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Antiterrorism policies and the consequent securitization of migration must be rec-
ognized as ongoing ‘irregularizing’ practices that intervene in struggles over the 
politics of human mobility. It is instructive from the outset to establish that the 
practices of antiterrorism – its physics, so to speak – have only been legitimated 
and made possible with recourse to an elaborate scaffolding of distinctly meta-
physical premises, propositions, and inferences about ‘terror’ and its Manichean 
changeling, counter-terror. For some time following the events of 11 September 
2001 these doppelgangers were purported to be engaged in nothing less than total 
war (De Genova 2007; see Bigo, this volume). As a material and practical effect 
of what may therefore be called the metaphysics of antiterrorism, spectacles of 
increasingly militarized border policing have proliferated globally. Amidst the 
expanding purview of securitization in virtually all aspects of travel and tran-
sit, deportation has recently achieved an unprecedented prominence (e.g., Bloch 
and Schuster, 2005; Fekete, 2005; Hing, 2006; Kanstroom, 2007; Nyers, 2003; 
Peutz, 2006; Walters, 2002). The practice of deportation has emerged as a definite 
and increasingly pervasive convention of routine statecraft. Indeed, deportation 
seems to have become a virtually global regime (De Genova and Peutz, 2010). 
Consequently, migration must be theorized as a central figure in any attempt to 
comprehend and critically analyze the new, effectively global formations of state 
power along with a supranational sovereignty that may be detected in the unprec-
edented securitization of the planet.

The stakes of this chapter are primarily theoretical. Elaborating the linkages 
between ‘illegal’ (or ‘irregular’) migration and deportability through the analytic 
lens of the capital–labour relation, deportability is posited in this essay as a form 
of labour subordination. The securitization of migration, ‘irregularization,’ and 
deportability – and thus also the ascendancy of the ostensibly ‘antiterrorist’ security 
state – are thus examined for their affinities with a wider (global) politics of labour 
subordination. This chapter briefly examines the explicit and emphatic figuration 
of transnational human mobility in general, and migration in particular, which 
are discernable in the metaphysics of antiterrorism and the practices of what may 
be considered to be an incipient Global Security State. This argument is devel-
oped principally with reference to the practices of what I have designated as the 
Homeland Security State in the United States (De Genova, 2007). The dilemmas 
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posed for the global superintendence of ‘security’ by migration and mobility are 
conceived of here as problems of both power and knowledge. In exploring these 
dilemmas, with special emphasis placed on by their pronouncedly epistemic charac-
ter, this chapter revisits some of the key theoretical insights and innovations of 
Guy Debord’s conception of the society of the spectacle. This allows us to resituate 
the larger problems of antiterrorism and security-state formation within a critical 
analytical framework informed by considerations of the fetishism of state power 
and the significance of spectacle in the mediation of contemporary social rela-
tions. In this light, this chapter returns to the question of ‘security’ and ‘terror’ as 
two inextricable and mutually constituted formations of spectacle. Revisiting my 
previous formulation of the relation between migrant ‘illegality’ and deportability 
with the spectacle of border enforcement (De Genova, 2002, 2005), the essay 
posits the substantive linkages between securitization, labour, and racialization. In 
light of the unprecedented mobilizations in 2006 of migrants against an ‘antiter-
rorist’ immigration law proposed in the United States, this chapter concludes with 
some reflections upon the autonomy and subjectivity of racially subordinate and 
legally vulnerable migrant labour in confronting the spectacle of security. 

Deportability, labour, ‘security’, and subordination
If all ‘immigration’ is more or less subject to deportation, it is specifically undocu-
mented, ‘irregular,’ or ‘illegal’ migration that is conventionally depicted as quint-
essentially deportable. In countries such as the United States, this has been true 
since the early twentieth century, and is hardly a new revelation (Balderrama and 
Rodríguez, 1995; Calavita, 1984, 1992; Chavez, 1992; Cockcroft, 1986; Galarza, 
1964; Gamio, 1930; García, 1980; Reisler, 1976; Samora, 1971; cf. De Genova, 
2005; Ngai, 2004). How, then, might we apprehend the historical specificity of 
antiterrorism as a particular modality for the ‘irregularization’ of migrant mobil-
ity? How, moreover, might we assess the dramatic intersection of the specifically 
antiterrorist politics of state sovereignty, security, and border control (Bigo, 2002, 
2006; De Genova, 2007; Walters, 2004) with the autonomous politics of migra-
tion as, in effect, a global social movement (Mezzadra, 2004, 2006; Mezzadra, in 
Bojadžijev and Saint-Saëns 2006; Mezzadra and Neilson, 2003; cf. De Genova, 
2009; Karakayali and Rigo, 2010; Nyers, 2003; Papadopoulos, Stephenson, and 
Tsianos 2008; Papastergiadis, 2000, 2005)?

In the protracted aftermath of the events of 11 September 2001, the so-called 
‘Global War on Terror’ was posited in extravagantly metaphysical terms as a 
struggle of ‘civilization’ itself against outright ‘evil’, variously figured as ‘bar-
barism’ and ‘savagery’. This discourse almost instantaneously became the stan-
dard cant of the Bush administration and remained pervasive during the ensuing 
years across the spectrum of mass-mediated public discourse in the United 
States. Antiterrorism, in this respect, enunciated itself in a peculiar but reveal-
ingly double-voiced fashion. On the one hand, it exalted US nationalism in the 
exceedingly parochial terms of ‘homeland security’ (Walters, 2004). On the other, 
it adopted an emphatically globalist outlook and articulated itself in a language 
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remarkably reminiscent of previous colonial ‘civilizing missions’, which plainly 
signaled the rejuvenated ambitions of empire. Thus, the putative war against ter-
rorism has been pivotal for the increasingly coercive reorganization of what, prior 
to 2001, was ubiquitously called ‘globalization’, under a reanimated US military 
hegemony that has aspired, however fecklessly, to reconsolidate a veritably impe-
rial sovereignty. The global project of US empire has also capitalized upon the 
‘emergency’ of terrorism to institute an indefinite ‘state of exception’. In so doing, 
it unleashes an onslaught of new ‘security’ measures, only then to render these 
extraordinary interventions routine, banal, and effectively permanent (Agamben, 
2003/2005). The consolidation and entrenchment of the Homeland Security State 
has defined a new historical moment in the ‘domestic’ US sociopolitical order 
(De Genova, 2007, 2009). The institutionalization of these new formations of state 
power and the normalization of the antiterrorist ‘state of emergency’ under the 
Obama administration, furthermore, alert us to the fact that none of these develop-
ments can be discounted as merely temporary and anomalous exigencies or aber-
rations of the Bush White House (De Genova, n.d.1). These convulsions of US 
power have made immediate and persistent demands on the security apparatuses 
of states throughout the world. Much more than merely a parochial exercise in 
US nationalist insularity, therefore, this new round of state formation has sought 
to streamline the proliferating governmentalities of what may be productively 
considered to be an incipient Global Security State. This essay cannot fully elu-
cidate the global tendencies of antiterrorist security state formation. Rather, the 
identification of such a supranational and quasi-imperial project is posited here 
more simply as a broad conceptual framework and working hypothesis through 
which to pose more specific theoretical questions about the global securitization 
of transnational migration.

All undocumented or ‘irregular’ migrations are constituted as historically spe-
cific products of the intersections of particular migratory movements with the 
distinct political and legislative histories of particular states, along with their con-
sequent legal economies of meaning and differentiation. Thus, there is no such 
thing as undocumented or ‘irregular’ migration (or migrant ‘illegality’) ‘in gen-
eral’, and these analytic categories plainly do not constitute a generic, singular, 
universal, and thereby transhistorical and essentialized object of study or target 
for policy intervention or enforcement. It is nonetheless a broadly generalizable 
characteristic of many, if not most, undocumented migrations that they are emi-
nently labour migrations (cf. Andrijasevic, 2010; Burawoy, 1976; Castells, 1975; 
Calavita, 1992, 2005; Cockcroft, 1986; De Genova, 2005; Harris, 1995; Heyman, 
1998; Karakayali and Rigo, 2010; Kearney 1986; Portes, 1978; Sassen, 1999). 
Moreover, all ‘illegal’ or ‘irregular’ migrations, however constituted historically, 
must at least potentially be ultimately apprehensible to be ‘regularizable’ (or nor-
malizable or routinizable). This is the case, however, only insofar as they may 
finally be (re)composed – as labour.2 Undocumented migrations are therefore best 
understood as distinct transnational manifestations of a global social relation of 
labour and capital, which is mediated by the regulatory authority and coercive 
force of territorially delimited ‘national’ states. 
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The sheer subjectivity of labour always and inescapably presents itself to capi-
tal as a political problem of labour subordination. The need for subordination is 
occasioned in the first instance precisely by human labour’s distinctly subjective 
vitality: the technical requirement that the will of the worker be purposefully subor-
dinated to the objective of her labour for the entire duration of the work. As human 
beings we realize our purposes in the materials of nature consciously. As Marx 
explains, our work requires that we ‘subordinate [our] will’ to such tasks: ‘a pur-
poseful will is required for the entire duration of the work. This means close atten-
tion’ (1867/1976: 284; cf. Chakrabarty, 1989: 65–115; Foucault, 1977: 135–228). 
Thus, what first arises as a rather prosaic and merely technical feature of an 
ontological condition of human creative capacities becomes an especially acute, 
indeed a defining, political problem in the context of estranged labour and its 
superintendence. In this respect, the question of deportability (mediated through 
state regimes of migrant ‘legality’ and ‘illegality’) must theoretically be posited in 
relation to the broader political dynamics of labour subordination (which present 
themselves immediately in the workplace as features of merely ‘economic’ rela-
tions). Indeed, it is their distinctive legal vulnerability, their putative ‘illegality’ 
above all else, which facilitates the subordination of undocumented or ‘irregular’ 
migrants as a highly exploitable workforce. But this is true because any confron-
tation with the scrutiny of legal authorities tends to be always already tempered 
by the discipline imposed by their ultimate susceptibility for deportation, their 
deportability. What makes deportability so decisive for migrant ‘illegality’ and the 
policing of state borders, ultimately, is that some are deported in order that most 
may remain (undeported), within the space of the nation-state. Those deportable 
migrants who are spared deportation remain, precisely, as workers, whose particular 
migrant status may thereby be rendered ‘irregular’ or ‘illegal,’ and thus precarious, 
and may be sustained indefinitely (De Genova 2002, 2005: 8). 

If indeed it is migration that emerges as a central figure in any attempt to com-
prehend and critically analyze the incipient Global Security State, the real prob-
lem to be theorized is deportable labour. Conversely, labour subordination must 
be recognized to be one of the decisive, indeed constitutive – if nonetheless sup-
pressed – conditions of possibility for the metaphysics of antiterrorism. Labour 
subordination and the securitization of migration operate in concert in the mass 
production of migrant ‘illegality’. Much as citizenship may be considered a tech-
nology for the ‘international management of populations’ (Hindess, 2000) and 
deportation may be seen to operate as an ‘international police of aliens’ (Walters, 
2002), antiterrorist securitization must become apprehensible as a modality for the 
global ‘irregularization’ of migrant labour.

Mobility as enemy?
The discourse of antiterrorism stages transnational mobility as a permanent 
menace. The United States’s National Strategy for Combating Terrorism (White 
House, February 2003), for example, purports to be concerned with ‘identifying 
and defusing threats before they reach our borders’ (2003: 2). Notably, this is 
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posited as a response to ‘a new global environment’, chiefly distinguished by ‘dra-
matic improvements in the ease of transnational communication, commerce, and 
travel’ and ‘unprecedented mobility and migration’ (2003: 7). The same document 
endorses the ideal of ‘a seamless web of defense across the spectrum of engage-
ment to protect our citizens and interests both at home and abroad’, asserting the 
consequent necessity of ‘providing our operating forces . . . foreign and domestic 
– with a single integrated operating matrix’ (2003: 25; emphasis added). Thus, 
the invocation of the conventional distinction between ‘foreign’ and ‘domestic’ 
serves here only to underscore their material, practical, and discursive elision. The 
securitization project of US sovereign power is therefore embroiled in a struggle 
over the politics of mobility on a global scale.

It is indeed the mobility of ‘terrorists’ and their apparent capacity to evade detec-
tion that presents a central problem for the ascendant security state. While the 
antiterrorist state deploys the spectacular figure of ‘terrorism’ to conjure the threat 
of unpredictable and horrific chaos (the ultimate crime against social order), its 
more prosaic calculations and routine interventions are nevertheless overwhelm-
ingly preoccupied with the rather more mundane mobility of migrants (see Bigo, 
Rygiel and Walters, this volume). In this regard, the ‘unauthorized’ and hence 
‘irregular’ (free) transnational movement of labour migrants serves as their genu-
ine target. Indeed, the Homeland Security State in the United States (as well as its 
analogues, elsewhere) has come to figure ‘immigration’ in general as an utterly 
decisive material site where the ostensible War on Terror may be practically and 
physically realized (De Genova, 2007, 2009; cf. Fernandes, 2007). 

In the so-called ‘war against terrorism’, as with other historical precedents, the 
Enemy is oddly figured as both despicably subhuman and yet frightfully superhu-
man.3 The phantasmatic figure of ‘the terrorist’ presents the perverse spectacle 
of strangely atavistic (Muslim) ‘fundamentalist’ predilections, which tend to be 
summarily disqualified from ‘civilization’ and, in effect, from humanity itself. 
However, these dubious ‘traditionalisms’ attributed to the figure of the Muslim 
jihadist are coupled with what appear to be distinctly deterritorialized forms of 
state-of-the-art networked communications and command systems. Indeed, they 
are coupled with rhizomatic or viral capacities for a seemingly fractal kind of 
spatial dispersion and an effectively global reach. In this respect, the metaphys-
ics of antiterrorism is therefore strikingly innovative. It has fashioned its putative 
Enemy – terrorist ‘evildoers’ (in the cloying phrase of the former US president) 
– in terms of nefarious but spectral and ever elusive networks. Revealingly, such 
‘transnational actors’ cannot be identified with any nation-state per se, and they 
operate largely in the interstices of the interstate geopolitical system (Johnson 
2000: 9). Thus, the terrorist Enemy’s alleged obscurantism is coupled with a men-
acing obscurity. This economy of identification and concealment thus serves in 
fact to produce the figure of the terrorist ‘suspect’ through the activation of a 
more mundane production of ‘the Muslim’ as a racialized category (cf. Ahmad, 
2002, 2004; Bayoumi, 2008; Cainkar, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2005; Chon and Arzt, 
2005; Cole, 2003: 47–56; Daulatzai, 2007; De Genova, 2007; Maira, 2004, 2009; 
Puar, 2007; Puar and Rai, 2002; Saito, 2001; Volpp, 2002; cf. Human Rights 
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Watch, 2002), albeit one which is remarkably elastic and indeterminate 
(Amoore, 2007). 

Indeed, the most fundamental work accomplished through the War on Terror’s 
global racialization of ‘Muslim’ identity is the production of a racial condensa-
tion that is inimical to the white, Christian, ‘European’ identity of ‘the West’, 
while at the same time such a condensation is precisely ambiguous and inherently 
heterogeneous. The racial ambiguity and instability of the figure of the Muslim is 
productive, then, because it renders a vast cross-section of the planet’s migrants 
(Muslim and non-Muslim alike) to be subject always to suspicion, commanding 
surveillance and further investigation in the incessant police work of uncover-
ing ‘the terrorists’ (De Genova, n.d.1). The terrorist Enemy purportedly pursues 
its objectives only through opaque (if not unfathomable) conspiracies, which 
crucially depend upon hypermobile ‘secret agents’ and dormant ‘sleeper cells’. 
These ostensible human time bombs are always merely waiting to be activated 
for their (presumably suicidal) missions of mass destruction (cf. Amoore, 2006; 
Baudrillard, 2001/2002; Nyers, 2006; Packer 2006). Questions of mobilization 
and immobilization and speed and deceleration become paramount as the global 
regime of capital accumulation is ostensibly shadowed by an enemy as flexible, 
opportunistic, and mobile as itself. And the regime of suspicion and unrelenting 
vigilance becomes fixated upon the unfathomable task of monitoring, document-
ing, and regulating an enigmatic global swirl of ambiguous identities, unstable 
identifications, unpredictable mobilities, and secret conspiracies. In a global 
milieu of unprecedented transnational mobility and mass migration, the puta-
tive challenges confronting the exercise of the ‘state monopoly of the legitimate 
means of movement’ (Torpey 2000) become epic in proportion and metaphysical 
in scope. For our critical purposes, moreover, they become truly inextricable from 
deeply epistemic conundrums.

Commodities, fetishism, and spectacle
Uncertainty, ambiguity, equivocation, dissimulation, intransigent secrecy, incon-
ceivable enemies, falsehoods without reply, truths that cannot be verified, hypoth-
eses that can never be demonstrated – these have truly become the hallmarks of 
our (global) political present. An audacious confrontation with this same constel-
lation of epistemic enigmas distinguishes the rather unique imaginative force of 
the social critique of Guy Debord (1967, 1988). The legal and sociopolitical pro-
duction of migrant ‘illegality’ and the ‘irregularization’ of human mobility – in 
the aftermath of antiterrorism so completely enshrouded by the conjoined specta-
cles of terror and security – commands a renewed consideration of the enduring 
explanatory power of Debord’s austere theoretical formulation of spectacle. 4

Significantly elaborating upon and extending Marx’s imminent critique of the 
fetishism of the commodity under capitalism (1867/1976: 163–177), Debord iden-
tified the overwhelming and unprecedented hegemony of image and appearance 
as mediating all social relations. Indeed, he contends that ‘the whole of life . . . 
presents itself as an immense accumulation of spectacles’, ensuring that ‘all that 
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once was directly lived has become mere representation’ (1967/1995: 12; empha-
sis in original). For Debord, this ascendancy of spectacle tends to reduce all social 
life from its already estranged and atomized condition to the sheer passivity of 
utter spectatorship: ‘a generalized autism’ (1967/1995: 153). 

Marx’s critique of the commodity posited that, within the social relations of cap-
italism, labour confronts its own product – the objectification of its own vital ener-
gies, creative capacities, and productive powers – as ‘an alien power’ (1844/1965: 
115). The value-relation among the products of labour transfigures every com-
modity into ‘a social hieroglyphic’ (1867/1976: 167), presenting the actual social 
relations among human beings as if they were social relations between things that 
are ‘endowed with a life of their own.’ As Marx states emphatically:

. . . this fetishism . . . arises from the peculiar social character of the labour that 
produces them,’ whereby ‘the specific social characteristics of [the produc-
ers’] private labours’ manifest themselves and appear to the producers only 
through the relations among the products established through their exchange, 
and thus, among the producers as well, but ‘only . . . through their media-
tion.

(1867/1976: 165) 

The fetishism that imbues things with phantasmatic life as mysterious alien powers 
thus entails the constant mediation of an everyday life of objectification, estrange-
ment, exploitation, humiliation, boredom, and disaffection.

This peculiar inversion in which human affairs appear as ‘material [thing-like] 
relations between persons and social relations between things’ (1867/1976: 166) 
is ‘only valid’, Marx clarifies, ‘for this particular form of production, the produc-
tion of commodities’ (1867/1976: 167). Once this systematic distortion of human 
social relations has become historically established, the ensuing ‘cooperation of 
wage-labourers . . . their unification into one single productive body, the establish-
ment of a connection between their individual functions’ and hence, ‘the inter-
connection of their various labours’ appears to them ‘in the realm of ideas, as a 
plan drawn up by the capitalist ’ (1867/1976: 449–450). The enhanced productive 
power of their own collaboration, therefore, ‘confronts them . . . in practice, as his 
authority, as the powerful will of a being outside them, who subjects their activ-
ity to his purpose’ (1867/1976: 449–450). In Marx’s account, the social relations 
among human beings engaged in productive activity thus appear to be merely 
the consequence of the effective subordination of that activity, again, by an alien 
power (labour subordination). Their own activity is likewise ‘an alien, coerced 
activity’ (1844/1965:115) and ‘the medium through which estrangement takes 
place is itself practical’ (1867/1976: 116; emphasis in original). Furthermore, 
insofar as workers are contracted for their labour as individuals and ‘enter into 
relations with the capitalist, but not with each other’, they enter the labour process 
and are thereby ‘incorporated into capital’ and ‘merely form a particular mode 
of existence of capital’ (1867/1976: 451). In short, they become labour for capi-
tal (1867/1976: 991): ‘The socially productive power of labour . . . appears as a 
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power which capital possesses by its nature’ (1867/1976: 451). Thus, the work-
ers’ own power, the power of labour itself, appears only as an alien power; their 
subjectivity presents itself, likewise, as the conscious plan and machinations of an 
alien subject. In this manner, furthermore, the alien power of the commodity – the 
objective product of estranged labour, now objectified as something external and 
separate from the workers’ own productive activity and creative power – comes to 
be refigured as the power of capital.

In his reformulation of the fetishism of commodities, Debord elaborates:

The self-movement of the spectacle consists in this: it arrogates to itself eve-
rything that in human activity exists in a fluid state so as to possess it in a 
congealed form – as things that, being the negative expression of living value, 
have become exclusively abstract value.

(1967/1995: 26)

‘The spectacle is not a collection of images,’ Debord clarifies, ‘rather, it is a social 
relationship between people that is mediated by images’. It is a ‘a concrete inver-
sion of life’ (1967/1995: 12), ‘a weltanschauung that has been actualized, trans-
lated into the material realm – a world view transformed into an objective force’ 
(1967/1995: 13). If, for Marx, the social relations between human beings engaged 
in productive labour are only manifest through their mediation in practice by the 
enigmatic social life of objects in the marketplace (through an endless succession 
of repetitive acts of exchange), for Debord the spectacle can be said to entail the 
multiplicity of those mediations. An endless succession of repetitive representa-
tions presents itself as a specious totality, a unified self-representation of the world 
of estrangement, prevailing over that world (1967/1995: 22). Thus, for Debord, 
the spectacle perfects the alienating isolation and separation of human energies 
and endeavors (1967/1995: 18) through a debilitating onslaught of images and 
abstractions to be passively contemplated (1967/1995: 22–23). 

The spectacle is therefore ‘a permanent opium war waged to make it impos-
sible to distinguish between goods and commodities’, or between genuine satis-
faction and a regime of unrelenting consumption that is invariably disappointing 
and which merely enshrines deprivation (1967/1995: 30). It nonetheless ‘exposes 
and manifests . . . the impoverishment, enslavement, and negation of real life’ 
(1967/1995: 151). For Marx, ‘with the increasing value of the world of things 
proceeds in direct proportion the devaluation of the world of men’ and ‘the 
worker becomes an ever cheaper commodity the more commodities he creates’ 
(1844/1965: 107). This ensures that the ‘realization of labour appears as loss of 
realization for the workers; objectification as loss of the object and bondage to 
it’ (1844/1965: 108; emphases in original). Similarly for Debord, the abundance 
celebrated by the spectacle as an affluent society of conspicuous and intermina-
ble consumption confronts its producers only as an abundance of dispossession’ 
(1967/1995: 23; emphasis in original). If, for Marx, the commodity assumes the 
appearance of an alien power to those who have produced it, then for Debord ‘all 
time, all space, becomes foreign to them’ in a thoroughly commodified universe 
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(1967/1995: 23; emphasis in original). Indeed, Debord claims that ‘the spectacle 
corresponds to the historical moment at which the commodity completes its colo-
nization of social life’ (1967/1995: 29).

The spectacle and state power
In The Society of the Spectacle (1967) Debord insistently clarified that the spec-
tacle was more than a mere apparatus comprised of the ‘mass media’ as means 
of communication, contending that these were ‘only its most stultifying super-
ficial manifestation’. Nonetheless, Debord (like Marx) argues that ‘the social 
requirements of the age . . . can be met only through their mediation’ and that ‘the 
administration of society . . . now depends on the intervention of such ‘instant’ 
communication’ (1967/1995: 19). In this respect, we may infer from Debord that 
state power itself has come to rely, both intensively and extensively, on the propa-
gation of mass-mediated public discourse. This is fundamentally because all such 
instantaneously circulated mass mediation is ‘essentially one-way’ (1967/1995: 
19; emphasis in original). Yet, if it is ‘a visible negation of life’ (1967/1995: 14) 
– indeed, a negation that ‘manifests itself as an enormous positivity’ (1967/1995: 
15) which ‘has invented a visual form for itself ’ – then the spectacle is effectively 
the culmination of a capitalist social formation predicated upon estrangement and 
separation, and remains ‘a product of real activity’ (1967/1995: 14; emphasis in 
original). Thus, ‘at the root of the spectacle lies that oldest of all social divisions of 
labour, the specialization of power’ (1967/1995: 18; emphasis in original) and ‘the 
social cleavage that the spectacle expresses is inseparable from the modern State, 
which . . . is the general form of all social division’ (1967/1995: 20).

In his Comments on the Society of the Spectacle (1988), Debord retrospectively 
provides a concise summation of the society of the spectacle as he had originally 
depicted it in 1967. He describes it as follows: ‘the autocratic reign of the market 
economy, which had acceded to an irresponsible sovereignty, and the totality of 
new techniques of government that accompanied this reign’ (Thesis II; 1988/2005). 
In this subsequent reformulation, Debord further elaborates ‘five principal fea-
tures: incessant technological renewal; fusion of State and economy; generalized 
secrecy; forgeries without reply; a perpetual present’ (Thesis V; 1988/2005). In 
order to adequately theorize the society of the spectacle, therefore, we are invited 
to comprehend its rampant fetishism as, in effect, a fusion of the fetishism of the 
commodity with the fetishism of the state. 

The very existence of ‘the’ (modern) ‘State’ (and likewise, of each and every 
particular state) derives from the effective hegemony and apparent universaliza-
tion of relations of production that assume the general form of a voluntary contract 
between two ostensibly free, equal, and rightful owners of distinct commodities. 
As in the elementary act of commodity exchange, the two parties to this wage-
labour contract are ostensibly engaged in a simple act of exchange, whereby one 
(i.e., the owner of the means of production) purchases the peculiar commodity 
being sold by the other (who owns nothing but her capacity to work, her labour-
power) (Marx, 1867/1976: 270–280). In this defining feature of capitalist social 
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relations all coercion appears to be absent: ‘the juridical relation, whose form is 
the contract’ (Marx 1867/1976: 178) is itself a ‘legal fiction’ (Marx, 1867/1976: 
719), while overtly political relations of domination and subordination in the 
labour process itself are ordinarily secured as ‘the silent compulsion of economic 
relations’, with ‘direct extra-economic force’ reserved only for ‘exceptional cases’ 
(Marx, 1867/1976: 899). The organized means of violence must thus be kept sepa-
rate, systematically held in reserve as an apparently impersonal recourse for the 
maintenance of the Rule of Law. A specialized state power arises as an effect of 
precisely this separation and abstraction of ‘the political’ from ‘the economic’, 
ultimately allowing for an effectively global market to be fractured systemically 
into a political order of territorially delimited ‘national’ states (Holloway, 1994; 
following Pashukanis, 1929). In this regard, the state is an instrumental feature of 
capital. In usurping for itself the elemental and generative (productive) power of 
living labour, furthermore, the state manifests precisely the most concentrated and 
condensed expression of the ‘political’ dimension of the capital–labour relation 
itself. Whereas the sheer vitality of human life manifests itself diminutively as 
an infinite plenitude of particular instances of labour-power in the marketplace, 
it acquires a rarefied yet spurious unity – as ‘power,’ seemingly pure and simple 
– only when it is gathered and reified in the state (De Genova, 2010). 

Like the commodity itself (in its mundane and ubiquitous heterogeneity), the 
state (in its sovereign and homogeneous singularity) assumes the form of an alien 
power. ‘What on the side of the worker appeared in the form of unrest,’ Marx 
demonstrates with regard to the commodity, ‘now appears, on the side of the prod-
uct, in the form of being, as a fixed, immobile characteristic’ (1867/1976: 287). 
Likewise, state power institutes itself as ‘an imaginary sovereignty . . . infused 
with an unreal universality’ (1843/1978: 34), and may appear as ‘power’ in gen-
eral (or in any case, as the final and decisive power) only by gathering together and 
objectifying the innumerable and diverse potentialities of living labour’s restless 
subjectivity (cf. Bonefeld, 1995; Holloway, 1995). If the multiplicity of specific 
forms of concrete labour only achieve a semblance of universality as ‘abstract 
labour’ through their generalized commodification and the materialization of their 
value-form as money (Marx 1867/1976: 125–163), then the state acquires its own 
illusory universality only as a similarly alienated and fetishized reification of pre-
cisely the real universality of the abstraction of human labour. This rigidification 
of the state form occurs, that is, only once this diversity of labouring activities 
assumes the singular form of human labour in the abstract and comes to be sub-
sumed within the effectively global regime of capital accumulation. 

The brazenness of the spectacle relies upon unrelenting mass mediation, pub-
licity, and exuberant display to manifest itself as a specious unity: ‘an enormous 
positivity, out of reach and beyond dispute’ (Debord, 1967/1995: 15). Yet, as in 
Marx’s classic account of the thinglike reification of relations between people, 
the spectacle remains inevitably accompanied by the invisibility of the real social 
relations of (alienated, exploited, and subjugated) life – hidden in plain sight, as 
it were. Thus, Debord’s later reflections concentrate rather more pointedly on 
the ‘generalized secrecy’ that ‘stands behind the spectacle, as the decisive 
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complement of all it displays and, in the last analysis, as its most important opera-
tion’ (Thesis V; 1988/ 2005). These considerations would seem to be more appro-
priate at present than ever before. Barraged with an incessant flurry of images 
and discourses affirming the insidious menace of an inscrutable and ultrasecre-
tive Enemy, we have been bludgeoned all the while into helpless spectatorship. 
We seem to be plagued with epistemic enigmas and crippling riddles about an 
elusive and devious global network of skilled technicians of terror. Against these 
spectacular ne’er-do-wells, we can only reaffirm our attachment and allegiance 
as citizen-subjects within the state’s vigilant purview and uphold anew our faith 
in its promise of protection. In the face of a kind of hypermediatized spectacle of 
‘terror’, we have thus been subjected to an utterly unprecedented and comparably 
spectacular onslaught of new formations of ‘security’.

Spectacle of terror, spectacle of security
The spectacle of terror is inseparable from a spectacle of security. With regard to 
‘terrorism’, Debord declares with stunning prescience: 

This perfect democracy fabricates its own inconceivable enemy, terrorism. 
It wants, actually, to be judged by its enemies rather than by its results. The 
history of terrorism is written by the State and it is thus instructive. The spec-
tating populations must certainly never know everything about terrorism, but 
they must always know enough to convince them that, compared with terror-
ism, everything else seems rather acceptable, in any case more rational and 
democratic.

(Thesis IX; 1988/2005 transl.; emphasis in original)5

The spectacle is ‘the self-portrait of power’ (1967/1995: 19), quintessentially char-
acterized by an incessant monological tyranny and garrulous redundancy, ‘a sort 
of eternity of non-importance that speaks loudly’ (Thesis VI; 1988/2005; cf. 1967 
[1995: 17, 19]). Nevertheless, such a spectacular self-portrait dissimulates state 
power. Against the threat of terrorism in particular, the security state can never 
seem to accumulate enough power: It seeks relentlessly to extend the reach of its 
surveillance and to enhance the efficiency, efficacy, and scope of its operations 
(see Nyers, this volume). The spectacle of security, conjured by all the ideological 
apparatuses and governmental techniques of the antiterrorist security state, pro-
duces, above all else, the state’s most precious and necessary political resource. It 
advances what may likewise be its most politically valuable end – namely, height-
ened insecurity (cf. Bigo 2002, 2006; De Genova 2007; Huysmans 2006).

The antiterrorism regime needs to generate and intensify the fetish of a ‘ter-
rorist’ menace as a ‘fact’ of the contemporary sociopolitical moment. Migrants 
– especially ‘irregular’ migrants – were immediately fashioned in the aftermath 
of the events of 11 September 2001 by the ascendant Homeland Security State 
as prime candidates for the role of ‘suspects’. Thus, immigration law enforce-
ment has been deployed selectively, ‘preventively’, indeed ‘preemptively’ in the 



102  Nicholas De Genova

production of pretexts for surveillance and detention. Minor violations of what 
are often mere procedural technicalities of immigration law serve as pretexts for 
the indefinite detention of ‘suspects’ who remain ‘under investigation’ (Cole, 
2003; Human Rights Watch, 2002; Lawyers’ Committee for Human Rights, 2003; 
Volpp, 2002; cf. Fernandes, 2007). Selectively targeted indefinite and protracted 
detentions against an identifiable ‘foreign’ minority uphold and sustain racialized 
suspicion. Comprised almost entirely of Arab and other Muslim noncitizens ini-
tially, this confirms the minority’s more general susceptibility for detention – their 
detainability. The detention dragnet thus collectively renders the detained ‘sus-
pects’ to be de facto ‘enemy aliens’. Whereas border enforcement conventionally 
provides a highly visible spectacle of what appears to be an ‘illegal alien’ ‘inva-
sion’, the antiterrorist security state’s tedious, unrelenting, and above all secretive 
enforcement of inconspicuous technicalities produces the rather more mysterious, 
indeed terrifying, spectacle of an invisible infiltration of ‘sleepers’. This serves 
to justify increasingly invisible government. Subsequently, and increasingly, the 
spectre of terrorism within the space of the nation-state has likewise come to be 
identified with citizens – particularly native-born racial ‘minorities’ and especially 
‘second-generation’ (‘home-grown’) sons of Muslim migrants or other nonwhite 
converts to Islam. With respect to both de facto ‘enemy aliens’ and their allegedly 
‘unassimilated’ (and, by implication, inassimilable) enemy-citizen progeny, the 
antiterrorist security state fundamentally operates as an apparatus that produces 
the specter of ‘guilt’. This dark cloud hovers presumptively over the mere detain-
ability of these ‘suspects’. Whereas detainability is contingent upon nothing more 
than susceptibility to suspicion, actual detention appears to confirm susceptibil-
ity to culpability. The enforcement spectacle generated by these selective deten-
tions involves a staging of presumptive ‘guilt’ that, in effect, produces culprits. 
The distinctly secretive spectacle of these protracted detentions then sustains 
and enhances what I have called the ‘terrorism’ effect. Antiterrorism’s requisite 
phantom menace of elusive ‘evildoers’ ultimately commands a material enemy. 
Detainability thus appears to substantiate the allegation of a palpable and immi-
nent threat of terrorism in the ‘homeland’ (De Genova, 2007). 

The securitization of everyday life that has ensued from the inauguration of the 
War on Terror may itself be spectacular state power’s supreme achievement. For, 
the ‘terrorist’ menace is the state’s pronouncedly evil changeling: its most perfect 
and ideal enemy, whose banal anonymity, unsettling mobility, and phantasma-
gorical ubiquity prefigure and summon forth the irradiation of the everyday by 
the security state as our saviour and redeemer. The ascendancy of the reanimated 
security state may even be an expression of the would-be superefficiency of the 
system of power. This appraisal would see state power precisely not as reeling 
from a symbolically mortal assault and careening toward an implosive collapse 
(Baudrillard, 2001/2002). Instead, it would detect the state to be engaged in a 
meticulous refortification of its foundations by seeking to assiduously secure and 
perpetuate what Debord’s situationist cothinker Raoul Vaneigem calls ‘the every-
day eternity of life’ (1991[1992/1994: 7]), with all its ‘abundant and bitter conso-
lations’ (1991[1992/1994: 8]). After all, as Marx incisively notes: ‘Security is the 



Alien powers  103

supreme social concept of civil society; the concept of the police. . . . Security is 
. . . the assurance of its egotism’ (1843/1978: 43; emphasis in original). The ‘ego-
tism’ of the global capitalist sociopolitical order, of course, operates both as the 
unencumbered reign of private property and private aggrandizement, but also as 
the atomizing individuation that ubiquitously accompanies an alienated everyday 
life where privacy is haunted always by privation (cf. Lefebvre 1947/1991: 149, 
1961/2002: 70–74). If the spectacle of security works to secure the regime of capi-
tal accumulation and the alienated everyday life that is everywhere its precondi-
tion as well as its systematic outcome, then ostensibly antiterrorist securitization 
may be critically situated in its proper relation to the more general securitization 
of labour, migration, and broader questions of mobility and the human freedom 
of movement.

The border spectacle and racial abjection
The persistent degradation, fanatical denunciation, and exquisitely refined right-
lessness of deportable noncitizens (and of ‘illegal’ migrant labour in particu-
lar) supplies both the rationale for as well as the incessant and truly insatiable 
response to what I have elsewhere depicted as the Border Spectacle. By means 
of this spectacle of enforcement at the border, the spectre of migrant ‘illegality’ is 
rendered spectacularly visible. Through this same operation the law, which has in 
fact produced the ‘illegality’ of the migrants in question, is utterly naturalized and 
vanishes from view (De Genova 2002, 2005: 242–249). The spectacle of border 
enforcement thus conjures up the fetish of transgression. This image of violation 
transpires in an amorphous borderzone at the points of interception where migrant 
trajectories may be interrupted. Thus, migrant mobility is produced as an occa-
sion for apprehension, literally and figuratively: it is an occasion for arrest and 
deportation, but also for fear and loathing. Thus, the Border Spectacle works its 
magic trick of displacing ‘illegality’ from its point of production (in the law) to 
the proverbial ‘scene of the crime’. Yet, migrants’ trajectories and human mobility 
generally prevail in spite of the accumulated pressures and violences of border-
zones traversed en route (and this is so for the great majority of migrants). Hence, 
what is normal is the movement itself, the mobility of migrants, as well as the 
concomitant ‘irregularization’ of them. However, this requires the spectacle of 
law enforcement that transmutes every migration into a putative violation and 
transposes the borderzone as an ostensible crime scene. This borderzone finally 
encompasses the full extent of the space of the state as an unmitigated regulatory 
zone for migrants (see Inda, this volume).

In place of the social and political relation of migrant labour to the state, the 
spectacle of border enforcement yields up the thinglike fetish of migrant ‘illegal-
ity’ as a self-evident and sui generis fact that is generated by its own supposed 
act of violation. Indeed, if there were no border patrols or inspections, no border 
policing or passport controls whatsoever, there would still be migrant ‘illegality’. 
We can only be made to believe in that ‘illegality’. However, we can only be made 
to take it seriously once it appears as a thing-in-itself: reified, fetishized, as the 
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deliberate acts of a spectacular mass of sundry violators of the law. This system-
atically inverts our perception of what it truly is: a transnational social relation 
of labour and capital, an antagonistic relation of conflict in the process of being 
fixed as a relation of subordination. An ever increasingly militarized spectacle of 
apprehensions, detentions, and deportations lends migrant ‘illegality’ the com-
monsensical air of a ‘natural’ fact. This accompanies the banality of a continuous 
and routine importation of ‘irregular’ or undocumented migrant labour, while also 
augmenting and embellishing that mundane and diminutive human mobility with 
the mystique of an obnoxious and unpardonable transgression of the sacrosanct 
boundary of the state’s space. Much in the manner that the antiterrorist spectacle 
of security dissimulates state power, the Border Spectacle is also a spectacle of 
the state’s dutiful, diligent, more or less energetic, but ever beleaguered ‘response’ 
to the fetishized image of a ‘crisis’ of border ‘invasion’ or ‘inundation’. Thus, the 
autonomy of migration and its politics of mobility precede and provoke the state’s 
politics of control (see Mezzadra, this volume), while sustaining the spectacle of 
borderzones that may be depicted as deplorably ‘out of control’. Indeed, even as it 
produces migrant ‘illegality’ as an obdurate and seemingly incorrigible ‘problem’, 
this spectacle demonstrates extravagantly that undocumented migrants in fact suc-
ceed to cross borders and insinuate themselves into the fabric of ‘the nation’ (see 
Rigo, this volume). Thus, the spectacle of border enforcement nonetheless appears 
to repeatedly verify that there is indeed a subordinate reserve army of deportable 
‘foreign’ labour, always-already within the space of the nation-state, readily avail-
able for deployment as the inevitably overemployed working poor. 

There is no way to adequately comprehend contemporary formations of transna-
tional migration (and hence, also deportable labour) apart from their relation to an 
effectively global regime of capital accumulation. This is itself inseparable from 
the histories of nineteenth-century European and Euro-American colonialism and 
the twentieth-century eclipse of that colonial world order with the ascendancy 
of an ostensibly anticolonial US imperial formation. One of the key features 
which these apparently disparate configurations of protracted planetary inequali-
ties of wealth and power share, nonetheless, is the persistence of a global socio-
political order of white supremacy. Thus, every question of migration, migrant 
deportability, and migrant securitization more or less immediately presents the 
concomitant question of their racialization. The planetary project of an antiterror-
ist security state only exacerbates the already dire postcolonial vexations of race, 
national identity, and citizenship throughout ‘the global North’ and beyond. In this 
regard, it is crucial to consider Étienne Balibar’s proposition that the management 
and policing of borders serves a ‘world-configuring function’ (1993/2002: 79; 
emphasis in original; cf. Hindess 2000). Balibar describes this in terms of ‘instru-
ments of discrimination and triage’, which globally differentiate individuals for 
capital in class terms as those who alternately circulate ‘upwards’ or ‘downwards’ 
while simultaneously establishing and maintaining ‘a world apartheid’.6 This, he 
argues, institutes a ‘colour bar’ that no longer now merely separates ‘centre’ from 
‘periphery’, or North from South, but runs through all societies’ (1993/2002: 82; 
emphases in original). Indeed, new dynamics of racialization and new formations 



Alien powers  105

of racism emerge, including the antiterrorist politics of ‘security’ with its selective 
profiling, surveillance, and detentions. These dynamics are increasingly inextrica-
ble from the social production of migrants’ ‘differences’, which, as often as not (or 
rather, more often than not) dissimulate their racisms and disarticulate ‘race’ and 
‘immigration’ through a politics of nativism. This politics rests on the promotion 
of the priority of ‘natives’ on no other grounds than their being such (De Genova 
2005: 56–94). In this manner, the promotion of the priorities of ‘natives’ may even 
masquerade as an avowedly ‘anti-racist’ politics of redress for ‘native’ (racial) 
‘minorities’ – a nativism, so to speak, ‘from the left’ (De Genova 2005: 68–79; cf. 
Balibar 1991: 15). 

In one important sense, ‘foreign’ (and, commonly, also racially subordinate) 
deportable labour presents a striking analogy to racially subjugated ‘minority’ citi-
zens. In their analysis of the Watts rebellion of 1965, Debord and his Situationist 
comrades posited that impoverished African Americans served as ‘a perfect spec-
tacular prod’, supplying the spectacle of a loathsome ‘threat of . . . underprivilege 
[that] spurs on the rat race’ (S.I. #10, December 1965 in Knabb, 1981: 157). In 
contrast to this sort of threat of permanent marginalization and the subordinate sta-
tus enforced through protracted unemployment and underemployment, however, 
the spectacular prod of the figure of the ‘illegal alien’ is that of a predicament of 
unrelenting and unforgiving overemployment or superexploitation. What the two 
have in common, of course, is excessive misery. What they further have in com-
mon is the stigmata of racialized difference. This reassures the racial ‘majority’ (or 
the racially heterogeneous but still unequal polity of proper ‘citizens’) that their 
own misery is not so bad after all. Yet, it simultaneously unsettles the presumed 
certitude that such excesses of suffering could ever be reserved only for someone 
else, the ‘others’: a population condemned to an inferior social station – be it as an 
effect of their ‘natural’ (racial) inheritance, their ‘alien’ (juridical) status, or both.

Deportable (migrant) labour therefore conceals within it while simultaneously 
revealing and proclaiming the universal disposability of all labour. Labour under 
capitalism is the most commonplace and ubiquitous objectified, alienated, and 
fetishized form of life itself (in its active practical expression as open-ended cre-
ative capacity and productive power). In its extraordinary and exquisite (legally 
mandated) disposability, the ‘irregular’ and deportable labour of global capital-
ism’s multifarious transnational migrant denizens thus signals the ultimate dis-
posability of human life itself, on a planetary scale. The deportability of migrant 
denizens reinvokes the always already established fact of an at least potential rel-
egation of the world’s ‘citizens’ to their properly abject condition as ‘bare life’ 
(Agamben, 1995; cf. De Genova, 2010). This entails their abandonment to one or 
another status as de facto refugees, whether stateless (i.e., at the mercy of local 
formations of coercive violence as well as the global administrative regime of 
‘the world community’) or stateful (i.e., fully exposed to and utterly unprotected 
from the recriminations of state power). If, for Debord, ‘the spectacle corresponds 
to the historical moment at which the commodity completes its colonization of 
social life’ (1967/1995: 29), the Border Spectacle’s spectre of an invasive ‘for-
eignness’ enhances and intensifies the degree to which all labour and all of life is 
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rendered ‘alien’ and estranged. It is here, therefore, that the ostensibly ‘rightful’ 
and ‘entitled’ citizenry experiences its own condition of colonization. Moreover, 
the spectacle of terror has ensured that we are all now suspects, each of us (like 
‘the terrorists’) a potential ‘criminal going unnoticed’ (Baudrillard 2001/2002b: 
20). The spectacle of security which has ensued, pivoting so crucially around 
migrant ‘illegality’ and deportability, plainly signals a vastly more encompassing 
securitization of everyday life as a whole.

The ghost in the machine
The state and capital have worked assiduously to render deportable migrant labour 
a manageable and tractable object. These processes have undeniably undergone 
an extravagant acceleration and intensification under the sociopolitical conditions 
facilitated by the symbiotic spectacles of terror and security. Precisely against the 
ever more dismal horizon of rightlessness for noncitizens, however, an unprec-
edented upsurge of protest demonstrations took the United States by storm during 
the spring of 2006. This remarkable social movement – comprised overwhelm-
ingly of working-class migrants of colour, especially the undocumented and their 
children – is inevitably apprehensible only in relation to the fierce struggle that 
has been perpetrated against migrants by the state in the elaboration of a peculiar 
‘War on Terror’ that has, on a mass scale, made migrants its special targets. In the 
face of unprecedented securitization, the robust defiance and insubordination of 
migrant workers has audaciously verified and reasserted precisely the primacy of 
labour and of migrant working people as historical subjects in their own right (De 
Genova, 2009).

The mass protest mobilizations in defence of the ‘rights’ of ‘immigrants’ 
arose in response to the most expansively punitive immigration legislation in US 
history. The Border Protection, Antiterrorism and Illegal Immigration Control 
Act was passed on December 16, 2005 by the House of Representatives, but it 
remained under consideration by the Senate. In addition to numerous other dra-
conian provisions, the proposed law would have criminalized an estimated 11 
million undocumented migrants residing in the United States by summarily con-
verting their ‘unlawful presence’ into a felony and rendering them subject to man-
datory detention upon apprehension. Furthermore, it would have converted any 
and all immigration violations, however minor, technical, or unintentional, into 
felonies punishable with imprisonment. This means that ‘legal’ permanent resi-
dents would have been irreversibly rendered as ‘illegal aliens’ for any variety of 
innocuous incidental infractions.

It is instructive to note that the very title of the legislation that instigated so much 
controversy explicitly coupled ‘Antiterrorism and Illegal Immigration’. The puta-
tive ‘antiterrorist’ motivations behind this flagrant legislative ambush targeting 
any residual vestiges of civil liberties or legal protections for noncitizens provoked 
a pronouncedly defensive retort from many of the migrants who mobilized against 
it. Perhaps predictably, the positive demands of the movement often included vari-
ous formulations of ‘legalization’ for the undocumented, but the premier focus 



Alien powers  107

of all the protests was to simply but audaciously denounce the new law. There 
was a significant evidence of slogans which tellingly revealed the more generally 
beleaguered sensibility that animated much of the struggle, including the agonis-
tic and rather compromised proclamations ‘We Are Not Criminals’ and ‘We Are 
Not Terrorists’. Worse still, and clearly symptomatic of the veritable hegemony 
of the metaphysics of antiterrorism for any plausibly ‘legitimate’ politics in the 
aftermath of ‘homeland security’ in the United States, it was not uncommon to 
see placards that in various renditions asserted ‘The 9/11 Hijackers Did Not Speak 
Spanish’. In such gestures of complicity with the larger nationalist compulsions 
of US immigration discourse, the undocumented frequently sought to challenge 
their status as the iconic ‘bad immigrant’ by recapitulating its disabling norma-
tive logic: although ‘illegal,’ they were in fact hard-working, law-abiding, tax-
paying ‘good immigrants’ (De Genova, 2005: 85–91). With recourse to the invidi-
ous racializing subtext signalled with reference to the Spanish language of Latinos, 
such divisive slogans implied that there were indeed other migrants who presum-
ably represented a genuine menace: the figure of the terrorism suspect could now 
be upheld as the truly ‘bad immigrant’.

Despite these nationalist contradictions and antiterrorist concessions, there 
was nevertheless a resounding and consistent manifestation of a more elementary 
defiance toward an escalating hostility against migrants in the grim and stifling 
atmosphere of the ascendant Homeland Security State. This spirit and sensibility 
were poignantly captured in a slogan (notably, in Spanish) that has been persist-
ent and pervasive: ‘Aquí Estamos, y No Nos Vamos’ [Here we are, and we’re not 
leaving]. This same slogan was sometimes accompanied by a rejoinder: ‘Y Si Nos 
Sacan, Nos Regresamos’ [. . . and if they throw us out, we’ll come right back]. 
For the migrants engaged in this struggle, their ‘unauthorized’ presence and their 
autonomous mobility figured as definitive social and political ‘objective’ facts. 
Their exuberant affirmation – as sheer insubordinate subjectivity – almost seemed 
to signify an end in itself (De Genova, 2009, n.d.2).

It is also salient that the movement culminated in a national one-day general 
strike and boycott, consciously scheduled for May 1, International Workers’ Day, 
and publicized as ‘A Day without an Immigrant’. This was meant to dramatically 
underscore the prospective consequences of an unforeseen and frankly unfathom-
able withdrawal, or absence, of migrant labour. Thus, undocumented migrants, 
whom the legislative debate had sought to render its object, audaciously stepped 
forward on a genuinely massive scale as deportable labour to effectively reaf-
firm that migrant workers were truly subjects in this struggle. Indeed, they were 
the subjects in a double and inextricably contradictory sense: as labour-for-
capital (and thus, the veritable source of value, upon which capital is constitutively 
dependent) and also as labour-against-capital (engaged in a mass act of insubor-
dination and an expression of the irreconcilable antagonism that conjoins labour 
and capital in a mutually constitutive social relation) (Bonefeld, 1995; Holloway, 
1995). If the ‘irregular’ status and ‘unauthorized’ work of these undocumented 
migrants had in fact been something utterly routine, mundane, and innocuous – in 
short, something perfectly ‘regular’ and normal – this was reflected in the previous 
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desire only to be left alone to get on with the thankless drudgery of everyday life as 
labour-for-capital. However, this same contradictory ‘illegal’ station – ensconced 
in the machinations of state power and sovereignty, but also strictly excluded 
from any proper place within its juridical order – now supplied the crucial condi-
tion of possibility for an audacious refiguring of the very notion of the political. 
Their political mobilization entailed the sort of ‘emerging political practices and 
enduring political problematics’ which Peter Nyers (2003: 1072) has insightfully 
examined as a kind of irruption of abject subjectivity, representing ‘a troubling 
anomaly to the sovereign order’ (2003: 1090). 

Thus, migrant labour is plainly the irrepressible ghost in the machine of the anti-
terrorist security state. The resurgence of the conventional preoccupations with 
mundane ‘illegal alien’ workers in the current immigration debate in the United 
States exposes labour subordination as one of the constitutive (if suppressed) con-
ditions of possibility for the metaphysics of antiterrorism. Undocumented migrants 
need not be branded as actual ‘terrorists’. Indeed, given that they are absolutely 
desired and demanded for their labour, to do so would be counterproductive in 
the extreme. Rather, it is sufficient to mobilize the spectacle of terror and the 
concomitant metaphysics of antiterrorism to do the crucial work of continually 
and more exquisitely stripping these ‘illegal’ workers of even the most pathetic 
vestiges of legal personhood, such that their own quite labourious predicament of 
rightlessness may be further amplified and disciplined. 

It is indeed in their very life, the vitality of their bodies and minds as living 
labour, as well as the sheer corporeal and practical fact of their indispensable pres-
ence within capital, that migrant workers have been rediscovering a power against 
capital and against the state. This power defies all the conceits, delusions, and 
duplicities of any spectacular regime of ‘rights’ and rightslessness. The commod-
ity and capital itself – the objectified and alienated forms of the vitality and cre-
ative force of living labour – become manifest only as alien powers. Likewise, the 
spurious unity and universality of the state are manifested only as an alien power 
against the generative and productive power of labour. Nonetheless, the collec-
tive mobilization of ‘aliens’, in particular migrant noncitizens and especially the 
undocumented, reveals a decisive power that haunts and energizes the machinery 
of the antiterrorist state. The state’s spectacle of security reveals that the spectacle 
of terror is itself but the alienated objectification of the elusive mobility and unset-
tling power of deportable migrant labour.

Conclusion
There have long been fairly elaborate techniques of government and rather expan-
sive apparatuses of control aimed at policing borders and the mobility of migrants. 
The consequent spectacles of immigration law enforcement and border patrols, 
however, cannot be adequately comprehended apart from the legal production 
of migrant ‘illegality’ or ‘irregularity’ (De Genova, 2002, 2005). What deserves 
more considered scrutiny, however, is the extent to which these technologies 
of state power with regard to border control and the management of migration 
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have been implicated in the much more recent innovations associated with the 
so-called ‘War on Terror’ (see De Genova, 2007, 2009). This means that schol-
ars of migration ought not to go on blithely treating the subject as if the War on 
Terror were somehow incidental and fundamentally extraneous to their inquiries. 
Furthermore, it requires that any who would seek to critically apprehend the cur-
rent global sociopolitical conjuncture, and specifically the dramatic escalation in 
security state measures under the rubric of antiterrorism, must reckon with the sali-
ence of transnational migration as a defining feature of the contemporary world. 
As this chapter has sought to demonstrate, the massive deployment of security 
state techniques with respect to the autonomy of transnational migration, as well 
as the wider implications of antiterrorism for the large-scale ‘irregularization’ of 
migrant labour, needs to be understood as an active and unresolved social relation 
of antagonism and struggle. 

The subjectivity of labour and the autonomy of migration are an irrepressible 
animating force that provokes the spectacle of terror and yet comes to be concealed 
by its smothering and stultifying displays. The ever more intensified abjection 
and persistent subjugation of deportable migrant labour, moreover, are a crucial 
objective of the resultant spectacle of security. As Debord reminds us, however, 
‘the spectacle, though it turns reality on its head, is itself a product of real activ-
ity’. Although the War on Terror’s global regime of securitization indisputably 
confirms that ‘the spectacle is real’, the insurgencies of deportable migrant labour 
likewise assure us that ‘reality erupts within the spectacle’ (1967/1995: 14). The 
alien powers of the state and capital remain haunted by their constitutive depen-
dency upon the productive powers and creative capacities of living labour, espe-
cially as these are manifested globally as the sheer subjective potentialities and 
subversive powers of their inimical and incorrigible ‘aliens’.

Notes
1 A special note of appreciation is due to Vicki Squire, in her capacity as coordinator of 

this project, and for her insights and critical acumen as editor. I am also grateful for 
the intellectual engagement and provocative scholarship of all who participated in the 
original workshop for which this essay was fi rst presented, especially Claudia Aradau for 
her instructive questions and comments as discussant and Didier Bigo, Michael Dillon, 
Engin Isin and William Walters.

2 Étienne Balibar, for instance, acknowledges this point when he stipulates that ‘the 
category to which refugees belong’ is that of ‘potential workers’ (1992/2002: 43).

3 Whereas the denigration, historically, of racialized enemies as subhuman is ubiquitous, 
and arguably a defi ning premise of ‘race’ as an epistemological category (Anderson, 
2007; cf. Agamben, 2002/2004), the simultaneous depiction of them with effectively 
superhuman attributes or capabilities – as, for example, in various fi gures of monstrosity 
– is perhaps a less remarked but likewise persistent theme. For an analysis of the 
fi guration of the Japanese Enemy during World War II as simultaneously subhuman 
and superhuman, for instance, see Dower (1986). Both themes are especially relevant 
to the logic of racial extermination, as Dower makes emphatic in his account of what 
he characterizes as the United States’s ‘race war’ against the Japanese. Similarly, the 
denigration of Jews as ‘lice’ or other sorts vermin by European anti-Semitism, culminating 
in the Nazi Holocaust, readily transposed the subhuman fi gure of the parasite into the 
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superhuman fi gure of the vampire (Halberstam, 1995; Raffl es, 2007). For an account of 
the fi gure of the Muslim terrorist in terms of simultaneously racialized, gendered, and 
sexualized monstrosity, see Puar and Rai (2002).

4 For recent engagements with Debord’s conception of the society of the spectacle, see, 
e.g., Agamben (1996/2000), which is dedicated the memory of Debord and includes 
a chapter explicitly addressing the enduring salience of Debord’s work; cf. Agamben 
(1995/1998: 6, 10–11), Hussey (2001), Retort (2004, 2005, 2008), Rogin (1993), and 
Weber (2002) for critical engagements with the formulation of spectacle in Retort (2005), 
see Balakrishnan (2005); Campbell (2008), Katz (2008), Mitchell (2008), Stallabrass 
(2006), and Tuathail/Toal (2008), for more general invocations of the signifi cance of 
spectacle, see also the contributions to Garber, Matlock, and Walkowitz, eds. (1993), 
for a discussion of ‘the banality of images’ for a consolidation of global power through 
visuality, see Mirzoeff (2005:67–115).

5 Debord would indubitably have had as his principal frame of reference the state 
repression of ‘terrorism’ associated with the left-wing ‘armed struggle’ movements 
that emerged in Europe during the 1970s, as well as the various military formations 
associated with separatist movements demanding national self-determination in Europe, 
such as in Northern Ireland or the Basque country. Writing in the late 1980s, during 
the waning years of the Cold War, when anti-imperialist national liberation struggles 
throughout the so-called ‘Third World’ were routinely branded as ‘terrorist’, and in the 
aftermath of various sensational airline highjackings, however, Debord would already 
have recognized the increasing salience of the fi gure of ‘international’ terrorism. Thus, 
in retrospect, we may appreciate his insights with regard to the discourse of antiterrorism 
not merely as a commentary on the devolution of the social and political struggles of 
the 1960s, but also as a remarkably prescient anticipation of post-Cold War geopolitical 
realignments. 

6 For related invocations of global ‘apartheid’ see Nevins (2008), Richmond (1994), and 
Sharma (2006).
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