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Chapter 9 2ot

Violence and Laughter: Paradoxes of
Nomadic Thought in Postcolonial Cinema

Patricia Pisters

Art is never an end in itself. It is only an instrument for tracing lines of lives,
that is to say, all these real becomings that are not simply produced ir art, all
these active flights that do not consist in fleeing into art. ... but rather sweep
it away with them towards the realms of the asignifying, the asubjective.

(Deleuze and Guattari 1988: 187)!

In Chronicle of a Disappearance (1996) and Divine Tntervention (2002),
director Elia Suleiman features as one of the main characters. He did not
cast himself; rather he was casted by the script that drew him into the
film, as he points out in a DVD-interview (A-Film 2003). Although both
films are set in his native village, Nazareth, they are not autobiographi-
cal in a classic way, representing events in the life of the director when he
returns to Palestine. Rather, the films depict an invented self-portrait that
is carefully constructed by the director’s selection of images, actions and
situations and simultaneously completely undetermined by his personal
subjectivity. Suleiman’s approach can be characterised as a ‘politics of
the impersonal’ that is of central importance in Deleuzian philosophy.
In this chapter I will address the objections raised against Deleuze by
postcolonial and political theory, by focusing on this ‘politics of the
impersonal’ and other Deleuzian concepts, such as the nomad, that have
stirred many discussions. Through a concrete reading of Suleiman’s
films T will argue that in order to understand the political accountability
of Deleuzian philosophy it is necessary to grasp the paradoxical implica-
tions of nomadic thought and immanent philosophy.

Postcolonial Charges against Deleuze

Since Gayatri Spivak’s rigorous dismissal of Deleuze in her seminal
article ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?” the significance of Deleuzian philoso-
phy for postcolonial studies has been heavily contested.? Postcolonial
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critics have argued that Deleuzian philosophy cannot take account
of the political. In general terms, two basic charges are held against
Deleuze (and Guattari). First, Deleuze’s critique of representation and
his emphasis on desire, lines of flight and the virtual are seen to prohibit
any contact with concrete postcolonial and political reality. Secondly
Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophy arguably leaves no room for the spez
cific voices of (third world) others. The political concepts they provide
such as the nomad and becoming-minoritarian, are problematic from a,
postcolonial point of view.

Spivak formulates her critique with respect to Deleuze’s rejection of
representation. For Spivak, both political representation (speaking for
Vertretung) and re-presentation as in art and philosophy (Darstellung))
make representation the most important concept for understanding the’
ideological nature of reality, and hence for speaking about reality itself
(Spivak 1994: 74). Accordingly, Deleuze’s critique of representation is
seen by Spivak as a refusal to deal with the ideological nature of ‘reality’
Also Deleuze’s claim that ‘we never desire against our interests, because;
interest always follows and finds itself where desire has placed it’ is unac-
ceptable to Spivak because it downplays ideology (Spivak 1994: 68). In
a similar critique, Christopher Miller reproaches Deleuzian thought as
a mystification of the virtual which leaves reality in a ‘now-you-see-it-
now-you-don’t limbo’. According to Miller this imprecise ‘limbo’ means
that only ‘certified Deleuzians’ would be able to say whether reality and
representation is left behind or whether there is still contact with (repre-
sented) reality (Miller 2003: §). v

According to Spivak, Deleuze also ignores the epistemic violence of
colonial and imperial conceptions of the other. The real (local) voice
Qf experience of the colonial or postcolonial subject remains absent
in favour of a so-called universal, but in the final analysis Eurocentric,
theory. Miller also argues against the ‘postidentitarian’ predicament;
faced by Deleuze and Guattari, and points to the problematic abstrac-
tion of ‘the other’ in nomadic thinking: ‘Colonial and postcolonial
studies have taught us, perhaps above all else, that “the other” cannot
be so quickly and permanently dissolved in abstraction’ (Miller 2003:
5): In this respect, Deleuzian concepts such as the nomad and becoming-
minoritarian are considered to be particularly problematic. These con-
cepts are often considered as part of a ‘politics of disappearance of local
or indigenous knowledge systems’ (Wuthnow 2002: 184). The general
fear is that ‘becoming-minoritarian’ might lead to a literal becoming-
imperceptible, a condition too familiar for minorities of all sorts, and
something they would like overcome rather than strive for. The n(’nnad

Violence and Laughter 203

is often seen to romanticise mobility and fragmentation at the margins,
This coincidentally perpetuates the terms of colonial discourse by
holding on to a universalised and unmarked Western norm (Wuthnow
2002: 189).

Most recently, Peter Hallward goes even further, arguing that
Deleuze’s ultimate aim is to reach escape velocity and disappear into
an impersonal cosmic vitalism. According to Hallward, Deleuze’s phi-
losophy ‘inhibits any consequential engagement with the constraints of
our actual world’ (Hallward 2006: 161). He, too, argues that Deleuze
has no concept of the other: ‘Deleuze writes a philosophy of (virtual)
difference without (actual) others’. Concrete historical time or actuality
cannot, according to Hallward, be taken into account, and Deleuze’s
emphasis on the loss of the subject is considered here as a ‘politicide’.?
In the conclusion of his book, Hallward explicitly advises those who
still seek to change the world and to empower its inhabitants’ to look
clsewhere. A more devastating ‘philocide’ is hard to imagine. Many
have already commented elaborately on the one-sidedness of Hallward’s
reading of Deleuze (Shaviro 2007; Seigworth 2007). But Hallward’s
reading of Deleuzian philosophy of creation does bring together the
main postcolonial critiques concerning the lack of political accountabil-
ity of Deleuzian philosophy, and clearly indicates that abstract notions
such as ‘the virtual’ and ‘the impersonal” are problematically situated
‘out of this world’.

Politics in Schizoanalysis and the Virtual

It is striking how consistently all the references to the complexity and the
multiple layers of social and political reality in Deleuze and Guattari’s
work are downplayed in these various charges against Deleuze. In fact, it
is quite obvious that politics is present on almost every page of Deleuze
and Guattari’s philosophy, especially in their work on capitalism and
schizophrenia. The very notion of schizoanalysis describes a socio-
political investment. As Deleuze points out in his essay ‘Schizophrenia
and Society’, the delirium of the schizo is ‘overflowing with history’ and
it is ‘composed of politics and economics’ (Deleuze 2007: 26). And in
answer to the criticism that schizoanalysis entails escape from concrete
socio-political reality, Deleuze and Guattari state: “To those who say
escaping is not courageous, we answer: what is not escape and social
investment at the same time?’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1984: 341; original
emphasis). Furthermore, there are several instances in which Deleuze
and Guattari have expressed themselves explicitly about political issues,
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such as the public debates around the Palestinian situation (Deleuze
2007).* T will return to this connection to concrete politics in reference
to the films of Suleiman.

Another problem that immediately should be cleared in response to
the postcolonial critiques is the conception of the virtual as something
‘out of this world” and as ‘not related to actual reality’. This is simply a
classic misunderstanding of virtuality, in which the virtual is considered
to be opposed to the actual. In fact, the virtual is always connected to the
actual, but in a far more intimate way than by opposition. In a posthu-
mously published text, ‘The Virtual and the Actual’, Deleuze argues that
‘every actual is surrounded by a mist of virtual images’, just like every
‘virtual reacts on the actual’ (Deleuze 1996: 179-180; my translation).
The Bergsonian movements of the present that passes (actual) and the
past that preserves itself (virtual) are tightly interwoven (in ‘actualisa-
tions’ and ‘crystallisations’); this is particularly relevant in contemporary
image culture where all images (actual and virtual) refer to other images
(actual and virtual). In a Deleuzian system of thought it is wrong to see
the virtual as ‘out of this world’ — the virtual is an immanent force that
has to be taken into account in this world. The consequence of this cir-
culation between the virtual and the actual is that the virtual is also real
(albeit on a more invisible level — in our minds, in memories, in fantasy/
imagination, in the invisible layers of images and culture). The impor-
tant and political point in Deleuze’s philosophy is precisely that he pro-
poses a different conception of the relationship between ‘reality’ (actual)
and ‘imagination’ (virtual) than has previously been posited through the
concepts of representation and ideology. How to conceive this relation
between the virtual, actual and reality in a politically accountable way is
a critical question that postcolonialism asks, and which I will concretely
engage with by referring to Suleiman’s Divine Intervention.

Violence of the Burlesque: The Laughter-Emotion Circuit

In both Chronicle of a Disappearance (1996) and Divine Intervention
(2002), Elia Suleiman returns to his native village, Nazareth in Palestine,
which he presents in fragmented, sometimes tableaux vivants-like
scenes. In both films he is the speechless protagonist who acts as a silent
mediator looking at the world, receiving images from the world and
giving them back to us filtered through his consciousness.’

Both films have been described in relation to the passive energy
of the protagonist/director, which he appears incapable of extend-
ing into action. Chronicle of a Disappearance ‘measures the gradual
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disappearance, following the Oslo Agreement, of Palestinian identity
and agency in Israel . . . the main sense of the film is of passivity, in-
fighting (reflecting the corruption of the newly established Palestinian
Authority), and paralysis’ (Marks 2000: 60). In Divine Intervention
there is also ‘no progression, development or resolution . . . Progression
has no currency here, there is only action and reversal, an endless dia-
lectic of aggression and response . . . there is no narrative structure to
perform a revelation of “truth” that suggest an appeal to justice. There
is simply repetition, accumulation of acts and no “greater” meaning’
(Harbord 2007: 157-8).

This dimension of inertia and passivity in the performance of the
director/protagonist can alternatively be seen more actively, as a per-
formative style that creates a distance from his own subjectivity, which
turns his ‘absent” and silent acting into a ‘politics of the impersonal’ that
is also at the heart of Deleuzian philosophy (see also Schérer 1998). In
his last text, Tmmanence: A Life’, Deleuze pays homage to the imper-
sonal qualities of a life:

The life of the individual gives way to an impersonal and yet singular life
that releases a pure event freed from the accidents of internal and external
life, that is, from the subjectivity and objectivity of what happens: a ‘Homo
Tantum’ with whom everyone empathizes and who attains a sort of beati-
tude (Deleuze 2001: 28).

Now, this impersonal dimension of the immanence of life could indeed
be taken for an ‘abstraction from reality’ or ‘cosmic vitalism out of this
world’ that postcolonial critics find problematic in Deleuze. So let’s
have a closer and more concrete look at Divine Intervention to see how
Suleiman addresses concrete political reality while going beyond repre-
sentation and beyond any notion of the subject and signification.

Suleiman’s style could be described as a ‘small form’ (ASA’) of the
action-image as described by Deleuze in The Movement-Image (Deleuze
1986: 160-77).5 His unspeaking face resembles Buster Keaton, but in
the way he performs and films, Suleiman is an heir of Charlie Chaplin.
As Deleuze argues, the genius of Chaplin is that

because he knows how to invent the minimum difference between two well-
chosen actions, he is also able to create the maximum distance between the
corresponding situations, the one achieving emotion, the other reaching
pure comedy. It is a laughter-emotion circuit, in which the one refers to the
slight difference, the other to great distance, without the one obliterating or
diminishing the other, but both interchanging with one another, triggering
cach other off again. (Deleuze 1986: 171)
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Likewise every scene in Divine Intervention is set up to play with several
associations or double meanings of the visual scene that creates, with
a minimum of difference, a maximum of effect. The first time we see
the protagonist in Divine Intervention (at the beginning of the second
part of the film) he is driving in his car, eating an apricot. We see him in
profile, filmed close from the interior of the car. When he has finished
the apricot, he throws the stone out of the window. It’s a very simple
and ordinary gesture. The image then cuts to a position outside the car.
From a distance we see the car driving and we hear the stone of the
apricot hitting something hard. A giant tanker on the side of the road
is briefly visible. At the sound of the apricot stone hitting it, it suddenly
explodes. The image becomes a giant sea of fire. The protagonist does
not notice the effect of his small gesture. He only chucked out the stone
of his fruit. He continues to drive. The contradiction between the small
gesture and the enormous effect it has creates a Chaplinesque effect. We
enter a laughter-emotion circuit, or more precisely a laughter-violence
circuit, that is as comic as it is shocking.

Here we have an ‘impersonal performance’; the director embodying
his character as a man eating an apricot has nothing to do with his own
subjective self, while at the same time he traces lines of life and lines
of resistance that have everything to do with a life in Palestine. In this
burlesque political style, the question of the film’s reference to reality is
not irrelevant. But it is delegated to the spectator to decide how many
layers of reality she wants to see. Of course, the sudden appearance
of a tanker on a deserted road is significant, and its explosion is as
well. Paradoxically the blowing up of a tanker can be seen as a pacifist
gesture. The scene can be read as a figure of thought as well (the stone
of the apricot symbolises stones of the intifada; the tanker can be read
as a symbol for Israeli occupying forces). In itself, the whole scene is
hilariously absurd, which could be read allegorically as the absurdity of
the whole political situation. These readings are not necessary for the
viewer to enjoy the scene, but the possible layers of significance add to
the ‘pleasure and pains’ of watching the film. It is not a matter of reality
being in a limbo, but a matter of the virtuality surrounding the actual
images that make them ever more powerful and infuse the images with
socio-political and historical layers. This is the immanence of the virtual
at work. And it is very political.

Many other instances can be identified to show the various ways in
which Suleiman plays with ambiguities and multiple meanings in the
images that make the film work in the mind of the spectator. Just before
the apricot scene, we have seen three men in a garden violently hitting
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something on the ground with sticks. The camera is at a distance and
the garden is fenced, so we don’t know exactly what they are beating.
‘Knock out the vermin,” we hear one of them say. Watching this scene,
infamous video-images of Israeli soldiers hitting Palestinians start
resonating in our brains. Then a fourth man arrives with a gun and
shoots at the ‘vermin’ on the ground. More images of beating and kill-
ings that circulate on YouTube pop up from our virtual/mental storage
rooms. Then we see how one of the men takes two sticks and picks up
the poisonous snake they just killed . . . The difference of the actual
image from all the virtual images that had crossed our minds is small,
but the difference in the actual situation is enormous. Again Suleiman
has played with the ‘mist of virtual images’ that surrounds the actual
images he is showing.

A final example from Divine Intervention occurs at the end of the
film, where the protagonist stops at a traffic light. On one side of the
road he looks at a giant billboard that invites Israelis (over the image
of a woman covered in a Palestinian Arafat shawl) to ‘come and shoot
when they are ready’. On the other side, next to him, a man wearing
a kippah stops in his car, the Israeli flag waving on the roof top. Our
protagonist opens the window, puts on a music cassette, and looks (dark
sunglasses shading his eyes) at the man in the car next to him. While
Natasha Atlas sings her Arabic trance version of ‘I put a spell on you’,
they keep on staring at each other, traffic lights turning green and then
red again, until the cars behind them start to hoot. It’s a fight without
words, without violence, a fight of pure image and sound, an exchange
of blank looks and music. The scene immediately following this one
shows two forcefully gripping hands in extreme close-up. This is easily
taken as a metaphoric commentary on the fight between the two men we
just saw, or even the two countries. But just when we allow that reading
of the image sequence, the frame shifts and it now appears to be the pro-
tagonist helping his sick father get out of bed in the hospital where he is
being treated after a heart attack. And then this image of the ‘wrestling/
helping hands’ starts to resonate with a scene from Chronicle of a
Disappearance where we see Suleiman’s (real and still healthy) father’s
hand wrestling with his friend’s, and (almost) always winning. Whereas "
in other scenes, the images that seem to be private or ordinary turn out
to be (virtually) political, here an image that seems to be very political
turns out to be a very private affair. The actual image of the father’s
hand as he is being helped out of bed is reminiscent of the strong hands
he used to have. At the end of the film the father dies. The virtual brings
in the notion of generational time.
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All these scenes indicate the ways in which Suleiman reaches the
impersonal dimension of immanent life by stepping back from both
himself and from the political situation, as he constantly shifts between
events in his personal life and observations that have collective and
political resonances. He creates images that enter into circuits of the
virtual and the actual and therefore are ‘swept towards the asubjective’
(Deleuze and Guattari 1988: 187). He does this on the one hand by
employing a burlesque composition of the image typical for the small
form of the action-image. Suleiman’s inert performance and the images
that open up to so many virtual dimensions could perhaps be considered
as the ‘burlesque of the time-image’. On the other hand his films can also
be considered as a modern political cinema of the time-image.

Political Cinema: Fabulation and Double-Becoming

In The Time-Image Deleuze refers to modern political cinema, especially
films that address contemporary political issues such as decolonisation,
migration and globalisation (Deleuze 1989: 215-24). Consistent with
Deleuze’s conception of cinema as movement-images and time-images
that have an immanent power independent of representation, this
modern political cinema does not represent reality, but instead operates
as a performative speech act that plays a part in constructing reality
(Pisters 2006: 175-93). In a postcolonial world that is characterised by
fragmentation, migration, transnational movements and intercultural
encounters, some postcolonial scholars including Stuart Hall have sug-
gested that representation in the classic sense is no longer possible or
even desirable, instead commonly constituting a ‘burden of representa-
tion’ (Hall 1996: 441-9). The political accountability of these images
is necessarily situated on the level of their power to do something (if
only to affect us and cause debate) to reality, rather than on the level of
accurate representation in or as reality. For the filmmaker, this implies
that he should not try to represent a people, but his ‘fabulating’ films
can contribute to the creation of a people. Fabulations are forms of
story-telling that are ‘neither impersonal myth but neither personal
fiction’ (Deleuze 1989: 222). The relation between the filmmaker and his
characters is one of becoming: ‘| TThe author takes one step towards his
characters, but the characters take one step towards the author: double-
becoming’ (Deleuze 1989: 222).

In his films, Elia Suleiman is both director and character, and in that
sense this double-becoming takes place in his own performance where
he becomes his character. Chronicle of a Disappearance and Divine
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Intervention are modern political films that create fabulations b.etw'een
the personal and the collective, between the objective and subjective,
between fiction and reality, expressing and addressing both. the actua}l
and the virtual as part of reality. In an interview, Suleiman discusses his
way of working and the way in which he wants to renew the story of
Palestine with his films. He explicitly addresses the question of ﬁctl.on
and reality, arguing that a flm is real (it exists), and also that dreaming
and the imagination is part of reality:

What 'm trying to do is bring the imagination down and put the sup-
posed reality up so that they are moving on the same, let’s say, strata.
There is no rupture between one and the other, but they are b}urred ter-
ritory. The spectator imagines and decides him or herself what’s real and
what is not real. This is always an open question, we can never know for
sure. {A-Film 2003)

Suleiman’s reference to the ‘strata’ and (at another moment ir} the
interview) the layers (that is, the virtual, memori.es, a'ssociations).m his
images, corresponds to Deleuze’s argument that time-images can.h’nk up
in an infinite number of ways and therefore become ‘stratigraphic’:

In this sense, the archaeological, or stratigraphic, image is read at the same
cime as it is seen . . . Not in the sense that it used to be said; to perceive is
to know, is to imagine, 18 to recall, but in the sense tha}t readl,}lg is a func-
tion of the eye, a perception of perception, a perception Whlch does not
grasp perception without also grasping its reverse, imagination, memory,
or knowledge. (Deleuze 1989: 243)

Deleuze here calls for a new analytic of the image, reading the strat:1~
graphic condition of the image in all its richness and Vl.rt'uahty. This
implies a different relation to the political than has traditionally been
sought through representation. . ‘

As Deleuze has argued, the modern political film is based on the condi-
tion that ‘the people are what Is missing’ (Deleuze 1?89: 215). Nowhere
is this political fact of a ‘missing people’ more explicitly acknowledged
in Deleuze’s work than in the case of the Palestinian people. In a short
article titled ‘Stones’, Deleuze writes:

Europe owes its Jews an infinite debt that Furope has not even‘b.egun to
pay. Instead, an innocent people is being made to pay - the Palefstmlans ce
We are to believe that the State of Isracl has been established in an empty
land which has been awaiting the return of ancient Hebrews for centuries.
The ghosts of a few Arabs that are around, kee}?mg watch over the sleepy
stones, came from somewhere clse. The Palestinians — tossed asuif:, forg9t~
ten — have been called on to recognize the right of Israel to exist, while



















