information. 

Through a detailed exploration of Ai Weiwei’s experiences, we see the intersection of art, politics, and human 

rights. His story serves as a powerful reminder that the fight for artistic freedom is not confined to any single nation 

but is a fundamental aspect of the human condition. By understanding the context and consequences of his arrest 

through the lens of Situationist theory, we can better appreciate the ongoing efforts to protect these freedoms and 

the importance of standing in solidarity with those who are silenced. 

THE ARREST OF AI WEIWEI AND SITUATIONIST THEORY 

The opening scene of Howard Brenton’s play The Arrest of Ai Weiwei establishes the tense power struggle between 

the artist and the authoritarian regime, echoing a key theme in Brenton’s work: the struggle for freedom of 

expression against oppressive forces. Ai Weiwei’s awareness of an impending force, like a “shadow falling,” (p. 5) 

hints at the constant threat he faces; however, his “stronger body condition” (p. 5) suggests a physical and mental 

preparedness to resist, reminiscent of Brenton’s belief in the potential of art and artists to challenge the status quo. 

The act of hiding his passport and travel bag further underscores his defiance. The Official’s actions—staring at the 

passport, repeated questions, and eventual confiscation—highlight a bureaucratic approach focused on control, 

lacking initiative or explanation, and simply enforcing the system’s limitations. This resonates with Brenton’s 

critique of the “Society of the Spectacle,” where power is maintained through control of information and 

suppression of dissent. Ai Weiwei points out the absurdity of the situation as the regime’s rationale for denying him 

travel shifts from a broad accusation of “counterrevolutionary” (p. 5) to the vaguer “state security,” exposing their 

arbitrary use of power and their fear of his influence. Ai Weiwei’s final statement, “This is it this is it this is it,” (p. 

5) can be interpreted in multiple ways: as resignation, frustration, or even a sense of defiance as the encounter he 

anticipated finally unfolds. 

This scene, culminating in Ai Weiwei’s forceful arrest, sets the stage for a play that exemplifies Brenton’s ideas 

about the human cost of dissent and the fight for artistic freedom in the face of oppression. 

… 

POLICEMEN. Don’t speak / shut up / dirty dog / no speaking / bastard / shut up / dog / shut up /          

don’t speak. 

They rush AI WEIWEI off the stage, lifting him either side, his feet not touching the ground (p.            

6) 

AI WEIWEI. What… 

MINDER. Silence! 

AI WEIWEI. Where… 
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MINDER. Silence! 

AI WEIWEI. Why… MINDER. Silence! (p. 7). 

The scene opens with a whistle and the abrupt entrance of police, signalling the harshness of the regime. Their 

physical force— roughly handling and lifting Ai Weiwei—underscores the complete disregard for his dignity. The 

repeated shouts of “dirty dog” (p. 6) and “bastard” (pp. 6,19) strip Ai Weiwei of his humanity, aiming to silence 

him not just through physical restraint but also by diminishing him as a person. Ai Weiwei’s desperate questions 

“What… Where… Why…”  are met with a curt “Silence!” (p. 7) from the Minder, enforcing a silence that prevents 

him from understanding the situation or expressing any resistance. The overall atmosphere is one of fear and 

intimidation, with the police acting with impunity and the Minder reinforcing their control through threats and a 

complete shutdown of communication. This scene sets the stage for the play, highlighting the oppressive tactics 

employed by the regime to silence dissent, with Ai Weiwei’s voiceless struggle against this brutality becoming a 

central theme throughout the narrative. 

AI WEIWEI. What should I call myself?  

PROFESSOR. The most would be art worker.  

AI WEIWEI. No, I am an artist.  

PROFESSOR (to the THIN YOUNG MAN). Write down ‘profession art worker.’  

AI WEIWEI. No, I am not an art worker, I am an artist! (p. 14). 

Ai Weiwei’s insists on being recognized as an “artist,” not just an “art worker”. This distinction signifies his work’s 

deeper meaning and critical intent, qualities the government seeks to diminish. The Minder’s critique of Ai 

Weiwei’s “cheap” art fetching high prices reveals the regime’s focus on economics over artistic value. Ai Weiwei 

counters by explaining that high demand drives the price, not excessive production – a concept that might clash 

with the “mass production, low price” mentality of the Chinese economic model. 

As Bay (2018) indicates, artistic expression, for Brenton, thrives on the artist’s subjective perspective, distinct from 

societal norms of ‘normalcy’ or ‘acceptability.’ Each artist possesses a unique creative agency, and their 

interpretations and insights are fundamental to the authenticity and significance of their art. Consequently, the 

Situationists championed the creation of ‘situations’ not as standalone artworks, but rather as interventions with a 

political agenda, designed to dismantle established institutional structures (Bay & Karagöz, 2024, p. 43). 

The Professor’s dismissal of Ai Weiwei’s work as mere “swindling” (Brenton, 2013, pp. 15,16,20,22) highlights 

the limitations of the government’s understanding of art, which aligns with Howard Brenton’s critique of the 

“Society of the Spectacle” in his works. For them, art serves a purely aesthetic purpose, valued for its superficial 

beauty like “perfectly good furniture” (p. 16). Ai Weiwei, however, prioritizes the deeper impact on people’s 

“spirits” and “personalities,” echoing Brenton’s belief in art’s potential to challenge the status quo and provoke 

thought about social and political issues. Through these exchanges, Ai Weiwei not only asserts his right to create 

thought-provoking art but also challenges the government’s attempt to control artistic expression and limit its 

impact on the human condition. 

Ai Weiwei refuses to be silenced. He demands a conversation about the devastating Sichuan earthquake, where 

shoddy construction, what he calls “tofu buildings” (p. 19), caused the deaths of many children. This act of raising 

awareness exposes the government’s corruption and its failure to protect its citizens. The constant surveillance in 

Ai Weiwei’s detainment is depicted as inhuman. The guards’ justification of it as a “procedure” highlights the 

regime’s disregard for individual dignity. 

This struggle for voice aligns with Howard Brenton’s perspective, informed by the Situationist movement. For the 

Situationists, art wasn’t merely about depicting life; it was about expanding its boundaries and intervening in the 

everyday. Their aim, like Ai Weiwei’s, was to challenge the status quo. The Situationists, through their 

“hyperpolitical” messaging (Bay & Karagöz, 2024, p. 43), sought to dismantle the bourgeois ideal of happiness and 

ignite a cultural and political revolution. This philosophy transformed them from an avant-garde art movement into 

a force for social protest, influencing student movements across Europe, particularly in Germany and France. 

In a 2000 interview, Howard Brenton highlighted his affinity for Situationist theory, particularly their critique of 

social life as a manufactured spectacle. Brenton argued that the state actively constructs a pervasive spectacle, akin 

to a “printed circuit board.” This carefully orchestrated system dictates everything from communication styles and 

debate formats to news dissemination and even the parameters of thought itself. It controls the “when” and “how” 

of expression, influencing everything from classroom schedules to educational curricula. This micromanagement, 
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Brenton suggests, serves to maintain order but ultimately creates a false reality. Individuals within this spectacle are 

encouraged to adopt pre-defined roles (“I am a...”) but this fabricated existence bears no resemblance to authentic 

human experience. It becomes a giant projection that dictates behaviour and conformity, a necessity for those 

seeking comprehension or a place within this constructed world (Wu, 2000, p. 22). 

Even the act of making noodles together, a seemingly mundane activity, becomes a metaphor for Ai Weiwei. It 

signifies the importance of human connection and shared experiences, a concept that resonates with Brenton’s 

belief in art’s ability to spark conversations about the human condition. 

Despite being labelled an “open trial” (p. 28), the presence of only government officials exposes the system’s 

hypocrisy. This orchestrated performance aims to maintain control, not deliver justice. The government’s fear of Ai 

Weiwei’s critical voice is evident in their longing for him to return to “leaves and pagodas” (p. 32), a preference to 

silence him through apolitical art forms. However, Ai Weiwei’s core belief stands in stark opposition: Art has the 

power to create a “new condition,” (p. 36) challenging the established order and paving the way for a more just and 

equitable society. This conviction is further underscored by Robert Bergold’s account of their conversation years 

later. When asked for advice for young artists, Weiwei’s response was unequivocal: “Forget about art. Fight for 

freedom.” (Weiwei, Conversations, 2021, p. 3) This powerful statement highlights the potential conflict between 

artistic expression and the fight for basic human rights. In the face of authoritarian oppression, art itself might have 

to take a backseat to the fundamental struggle for freedom, a freedom that is essential for any artistic pursuit to 

flourish. “Today the whole world is still struggling for freedom. In such a situation, only art can reveal the deep 

inner voice of every individual with no concern for political borders, nationality, race, or religion” (Weiwei, 

Humanity, 2018, p. 39). This aligns with Howard Brenton’s perspective, informed by the Situationist movement. 

The Situationists advocated for art that intervened in the everyday and challenged the “society of the spectacle” 

dominated by sanitized narratives. 

The clash between Ai Weiwei’s artistic expression and the limitations imposed by an authoritarian regime shows 

itself during the interrogation of Weiwei by the Sportsman, who represents the desire for art that reinforces the 

status quo – pleasant landscapes, familiar figures, and a sense of national pride. He dismisses Ai Weiwei’s work as 

“a load of bits of clay” (p. 37), unable to grasp its deeper message. This echoes the Situationist critique of art that is 

merely decorative or aesthetically pleasing, devoid of critical engagement with social and political realities. 

Ai Weiwei counters this perspective by highlighting the power of challenging authority. His act of raising his hand 

to Mao’s portrait in Tiananmen Square is a powerful image of defiance – a literal “giving the finger” to the 

oppressive regime. Similarly, his wife’s act of revealing her “little knickers” (p. 37) is not pornography, as the 

Sportsman dismissively labels it. For Ai Weiwei, it’s a statement about authenticity and the right to depict life in all 

its complexity. This approach resonates with the Situationist concept of “detournement,” according to Bay (2018), 

where existing cultural elements are reappropriated and reinterpreted to challenge dominant narratives (Matthews, 

2009). Ai Weiwei’s actions and art function as a form of “detournement,” disrupting the government’s attempt to 

control the portrayal of reality and sparking conversations about individual voice and freedom. 

The Sportsman’s response, “It’s state subversion,” (p. 44) reveals the regime’s fear of dissent. Ai Weiwei’s art, 

even when seemingly innocuous, becomes a threat because it encourages critical thinking and challenges the 

government’s carefully constructed narrative. This aligns with the Situationist critique of the “society of the 

spectacle,” where the government controls information and suppresses critical voices. Ai Weiwei’s art disrupts this 

spectacle by prompting viewers to question the status quo. 

The repeated line “Fuck your mother, the Communist Party,” (p. 44) while vulgar, powerfully expresses frustration 

with the system’s limitations on freedom of expression. It’s a desperate cry against the regime’s attempt to control 

not just art but the very essence of human experience. This anger echoes the Situationist call for individual 

autonomy and the right to express oneself authentically, even if it challenges societal norms. The resemblance of 

Weiwei’s ideas with Situationist point of view is clear from a post of him dated October 24, 2007: 

A government whose defining characteristics are the destruction of personal freedoms and rights is 

repulsive, for these are the true reasons for limits on both news media and freedom of speech. As we 

all know: if there were freedom of press and freedom of speech, it would be difficult to preserve 

fatuous monarchical motivations and to safeguard institutions that promote illicit gains, treasonous 

swindling, and a hopelessly devastating bullying culture (Weiwei, 2011, p. 131). 

The final exchange is particularly poignant. Ai Weiwei asserts that the government, through its censorship and 

oppression, has inadvertently created the very rebellion it seeks to control. The Sportsman, however, remains 

unconvinced, clinging to the label of “state subversion” (p. 44) as justification for silencing Ai Weiwei’s voice. 
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This conflict underscores the ongoing struggle between artistic expression and political control in a society that 

fears dissent. This exchange exemplifies the struggle between art as a tool for social change as envisioned by 

Situationists and a repressive regime that seeks to maintain control through the spectacle. Ai Weiwei’s defiance, 

fuelled by frustration, becomes a form of “detournement” – a disruption of the regime’s carefully crafted image and 

a spark for potential social change. 

The dialogue between high-ranking Chinese officials A and B at the end of Scene Five reveals a calculated and 

strategic approach towards Ai Weiwei’s activism. They discuss the potential benefits of imprisoning him, 

acknowledging there might be some international factors but ultimately viewing it as advantageous to their control. 

The emphasis on “checks and balances” suggests a desire to manage the situation for maximum benefit, prioritizing 

the maintenance of a harmonious public image that reinforces their authority: 

A. Certainly we do. (A beat.) If the trial and the imprisonment of this individual is advantageous to the 

Government and the Party.  

B. Which it surely is.  

A. I agree, it could well be. Though there are factors.  

B. Factors?  

A. Checks and balances to consider, to achieve the most advantageous and harmonious result. 

(Brenton, 2013, s. 48). 

B. These so-called blogs. They are anti-state provocations.  

A. He has all but admitted his blogs are criminal.  

B. Well, we blocked the blogs. But tweets are technically beyond our control. We cannot stop them 

being sent; we cannot stop them being read.  

A. We can read them. (p. 49) 

Officials are exasperated by the uncontrollable spread of information online. This aligns with the Situationist view 

of society as a carefully crafted illusion where the government seeks to shape public opinion. Social media 

platforms, in this instance, function as a subversion of this control, enabling diverse and independent perspectives 

to be heard. The officials’ struggle to control online platforms like Twitter reflects the limitations of the spectacle 

in the digital age. Information is no longer solely disseminated through government-controlled channels. This 

decentralization enables figures like Ai Weiwei to circumvent mainstream media, engaging directly with the public 

and stimulating a more challenging and potentially transformative conversation.  

The final line, “We can read them,” highlights the government’s reliance on surveillance to maintain control. This 

approach directly contradicts the Situationist belief in open discourse and the free exchange of ideas. By 

monitoring online activity, the government attempts to silence dissent and prevent the formation of a critical mass 

that could challenge the status quo. 

This calculated response exposes the tactics employed by an authoritarian regime facing dissent. While they utilize 

fear and imprisonment to silence Ai Weiwei, the very fact that his activism necessitates such discussions within the 

government highlights its effectiveness. The limitations of censorship become apparent as they grapple with the 

uncontrollable nature of online platforms. Ai Weiwei’s voice, even under threat, continues to disrupt their carefully 

constructed narrative and challenge the foundation of their power structure. 

A. Yes. Why should our President have to fend off endless questions about so-called human rights 

abuses in our country? We need to discuss cooperation with German industry, not sunflower seeds.  

B. We can’t just release him. The Party cannot be seen to be defeated by… By this pornographer! (p. 

51) 

“These statements expose the conflicting priorities at play regarding Ai Weiwei’s case. Speaker A, a high 

government official, prioritizes economic relations with Germany over addressing human rights concerns. They 

dismiss Ai Weiwei’s activism, using the dismissive term ‘sunflower seeds’ as a metaphor for his art, implying that 

such concerns are a roadblock to “cooperation with German industry.” This perspective reflects a prevalent attitude 

in some corners, particularly within certain “Western societies that have historically considered themselves 

superior” (Bay, 2023, p. 206). It prioritizes economic gain over individual rights and freedom of expression, 

suggesting that Ai Weiwei’s art and activism are an unwelcome intrusion on more ‘important’ matters. This aligns 

with the Situationist critique of the “society of the spectacle” where art and social issues are commodified, and their 
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true value is obscured in favour of maintaining a smooth-running economic and social machine. Ai Weiwei’s art, 

by forcing them to confront human rights issues, disrupts this spectacle. 

Speaker B, another high government official, expresses fear of appearing weak. Releasing Ai Weiwei, labelled a 

“pornographer” (pp. 43,52) in a dismissively disrespectful way to discredit him, would be seen as a defeat for the 

“Party.” This highlights the regime’s obsession with maintaining control and its intolerance of dissent. This fear 

aligns with the Situationist concept of the spectacle where the government strives to control the narrative and 

suppress critical voices. Ai Weiwei’s art, by challenging the status quo, threatens their carefully constructed image 

and exposes the cracks in their power structure. 

Ai Weiwei’s case becomes a pawn in a larger game of political expediency. His activism is deemed a threat to the 

status quo, overshadowing the pursuit of economic partnerships and the need to project an image of unwavering 

authority. 

A. Let him wear tight shoes. Diminish him. Make him small, ridiculous. Why didn’t the Jasmine 

Revolution happen? Because the Chinese don’t like dissidents. As long as they are reasonably happy, 

they will just live their lives. And we can make them happy, we can know their concerns and desires, 

we can listen to their tweets (p. 52). 

This passage presents a stark contrast between Ai Weiwei’s activism and the cynical approach of those who seek to 

control dissent. The speaker advocates for diminishing Ai Weiwei, reducing him to a figure of ridicule through 

tactics like “tight shoes” (p. 52) – a metaphor for petty restrictions. This strategy aims to silence his voice and 

prevent him from inspiring others. However, he can never be silenced because he is one of those “people who 

sacrificed their own freedom—peaceful creatures that insist on their beliefs and their right to speak out. Very often, 

they have raised their voices not just for themselves but also for others, for the society” (Weiwei, 2014, s. 135). 

The justification for this approach hinges on the belief that the Chinese people prioritize comfort and stability over 

dissent. The speaker suggests that as long as they are “reasonably happy” (p. 52) with their economic well-being, 

they will not engage in revolution. This view trivializes the potential for deeper grievances and the desire for 

freedom of expression and political participation. 

Furthermore, the idea of gauging public opinion through “tweets” comes across as a shallow and manipulative 

tactic. It presents a sanitized version of public discourse, easily monitored, and contained, rather than a genuine 

attempt to understand the complexities of people’s needs and aspirations. 

Ai Weiwei’s entire body of work stands in opposition to this perspective. He actively challenges authority, using 

his art and voice to advocate for a more just and equitable society. The play, by presenting these contrasting 

viewpoints, compels the audience to question the true meaning of happiness and the importance of fighting for 

freedom of expression, even in the face of attempts to silence it. 

In the sixth scene, a fascinating exchange unfolds between Ai Weiwei, the Sportsman, and the Professor, revealing 

a nuanced understanding of Ai Weiwei’s artistic approach. While initially labelled a “Dadaist” (p. 52), a term 

associated with the rejection of traditional aesthetics, Ai Weiwei seems more concerned with the underlying 

message. His response, “Yes? What am I?” (p. 53) suggests a desire to understand how the label is being used to 

discredit him. 

The Professor’s misinterpretation, “You attack art itself” (p. 53), is swiftly countered by Ai Weiwei’s vehement 

assertion, “No, the art itself doesn’t matter!” (p. 54). This highlights a key distinction between Ai Weiwei and 

traditional Dada. For Ai Weiwei, the art object itself is merely a vehicle; his true focus lies in the context in which 

it’s viewed and the social or political message it conveys. The Sportsman seems to grasp this, acknowledging Ai 

Weiwei’s interest in “how the art is viewed” (p. 54). 

The Professor then offers a crucial insight: “The beauty is in the minds of the viewers” (p. 54). This resonates 

deeply with Ai Weiwei, who repeats it with enthusiasm. This exchange suggests that Ai Weiwei might not be a 

traditional Dadaist, but rather someone who uses art to challenge the way people perceive and interact with it. He 

encourages viewers to look beyond aesthetics and engage with the deeper social and political messages embedded 

within his work. This aligns perfectly with Howard Brenton’s perspective, influenced by the Situationists. Brenton 

argues that change can be initiated by “changing the perspective on what has happened,” (Bay & Karagöz, 2024, p. 

48) and Ai Weiwei’s art embodies this belief.  

Ai Weiwei’s exchange with the Professor and Sportsman exposes the manipulative tactics employed by 

authoritarian regimes. The accusation of tax law violation hangs heavy, yet the details are deliberately withheld. Ai 

Weiwei’s confusion (“Tax? What do you mean?”) highlights the lack of transparency. Instead of presenting 
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evidence, they pressure him to simply “admit” – an admission that could be used to silence his dissent rather than 

reflecting a genuine legal transgression, which resonates with the Situationist critique of the “society of the 

spectacle” where information is controlled and used to manipulate public perception. 

The Professor’s urging to “trust me” (p. 55) further underscores the lack of due process. Ai Weiwei’s eventual 

agreement is a reluctant concession, a desperate attempt to navigate the rigged system. However, he cleverly 

redefines the terms. By stating “if it’s been proved” and “if I’ve done wrong,” (p. 56) he challenges the burden of 

proof and insists on a fair trial. This subtle resistance exposes the regime’s strategy: to silence him through 

manufactured accusations rather than through a legitimate legal process. 

I’m sorry, I can’t speak now. Bail terms of my release. I must honour the terms. I must not go on the 

internet. Not meet foreign press. Not criticise the Chinese Government in any form. Not sign any 

papers or petitions to join human rights causes, not meet anyone involved in such causes (p. 57). 

Ai Weiwei’s words paint a chilling portrait of life under an oppressive regime. He describes the suffocating 

restrictions placed upon him after his release, highlighting his inability to speak freely, access the internet, or 

engage in any form of dissent. This silencing closely resembles the concept of the “society of the spectacle” 

promoted by the Situationists. The government, through these restrictions, attempts to control the narrative and 

suppress critical voices. The stark contrast between Ai Weiwei’s desire for freedom and the “torture” of every 

second spent in detention underscores the brutality of the system. The act of signing the restrictive conditions 

becomes a desperate act of survival, a painful choice made to secure his release but also a forced acceptance of the 

limitations placed upon his artistic voice. 

However, his final statement reveals a flicker of defiance that aligns with the Situationist ideal of challenging 

authority. The act of receiving financial support “thrown money over my wall” (p. 57) becomes a symbol of 

solidarity with those who remain unheard and unseen. This act of receiving external help can be interpreted as a 

way to bypass the restrictions and subvert the system from within. The money, used to pay his taxes (an action 

potentially forced upon him), can also be seen as a way to legitimize his existence within the system he critiques. 

Even under such restrictions, Ai Weiwei finds a way to acknowledge the support of those who fight for freedom, 

hinting at the enduring human spirit and the potential for subversion that persists even in the face of oppression. His 

actions echo the Situationist belief in the power of art to disrupt the status quo, through subtle gestures. 

Ai Weiwei exposes the paradox of authoritarian regimes. Despite their outward displays of strength, he argues that 

they are ultimately fragile and paranoid.” (p. 58). This isolation is crucial for their control. By keeping people’s 

pain and despair compartmentalized, they ensure that individuals remain powerless threats. In this way, the regime 

can maintain control regardless of an individual’s capacity for independent thought. Weiwei’s analysis dismantles 

the facade of strength surrounding authoritarian rule, revealing a system petrified by the prospect of its own people 

uniting against it. 

Ai Weiwei’s critique aligns with the core tenets of Situationist political theory. The Situationists, a mid-20th-

century radical group, challenged the spectacle – the manipulation of information and environments by powerful 

forces to control behaviour and thought (Bay & Karagöz, 2024). Weiwei echoes this concept by describing a world 

where authorities dictate reality, promoting an “eternal present” of consumption and distraction. This manufactured 

existence keeps people complacent, focused on immediate pleasures like “shopping” while ignoring the erosion of 

individual freedom and the exploitation by a corrupt elite (pp. 58-59).  The “sting” of being “sold out” is masked by 

the illusion of a secure and harmonious lifestyle. Weiwei’s call to action resonates with the Situationist desire to 

break free from this manufactured spectacle and challenge the systems that perpetuate it. Both advocate for a more 

critical engagement with the world, where individuals question the status quo and fight for a more authentic and 

just society. 

You can be a wonderful person inside… but if you don’t desire to change, then all you are is a perfect 

modern slave. Oh eat, drink, bear sons and daughters, abide by the law and pay taxes. You are 

supporting a horde of corrupt officials who regard you with contempt, you are just part of a flatulent 

mass. You think you are awake, but you are not. You are walking but you are dead. But it’s better you 

don’t think about it, it’s all too complicated, better not think, better not be awake. Better for harmony. 

And never underestimate them. Never underestimate the elite (p. 58). 

In a scathing critique of apathy, Ai Weiwei exposes the hollowness of a life devoid of a desire for change. He 

argues that merely being a good person on an individual level is insufficient. This aligns with the Situationist belief 

in dismantling systems of control and challenging the status quo (Bay & Karagöz, 2024). Without a drive to 

challenge the status quo, one becomes a “perfect modern slave,” trapped in a cycle of consumption, reproduction, 
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and blind obedience to authority. This blind acceptance fuels the very system that exploits the people, with corrupt 

officials growing fat on the backs of a passive populace. As an artist, he thinks “that any individual effort can make 

a change, which also comes with responsibility. (Weiwei, 2011, p. Introduction)“ 

Weiwei paints a bleak picture of such a society, likening it to a “flatulent mass” (p. 59).– bloated, sluggish, and 

ultimately meaningless. He emphasizes the illusion of being awake while remaining intellectually and socially 

dead. This aligns with the Situationist idea of a society controlled by superficial appearances, where people are 

passively manipulated into consuming and conforming through carefully managed information. 

The final line adds a layer of cynicism, suggesting that the elite understand this dynamic well and actively 

encourage complacency for their own benefit. “Better for harmony,” (p.59) Weiwei suggests with bitter irony, 

implying that the pursuit of a false peace comes at the cost of individual agency and societal progress. Through this 

harsh indictment, Ai Weiwei urges individuals to break free from the chains of apathy and become active 

participants in shaping their world. This call to action aligns with Howard Brenton’s early plays, where he aimed to 

create an alternative counterculture and challenge the dominant social norms ( (Bay & Karagöz, 2024, p. 49). 

Furthermore, Ai Weiwei’s critique can be seen as a form of “detournement” – he takes the concept of being “good” 

and redefines it to promote critical engagement and social change. 

In the closing scene of the play, Ai Weiwei paints a stark picture of the dangers of stifled expression, aligning with 

a core tenet of Situationist theory. He declares that “Without individual voices or the free exchange of information, 

there can be no common interests for humanity; you cannot exist” (p. 59). This lack of open dialogue prevents the 

very concept of a nation or its people from existing authentically. Here, Weiwei echoes the Situationist critique of 

the “society of the spectacle” where information is controlled and used to manipulate public perception. 

For Weiwei, regaining the power of free speech is the essential first step toward genuine social change. A society 

that silences its citizens is compared to a dark, bottomless pit, a place of confusion and hopelessness where even 

negativity can appear attractive simply because it offers some kind of light, even if deceptive. This imagery 

resonates with the Situationist concept of the spectacle, where a controlled flow of information keeps people 

passive and prevents critical thinking. 

Through this powerful imagery, The Arrest of Weiwei emphasizes that free speech is not just a right, but a necessity 

for a healthy and functioning society where individuals can challenge the status quo and work towards a more just 

and equitable future (p. 59). Ai Weiwei’s commitment to freedom of expression manifests as a pervasive force in 

his life. It permeates his daily interactions on Twitter, his engagement with the global media, and the very core of 

his artistic practice. Ai fosters a seamless integration of the political, the personal, the artistic, and the digital. This 

interconnectedness is reflected in his own words: “Everything is art,” and “Everything is politics.” (Weiwei, 

Weiwei-isms, 2013, pp. x,24) 

3. CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, Howard Brenton’s The Arrest of Ai Weiwei transcends the theatrical experience. It becomes a 

powerful critique of censorship and a rallying cry for artistic freedom, all woven through the lens of Situationist 

theory. By portraying Ai Weiwei’s arrest, Brenton exposes the Chinese government’s attempt to control the 

narrative and manipulate the “spectacle” of power. The play delves deeper than the hollow accusation of tax 

evasion, hinting at the real target: a fearless artist whose work challenged the status quo and exposed the 

government’s grip on reality. 

Ai Weiwei’s story, as portrayed in the play, becomes a microcosm of the Situationist concept of resisting imposed 

social structures. The seemingly mundane act of detaining him at the airport takes on a chilling significance, 

highlighting the government’s attempt to control everyday life. Brenton doesn’t shy away from the harsh realities – 

the isolation, the uncertainty, and the manipulation tactics used to silence Ai Weiwei. Yet, even within this 

oppressive environment, the play echoes the Situationist belief in the power of individuals to disrupt the status quo. 

Ai Weiwei’s act of speaking out after his release becomes a potent symbol of resistance against the homogenizing 

spectacle. 

However, The Arrest of Ai Weiwei goes beyond the individual. It compels the audience to see the broader context, 

echoing the Situationist aim to dismantle societal control through cultural means. The play doesn’t just depict the 

silencing of one artist; it portrays the stifling of a free and critical society. Brenton reminds us of Ai Weiwei’s 

significant online presence before the arrest, a platform that challenged the government’s control over information 

– a key tenet of Situationist theory. The play subtly highlights the oppressive nature of China’s internet censorship 

apparatus, expanding the fight beyond artistic freedom to encompass free speech and open access to information. 
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By showcasing the international outcry following Ai Weiwei’s arrest, Brenton underscores the universality of the 

fight for free expression, a cause championed by the Situationists. The play portrays artists, human rights 

organizations, and even governments uniting in condemnation. This global response underlines the importance of 

artistic freedom as a fundamental human right. Artists, the play argues, play a vital role in society, holding a mirror 

to power and sparking necessary conversations – echoing the Situationist belief in art as a catalyst for social 

change. Ai Weiwei’s story becomes a call to action, urging audiences to defend this critical role and fight against 

censorship of all forms. 

In conclusion, The Arrest of Ai Weiwei transcends the theatrical experience. It becomes a powerful testament to the 

human spirit’s resistance against oppression, channelled through the ideas of Situationist theory. Through Ai 

Weiwei’s story, Brenton reminds us of the enduring fight for artistic freedom, a fight that is not just for artists, but 

for a more just and open society for all. 
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