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From the filmed archives of the Media Service of the INS
(Immigration and Nationalization Service), used in Chantal Akerman, De l’autre côté, 2003.
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Notes on Biopolitics. 

On a posthumously published text by Guy Debord

Michael Stone-Richards 

  What’s yet in this that bear’st the name of life?

  Shakespeare, Measure for Measure, Act. III, scene 1.

  Probably the most disquieting aspect of Debord’s books is the fact that history seems to  
  have committed itself to relentlessly confirm their analyses.

  Giorgio Agamben, “Marginal Notes on the Society of the Spectacle.”1

   I

Wherever we turn in the thinking of the art-life 
nexus or practice the name of Guy Debord 

or the Internationale situationniste cannot 

easily be avoided. The recent publication of 

Claire Bishop’s Artificial Hells: Participatory 
Art and the Politics of Spectatorship (2012), 

a study in the genealogy of social practice / 

participatory art, bears out the omnipresence 

of the name of Debord. Mapping? Dérive? 
The image of the city? Commodification? Re-
purposing (the poor man’s détournment)? 
Ecology and representation in the terms of a 

sick planet  ? The ethics and politics of time, 
indeed, an anthropology of time? The role of 
secrecy / disinformation in the formation and 

maintenance of ignorance? The sense of a 
politics of loss? Most, if not all, of the terms 
of thought in contemporary advanced art and 

theory of representation find themselves at 
the least genealogically anchored in Debord’s 

formulations. Even as Debord’s much misun-

derstood language of failure and pessimism 

comes more and more to be acknowledged 
– and in many quarters deeply resented – it 

still remains that his name, and the practices 

long associated with it, cannot escape invo-

cation, whence Claire Bishop, at the very 

opening of chapter 1 of her Artificial Hells:

A recurrent set of theoretical reference 

points governs the current literature on-

participatory and collaborative art: Walter 
Benjamin, Michel de Certeau, the Situation-

ist International, Paulo Freire, Deleuze and 

Guattari, and Hakim Bey,to name just a 
few. Among these, the most frequently cit-

ed is the French filmmaker and writer Guy 
Debord, for his indictment of the alienating 

and divisive effects of capitalism in The So-

ciety of the Spectacle (1967), and for his 

theorisation of collectively produced ‘situa-

tions’. For many artists and curators on the 

left, Debord’s critique strikes to the heart of 
why participation is important as a project: it 
rehumanises a society rendered numb and 

fragmented by the repressive instrumental-

ity of capitalist production.2 

Bishop is correct in her assessment of the 

extent to which Debord’s formulations have 

become terms of reference, even reflexes for 
many contemporary art theorists and practitio-

ners, but the problem, which she herself does 

not address, is that the Debord of contemporary 

art imaginary is in any case deeply misread, cu-

riously dated, almost something preserved in 

aspic, a nostalgia for revolutionary enthusiasm.
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   II

 The publication in 1988 of Debord’s 

Commentaires sur la Société du spectacle 

made clear that Debord still held to the the-

ses of the La Société du spectacle, the central 

argument of which states that social relations 

are mediated by images in such a way that the 

structuring of representation takes on a (spec-

tral) life of its own, deriving its energies from a 

life increasingly unknown to itself, culminating 
in an autonomy not merely of image but of the 

commodity (form) always doubling with that on 

which it feeds: 

 The individual whom this impoverished 

 spectacular thought has marked in 
 depth, and more than any other ele

 ment of his formation, from the begin

 ning becomes placed in the service of 

 the established order, even as his sub

 jective intention was able to be com

 pletely the contrary of such an out

 come.3 

The Commentary deepens the connection be-

tween spectacle, image, and commodity in the 

direction of life itself, its impoverishment and 

endangerment:

 

 The individual whom this impoverished 

 spectacular thought has marked in 
 depth, and more than any other ele-

 ment of his formation, from the begin

 ning becomes placed in the service of 

 the established order, even as his sub

 jective intention was able to be com

 pletely the contrary of such an out

 come.3 

The spectacle does not conceal that cer-

tain dangers surround the marvelous or-

der which it has established. The pollution 

of oceans and the destruction of equato-

rial forests threaten the renewal of oxy-

gen for the Earth; its ozone layer scarcely 

resists industrial progress; radiations of 

nuclear origin accumulate irreversibly. 

The spectacle simply concludes that this 

is without importance. (Commentaires, 

XII.)

– in Hans Jonas, in Hannah Arendt, for exam-

ple – Michel Foucault can rightly be taken as 
the figure who has formulated the terms of a 
development of the critical theory of late mo-

dernity / neo-liberalism in terms of Biopolitics. 

This was the project of Foucault’s late work, 
that is, the lectures of the Collège de France. 

When Foucault comes to define the Biopoliti-
cal, it is part of his argument that the distinc-

tiveness of late modernity, as this emerges 

from Enlightenment forms, is decisively not 

the power over death – the prerogative and 

core of classical notions of sovereignty - but 

rather a set of interlocking systems of knowl-
edge and power (the development of the life 

sciences, for example, such demography, an-

thropology, social science, improved medical-

clinical care) which bear upon life itself:

 It appears to me that one of the funda-

 mental phenomena of the 19th-century

 has been what one could call the taking 
 into account of life by power: if you 
 wish, an assumption of power [une 

 prise de pouvoir] over man qua living 

 being, a sort of nationalization by the 

 state [etatisation] of the biologi-

 cal.5   

The development of the new knowledges of 
the social goes hand-in-hand with new a new 

technique / technology which addresses di-

rectly “the life of men, or further, if you wish, 

[this new technique of non-disciplinary power] 

addresses itself  not to the body-man, but to 

living man, to man the living being; at the lim-

it, if you wish, to species-man. (Cours, 216.) 

A necessary implication of these techniques 

applied to life, to what is living in man, is the 

standardization or normalization of forms to fa-

cilitate the accessibility and expansion of such 

techniques, hence as (human) beings be-

come standardized life itself becomes shaped 

by this process of technical and technological 

standardization, by the statistical which is the 

The most significant development in Debord’s 
thought since The Society of the Spectacle is 

the clearer emergence of a Biopolitical dimen-

sion always implicit in his thinking.4 Though 

there are many sources for the development 

The Commentary deepens the connection be-

tween spectacle, image, and commodity in the 

direction of life itself, its impoverishment and 

endangerment:
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method for study not of the individual (thing 

or item) but of populations (regularities as dis-

tributed over large groups): “It’s at that mo-

ment, in any case, that the statistical measure 

of these phenomena along with their first de-

mographies begins to be put to work.” (Cours, 

216.) For Foucault, modernity is precisely this 

situation in which “For undoubtedly the first in 
history, the biological becomes thought with 

the political [se réfléchit dans le politique]; the 
fact of living is no longer this inaccessible un-

derground which only emerges from time to 

time, in the hasards of death and its fatality; 

for one thing it passes into the controlling field 
of knowledge and the intervention of power.”6 

Here Foucault makes the internal connection 
between a new conception of history and a 

new conception of the political for the compre-

hension of modernity (and subsequently the 

age of neo-liberalism):

 If one can call “bio-history” the pres-

 sures by which the movements of life 

 and the processes of history inter

 fere with each other, it would be nec

 essary to speak of the “bio-political” in 
 order to designate that which makes 
 life and its mechanisms enter into the 

 domain of explicit calcula-

 tions and makes of knowledge-pow-
 er an agent of the transformation of 

 human life. (L’Histoire de la sexualité, 

 188.)

Henceforth “man” is no longer, according to 

the Aristotelian formula, a speaking, rational 
animal capable of a political existence; rather, 

“modern man is an animal in whose politics 

his life of being alive is in question.” (L’Histoire 

de la sexualité, 188.) It is not sovereignty or 

even the development of the State which de-

fines the distinctively modern on Foucault’s 
account, but rather the development of a tech-

nology centered upon life itself (L’Histoire de 

la sexualité, 190) in such a way that agency 

will progressively move away from subjects 

and even States and into technology itself now 

become part of complex networks beyond the 
control of the State. The spread of techno-

logical agency beyond the control of the State 

will at first be associated with forms of outlaw 
practice and para-State entities – multi-nation-

als, say, but also mafias and cartels of all sorts 
– but eventually the distinctions between State 

and para-State actors will become blurred or 

non-existent (something which has long been 

the case in any situation in which the extraordi-

nary doctrine of “national security” is invoked) 
as actions more and more bear on the control 

and exploitation of life as made possible by 

technological capacity and projection and the 

conception of life as a resource – whether in in 

terms of human labor/energy, genetic manipu-

lation, or ownership of nature. “For undoubt-

edly the first in history, the biological becomes 
thought with the political [se réfléchit dans le 
politique]; the fact of living is no longer this in-

accessible underground which only emerges 

from time to time […]; it passes into the con-

trolling field of knowledge and the intervention 
of power.” (L’Histoire de la sexualité, 187.) In 

this conception of the late modern, politics are 

no longer about the struggle over the distribu-

tion of resources within even a notional sov-

ereignty of the people, rather, the political has 

become the network of power through which 
instrumentality over life itself is exercised, but 

this is not a care of life but a politics over life 

- “For undoubtedly the first time in history, the 
biological becomes thought with the political 

[se réfléchit dans le politique]” - in which life 
itself is endangered and uniquely so by man. 

There are many areas where Debord and Fou-

cault disagreed but on this point of the new 

way in which life itself is endangered by a new 

conception of the political they are fundamen-

tally in accord.

 III
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In a quite extraordinary text – a set of “Notes 

pour Mezioud”7 – on the problem of immi-

grants and immigration in France, or rather, 

the discourse on immigrants and immigration, 

from 1985 posthumously published in 2006, 

Debord makes clear the implicit connection 
between pollution and spectacle in the pro-

duction of waste: the pollution that makes 
waste of the earth is structurally equivalent to 

the pollution that turns human lives to waste.8  

Immigrants are the waste of the contemporary 

world order. Here is how Debord puts it:

 Like the wastes of the atomic industry 
 or oil in the Ocean – and here the 

 thresholds of intolerance are being de

 fined less and less “scientifically” –
 immigrants, products of the same ad

 ministration of modern capitalism, will

 remain for centuries, for millennia, al

 ways.9

Immigrants, then, cannot be expulsed or got 

rid of – there is, in other words, a politics of vis-

ibility at work here: we try to hide that on which 
we have come to develop a dependence, fail 

to acknowledge what we have made resis-

tant presence in our midst, whose expulsed 

absence allows us to feel more than simply a 

part or moment of larger autonomous struc-

tures (“products of the same administration of 

modern capitalism”). But what is the function 

of the contemporary immigrant? – the sans-

papiers, as they are called in France, or the 

undocumented as they are called in the United 

States – this is Debord’s question. The usual 

way of addressing the question of “immigra-

tion” is one in which, says Debord, “One dis-

cusses nothing but idiocies. Should we keep 
or eliminate immigrants? […] Should we, 
then, assimilate them or “respect cultural di-

versities”?” (“Notes,” 1588.) These questions 
may sound pragmatic, even legitimate though 

harsh, but, argues Debord in his “Notes pour 

Mezioud,” they are specious, indeed, idiocies 

which serve only to conceal the gravity and 

near uselessness of the situation. How can 

there be talk of assimilation – whether for or 
against – when it is no longer possible to as-

similate since the model upon which assimila-

tion was predicated is no longer viable, for it is 

not only immigrants (or refugees) who are ex-

cluded: “We can no longer assimilate anyone 

[personne]. Not youth, nor French workers, not 
even provincials or old ethnic minorities (Corsi-

cans, Bretons, etc.).” (“Notes,” 1588.) (Debord’s 

argument, it should be clear, is a structural ar-

gument about the effects of late capitalism and 

so it should be easy to fill in our own examples 
of excluded youth, of Native American reserva-

tions (or are they sovereign nations?), or the 
long-term unemployed who, as it is said in the 

monthly unemployment statistics in the United 

States, have been so long unemployed they 

no longer figure in the statistics because they 

have given up looking for work and as a result 

become unassimilable to society.)

Debord gives a singular – and fascinating – rea-

son as to why the very idea of assimilation is 

no longer viable as a national or cultural model 

for the creation and transmission of identity: 
it is because “Paris, destroyed city,10  has lost 

its historic role which was to make French-

men.” (“Notes,” 1588.) We might understand 
this statement, that “Paris, destroyed city [or, 

devastated city], has lost its historic role which 

was to make Frenchmen” by considering the 
famous statement made by Massimo Taparelli, 

Marquis d’Azeglio, upon the creation of the na-

tion of Italy in 1861: “L’Italia è fatta. Restano da 
fare gli italiani,” which has come to be known 
in the following translation: We have made It-

aly, now we must make Italians. Consider, for 

a moment, the question, How are Americans 

made? and the answer to this question, one 
in which the Detroit of Fordism plays a cen-

tral role historically, cannot but be along the 

lines of: The creation of the middle class is the 

way in which America made out of many one.
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In short, Americans were made by the creation 

of a middle class. There is no city in Ameri-

ca whose structural and cultural role is even 

vaguely comparable to Paris; there is no au-

thor – no Dante, say – who functioned as a 

symbol of the importance of the vernacular 

language in national identity-formation, hence 

the fact that to this day there is not – and there 

is no need for – a Homer, a Virgil, a Dante, 

a Shakespeare, a Racine, a Cervantes (for 
Castilian, not Spanish), a Goethe, a Mickiew-

iecz, a Mácha, that is, a National Writer, in the 
United States of America. In the United States 

of America, more decentralized than any Eu-

ropean country with the possible exception 

of Germany, no city, no language played the 

role of bonding agent in the creation of na-

tional identity, for that role was taken by The 
American Dream, or, the creation of the mid-

dle classes. With the collapse of the industries 
for the creation of a middle class - Detroit and 

every other post-Industrial city – and the dif-

ficulties in maintaining the myth of the middle 
class in the face of increasing inequalities it 

becomes ever easier to see that the middle 

class, that invention of the modern world and 

the nation-state, in other words, a form of life 

of very recent invention, may have reached its 

end, may be dying. The crisis of America is, in 

other words, the crisis represented by the in-

ability to sustain the middle classes and with 

it a certain idea of America. It is in this context 

that the (victimized) immigrant becomes, in 

Debord’s telling characterization, the figure of 
dispossession in a society and a world of dis-

possession, wherever the conditions of mod-

ern production prevail, that is, the society of 

the spectacle:

 Immigrants have the perfect right 

 to live in France. They are the repre-

 sentatives of dispossession; and dis-

 possession is at home in France, so long 

 as it is in the majority, and almost univer-

 sal. Notoriously, immigrants have lost 

 their culture and their country, without 

 being able to find others. And the 
 French are in the same situation, and 

 scarcely more secretly. (“Notes,” 1592.)

(A not dissimilar point is made by Hannah 

Arendt in her final interview, given in 1973 to 
French television, when her interviewer Roger 

Errera asked her: “What does it mean for Jews 
to be assimilated into American society,” to 

which she replied: “Would you kindly tell me to 
what the Jews should assimilate here? To the 
English? To the Irish? To the Germans? To the 
French? To the … you know, whoever came 
here?”11) On this line of argument – which can 

be found in the work of a Zygmunt Bauman or 
an Agamben and many whose development in 

Critical Theory extends to Biopolitics - the im-

migrant is the figure of what will become the 
norm in the near future of a world where power 

and technology are centered upon life as a re-

source for the grand narrative of the middle 

class has run its course and may no longer 

be viable. To grasp the way in which the im-

migrant may be the figure of dispossession in 
a near future, we need only consider that all 

of the practices of control which are at first ex-

ercised and perfected upon marginal groups 

– immigrant specific laws, refugee laws, but 
think, too, the Patriot Act for terrorists – will 
eventually move to the center and, having be-

ing tried out and perfected, become the norm 

(think, again, the Patriot Act and the NSA spy-

ing on American and world communications at 

every level in part simply because the technol-

ogy makes it possible so to do even as the in-

dividuals who run the NSA do not yet have the 

capacity to use all the information which their 

systems can capture).

The unassimilable – the unemployed, youth, 

no less than immigrants – is the figure of dis-

possession within a society and a culture in 

decomposition as Debord uses this Situation-

ist term ("Notes," 1590) and as such it is a
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society prone to sudden explosions: “Thus 
its décor everywhere becomes inflammable 
like a high school in France [comme un col-
lège en France].” (“Notes,” 1590.) Barely 

twenty years after writing these words, in Oc-

tober-November of 2005, France, Republican 

France, France laïque (secular), color-blind 

France where it is illegal for government re-

search to ask racial questions or collect data 
based upon race, would be traumatized by the 

spontaneous outbreak of urban violence and 
arsons in the blue-collar outskirts of Paris (the 

banlieues) started by the unassimilable youth 

from a “collège [high school] en France,” sec-

ond-generation immigrants.12

 IV

Guy Debord committed suicide in November 

1994. Before his death, he had carefully pre-

pared for transmission all areas of his life which 

mattered to him: works which previously had 
been copyright-free were brought into copy-

right to be controlled by his wife Alice Debord; 

henceforth Gallimard would be the house re-

sponsible for the publication of his works; his 
archives were organized, etc. One thing that 

he also undertook was to co-operate with the 
film-maker Brigitte Cornand in the making of 
a documentary of the life, Guy Debord: Son 

art, son temps, by agreement to be screened 

after his death, which it was in January, 1995. 

One of the most powerful, troubling, and dis-

turbing parts of the film is an approximately 
nine minute section showing the rampant, ut-

terly depressing illiteracy of the French school 

system (the “collège en France”) in the ban-

lieues (outskirts) of Paris.13 Female students 

of African and Islamic descent cannot readily 

say that a novel by Zola – Au Bonheur des 

Dames! –published in 1883 means that it was 

published in the nineteenth-century. When 
asked by the instructor what century this 
would be one student – whilst others play with 

their hair – responds, “Oh là là!” as if this might 

be a problem in higher mathematics. And it is 

downhill all the way from there as the film de-

ploys documentary footage of the decomposi-

tion into violence of the public school system 

of the banlieues (a homemade bomb is set off 

in one school, for example) – as the voice over 

says at one point: in the mid-nineteen eight-
ies Parisian schools were safe, “Since then 

the violence of the street has entered into the 

school,” and “the violence of the language of 

the street has entered into the school.”14 At the 

end of this extended passage of the learning 

of illiteracy – “The French [send their children 

to school] to learn illiteracy,” wrote Debord in 

the “Notes pour Mezioud” in a context that is 

not racialized (“Notes,” 1591) – there appears 

an inter-title evidently composed by Debord 

(and not Cornand) which says that the preced-

ing documentation illustrates with exactness 

Hobbes’ great saying about life before and 

outside civilization and the state: solitary, dirty, 
bereft of pleasures, brutish, and short.15

To say that this scene from Guy Debord: Son 

art, son temps has occasioned controversy 

would be an understatement. There are those 

who believe that this passage of film dem-

onstrates Debord’s elitism, even racism. Of 

course, it does nothing of the kind.  There are 
formal, diagetic, and intertextual factors to con-

sider in understanding what is being performed 

with this passage of film on the decomposition 
of education in a “collège en France.” First, 

it is a détournement, found footage that has 

been re-presented within a new framework in 
film, which Debord had long believed was the 
most effective medium for détournement: “It 
is obviously in the cinematic framework that 
détournement can attain its greatest efficacity, 
and without doubt, for those occupied by the 

matter, also its greatest beauty.”16 More spe-

cifically, the found footage is not an example 
of what Debord and Wolman, in their earliest 
conception of the practice of détournement, 

called détournement mineur, that is, where the
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F. W. Murnau’s Nosferatu, 1921. Public domain.
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détournement “is the détournement of an el-

ement which has no particular importance”;17 

instead, this re-use of the found footage is an 

example of “Abusive détournement […] when 

an element significant in itself is the target (fait 
l’objet); the element which will draw from the 

new rapprochement a different significance.”18 

What, though, is the different significance to 

which this found footage is put in Guy Debord: 

Son art, son temps? It is assuredly a cruel 

representation, but the cruelty resides not in 

the intention of the author but within the origi-

nating social complex captured in the used 

footage. Where the original footage is meant 
clearly to show the sorry state of the school 

system in the banlieues where teachers are 

threatened, bombs are set off, guns carried to 

schools, where sexually aggressive and vio-

lent messages are left on the answerphones 

of female teachers, where, in short “the vio-

lence of the language of the street has en-

tered into the school,” as a means of generat-

ing identification with the plight of the teaching 
profession, Guy Debord: Son art, son temps 

re-directs the significance elsewhere. This is a 
classroom scene, a genre that has a key role 
within modernist and avant-garde sensibility in 

Mallarmé, Alain-Fournier’s Le Grand Meulnes 

(1913), in the Dada and Surrealist iconogra-

phy of Max Ernst, André Breton, and a painter 

such as Toyen, but especially so in the work 
of Lautréamont,19 for the classroom is not 

only the space of inculcation, it is the space of 

childhood and in modernist and avant-garde 

thought it is a privileged space for the figura-

tion of the growth of sensibility as childhood 

develops into self-awareness, spiritual growth 

with the birth of new capacities, desires and 

symbolization, and eventually the loss of the 

condition of childhood through separation. 

The youth depicted in the film passage under 
discussion is astonishing for its absences – of 

innocence, security, and childhood20 – which 

precede its arrival in the classroom, hence, 

again, in the “Notes pour Mezioud,” Debord 

observes, again in a context that is not racial-

ized, that “The ghetto of the new spectacular 

apartheid (not the local, folkloric version of 
South Africa) is already here, in contemporary 

France: the immense majority of the popula-

tion finds itself there enclosed and brutalized; 

and everything would happen the same even 

if there were not a single immigrant.” (“Notes,” 

1591) And here is how Debord argues that the 

violence of the new form of childhood marked 
by dispossession precedes and is carried into 

the classroom: 

 The French can no longer bear their 

 children. They send them to school 

 from the age of three, and until they are 

 at least sixteen, in order to learn illiter-

 acy. And before they may be three, 

 more and more numerous are the 

 people who find children “unbearable” 
 and hit them with a greater or lesser de-

 gree of violence. (“Notes,” 1591.)

The original footage from which Guy Debord: 

Son art, son temps derives this classroom 

scene would make it seem that the problem of 
the French school system is the fault of, due 

to the presence of, immigrants, but the same 

footage détourned shows the immigrant chil-

dren as bouc-émisaires, that is, scapegoats. 

There is a telling passage in Mezioud’s book 
Le Cauchemar immigré dans la décomposition 

de la France – the Mezioud for whom Debord 

wrote his “Notes pour Mezioud” – which could 

function as subtitles to the nine minutes of foot-

age used in Guy Debord: Son Art, son temps. I 

quote Mezioud in extenso:

 There is a quite widespread opinion 

 which would attribute the breakdown of 
 teaching in France to a too strong pres-

 ence of immigrant children in the 

 schools. These children are generally 

 thought of as congenitally feeble and 

 who inconvenience the overall
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 functioning academic institution at all 

 “levels.” In a word, immigrants not only 

 steal the livelihood of the French; by 

 a kind of contamination, they perma-
 nently condemn the French to certain 

 mental regression. But one need only 

 consider what songs French youth lis-

 ten to; what religious sects infinitely 
 more ridiculous than Islam for which it 

 is a source of  adepts; indeed, to what 

 Ministries this youth must submit teach-

 ing reforms and counter-reforms in or-

 der to comprehend and clearly see 

 who is responsible for so many ravag-

 es, without immigrants – even if some 

 people wished it – from near or far be-

 ing brought into the mix. Or, if they are 

 brought into the mix, it is to the same 

 extent as French youth, as victims.21

It is no longer, if ever it was, a loss and dispos-

session uniquely typical of the immigrant ex-

perience. It is a loss shared by many, indeed, 

all on Debord’s argument. The type of political 

thinking required to make sense of this condi-
tion, though, can no longer be classical poli-

tics but a thinking of the Biopolitical, hence in 
“La Planète malade” (1971) Debord speaks of 
“The period which has all the technical means 

to alter absolutely the conditions of life over all 

the Earth”22 being also a period in which there 

is a radical narrowing of political choices:

 Concerning an environment, whether 

 “natural” or constructed, of natality, of 

 biology, of production, of “madness,” 

 etc. the choice will not be  between joy 

 and sorrow [la fête et le malheur] but, 

 consciously and at every intersection, 

 between, on the one hand, a thousand 

 happy or disastrous possibilities rela-

 tively corrigible, and, on the other hand, 

 nothing. The terrible choices of the

 near future leave this one alternative:
 total democracy or total bureaucracy. 

 (“La Planète malade," 1069.)

The immigrant is the figure of this Biopolitical 
near future.23

 

 V

In 2009, the French director Jean-Paule Lilien-

feld made a film, Journée de la jupe (American 

Skirt Day), starring the incomparable Isabelle 

Adjani as Sonia Bergerac a high-school teach-

er “dans un collège ‘difficile’ (in a ‘difficult’ high 
school)” in which the class cannot and will not 

be taught. When a gun drops from the bag of 
one of the students she quickly takes it and 
holds the class hostage saying, “On va pouvoir 

faire un cours (We are going to be able to have 
a class),” gun in one hand and Molière in the 

other. She is also on the edge of a nervous 

breakdown. The film caused a furore in its aim, 
as Isabelle Adjani put it in an interview, “to ren-

der visible what one does not wish to accept 

as existing.” The practice of détournement can 

be grasped in this context as part of a practice, 

an ethic and politics of visibility where immi-

grants would be made scapegoats and invis-

ible in their alterity. The figure of this alterity, of 
this falling below the threshold of visibility, of 

personhood, has been conveyed with an un-

surpassed power, intelligence and pathos in 

the Belgian film-maker Chantal Akerman’s film 
De l’autre côté (From the Other Side), 2003, 

through a stunning use of détournement.

Concentrating on the border crossing between 

Arizona and Mexico, Akerman’s De l’autre côté 

is a slow series of interviews in which an un-

moving camera concentrates on the faces and 

seated bodies of immigrants – mothers, grand-

mothers, sons, fathers, both in Mexico and 

Arizona – who are invited to tell their stories 

with minimal interference from an off-screen 

Akerman. A film could not be more austere yet
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pregnant with the poetry of silences and empti 

ness in landscapes and lives. The quiet sense 

of proleptic tension which is characteristic of 

Akerman’s film aesthetic finally finds its form 
– figural, symbolic, and anthropological – in an 
extended scene of found footage. The found 

footage comes from the filmed archives of the 
Media Service of the INS (Immigration and Na-

tionalization Service). Shot in black and white 
night vision it shows an INS helicopter pilot 

surveying the border landscape. His camera, 

with crosshairs, moves unevenly, when sud-

denly, rapidly, jerkily it turns back upon itself 
and there we see what was there all along but 

which had passed unnoticed: a line, a long line 
of (white) ghosts moving slowly, painfully slow-

ly across the landscape in gleaming negative 

white and black. The pilot lets out a scream of 
delight – that is the mark of the spontaneous 
– and recognition, matching the equal recogni-

tion of the viewer (in startled shock), and lets 
his camera linger over this undulating line of 

ghosts. The scene is shocking and moving – 
here, you think, is as clear an example of the 
logic of (in)-visibility at play – but it becomes 

affectively stunning as it dawns on one that 

what the scene evokes simultaneously is an-

other great moment of negative in film history, 
namely, the moment in F. W. Murnau’s Nos-

feratu (1921) where the carriage drivers, taking 
their mortal passenger to the meet Nosferatu 

the vampire, arrive at the bridge,24 the place of 

transition and passage, and say to their pas-

senger: “We will go no further. Here begins 
the land of phantoms.” And as the passenger 

is met by Nosferatu’s carriage the movement 

into the land of phantoms, the movement to 

the other side, is conveyed through a land-

scape effulgent in negative light as almost to 

suggest acoustic qualities. Not only are the 

ghosts and vampire figures of alterity, the 
landscape, too, the territory, is an estate of 

alterity. Such a re-cognition is not, however, 

the preserve of film-makers of the caliber of 
Debord or Akerman. In a recent article by Rory

Carroll in the London Guardian on American 

immigration, we learn of one Crisanta Ramos, 

a mother of three, from Guatemala who, “[after 

the death by drowning of her partner Benja-

min Roldan Salinas], was granted provisional 

permission to stay [in the United States]. But 

she felt haunted.” Estanislao Matias, a twenty 

four year old Guatamalan, undocumented im-

migrant in the United States, is quoted by Car-

roll as saying that “In our imagination we think 
of the marvels awaiting us. That’s why we risk 
everything to come.” But, concludes Matias, 

“It was like a horror movie.”25

  Behind us, beyond us now

  is phantom territory.

 Robert Hayden, “Travelling through Fog”
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