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Joseph Conrad, The Secret 
A9ent: A Simple Tale, 10t h 
ed it ion (London: Methuen , 
1920 ), p. 62 . 

2 
One row of scree ns (north 
w est , nort h and no rth-east ) 
faces another row across the 
exhibit ion space (sout h-west, 
sout h and south-eas t). See the 
draw ing on p. 70 . 

3 
As a matt er of fact , t he 
bui ld ing in the d istance is the 
Palace of J ust ice , w hich w ill 
appear in a later scene. 

4 
Mr Vladimir is based, in 
part , on Frank Carlucci, 
the US ambassador du ring 
the Ca rnatio n Revo luti on. 
Carl ucc i was a protégé of 
Donald Rumsfe ld and had 
st rong connec ti ons w it h 
the CIA. He was part of a 
C IA m ission in the Co ngo 
at the t ime of Presiden t 
Lumumba 's assassinatio n and 
the Por tug uese Co mm unist 
Part y wou ld pub l ish a "Doss ier 
Car lucc i: CIA' in order to 
dise redit him. Car lucc i's 
tenure in Portuga l, however, 
wou ld be a boos t to his 
ca ree r and late r he became 
Secretary of Defe nse duri ng 
the Reagan administrat ion . 
W hereas Kissinger was read y 
to give up on Portug al alter 
the revolutio n, pr oposing a 
so-calle d "vacc ine theory " 
acco rd ing to wh ich the 
country wou Id be isolated 
and thereb y "pu nished " for 
allow ing the Com munist Party 
to govern, Carl ucci convinced 
the Amer ican government to 
isolate the lef t ist movemen t 
in the army and help the 
Soc ial ist Party to pow er. 
Ca rlucci became ac tiv ely 

· involved in shaping events, 
encouraging, for instance, 
clo ser connec tions betwee n 
NATO and the Portug uese 
army. " ln fact , 1 bec ame fa irly 
close to some of the origina l 
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Mr Verloc, getting off the sofa with ponderous reluctance, opened the door 

leading into the kit chen to get more air, and thus disclosed the innocent 

Stevie, seated very good and quiet at a deal table, drawing circles, circles; 

innumerable c ircles, concentric, eccentric, a coruscating whirl of circles 

that by their tangled multitude of repeated curves, uniformity of form, and 

confusion of intersecting lines suggested a rendering of cosmic chaos, the 

symbolism of a mad art attempting the inconceivable. 1 

- Joseph Conrad, The Secret Agent 

1. "lt was unusually early for him " 

One of three opposing pairs of screens (north and south)2 light up in the darkened 
gallery. The time is early morning. lt's summer and except for the sound of chirping 
birds all is quiet. The sun has barely risen over the horizon and out of the dar kness the 
stately contours of a white, three-s t ory villa emerge. Despite its imposing character, 
the building seems a bit for lorn, out of place, unable to impress itself on its indeter
minate sur roundings. An unpaved road curves around the far corner of the villa and 
the nec-Renaissance facade abuts a triangular, unkempt area while the top floors of 
a high-rise building loom in the near distance. A number of more squat dwel lings are 
located closer by. Ali in ail, the environment of the vi lla lacks clear articulation; the 
boundaries that subdivide this space are ill -defined . Hence, it is impossible to deter
mine whether, perhaps, the villa is located next to a verdant, urban park or, rather, 
at the very edge of the city where the dense urban fabric begins to unravel into the 
open countryside. We are equally hard pressed to identify the cur rent economic sta
tus of this location: is it an affluent neighbourhood or possibly a less well-heeled area 
of town? Are we to understand that this building stands at the edge of an empty, dis
used lot, as the camera frame suggests, or does it perhaps face other buildings of a 
similar dignified nature? The angle of the camera, perched high above the scene, pro
v ides no definite clues .3 

What we do know fo r sure, if we look closely enough, is that two sentinels stand 
guard at the top of a ftight of stairs leading up to the front entrance and above them 
an American flag slowly flutters in the breeze. We have been facing one array of 
screens to this moment, but suddenly, on the opposite side of the gallery, another set 
of screens is activated. First, the phrase "Two Weeks Prior" flashes onto their surface, 
which identifies the current shot as a flashback, but only deepens the enigmatic 
qua lity of the image, as no calendar date is g iven. Then, on the south -west screen, we 
cat ch sight of two men, one leading the other, as they climb a monumental staircase 
which, we are given to presume, is located within the villa shown on the facing 
screens. As they hit the landing of the first floor, the two characters make a U-turn 
and proceed to pass through several ornate chambers. 

We are watc hing the opening sequence of Stan Douglas's The Secret Agent (2015), 
which is based on the novel of the same name by Joseph Conrad. Clearly, howev
er, t he historical contex t of Conrad's story has been transformed. The origina l story 
was situated in London during the early 1890s against the background of the anar
chist movement and its doctrine of "propaganda by the deed" . ln Douglas's The Secret 
Agent t he main characters remain the same but the action has been transp lanted to 
another time and place. The narrative is located in Lisbon during the period of the 
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Carnation Revolution, which was ini t iated by a military mutiny on 25 April, 1974. The 
coup was conducted , early in the morning of that day, by a group of disgruntled , 
leftist officers, organised in the Movimento dos Forças Armadas (MFA: Armed Forces 
Movement). The MFA was motivated, in part, by the escalation of the colonial wars 
being fought in the co lonies of Angola, Mozambique and Guinea , seeking to bring the 
devastating confticts to an end. The army rebels were able to remove the authoritar
ian regime of the Estado Novo with a minimal loss of life, but they did not anticipate 
that their actions would trigger a popular uprising that would last for two years. The 
events of 25 April inaugurated a period of intense, revolutionary ferveur called the 
Processo Revo/ucion6rio Em Curso (PREC: Ongoing Revolutionary Process), which only 
came to an end with the legislative elect ions of April 1976. 

During the PREC the political and social future of Portugal remained highly uncertain. 
Not only were the conventional parties, such as the communists, social democrats, and 
conservatives (most of which had been banned during the Estado Novo) struggling to 
gain the upper hand, but the traditional forms of politics were severely putto the test. As 
cou Id be expected, a conftict took place between the goals of the Stalinist Portuguese 
Communist Party (PCP), namely to establish a "dictatorship of the proletariat", and 
those of the Socialist Party (PS), which wanted to construct a parliamentary democracy 
on the model of other Western European nations. The Socialists would eventually, in 
1976, emerge as the victors in this battle with some assistance from outside the country. 
ln particular, the American ambassador played an important role in an attempt to eut 
off the path of the PCP, which in the early stages of the revolution seemed to be in 
control of the state apparatus even though their hold on power was highly fragile. 
However, there was also another popular struggle taking place outside the system of 
representational politics. 4 During the PREC, Portugal witnessed a st rong movement 
of autonomous workers' committees in the wake of a series of occup ation s of houses, 
factories , and agricultural estates. lt was this development that, ultimately, proved 
the most unpredictable and the PCP would attempt, frantically, to co-opt this anti 
authoritarian movement, but to no avail. By the summer of 1975, the precarious situation 
brought the country to the brink of civil war and there was much talk within the radical 
factions of the army about providing the workers and the peasants with weapons. At 
this point, all bets on the future of the country seemed to be off. Douglas's The Secret 
Agent is placed upon this precarious ledge of time and therefore it is apparent that the 
calmness of that early summer morning cannot last. 

The camera continues to track the movement of the two men as they proceed a long 
the corridor. We gather from their conversation that one of the men is a functionary 
working for the American Embassy, whereas the other, Alexander Verloc, is employed 
by the embassy as an informant. As will later be revealed, Verloc has infiltrated a 
small cell of would-be revolutionaries consisting of Thomas Ossipon, Michaelis, Karl 
Yundt and, somewhat on its fringes, a character called "The Professer ", who is a 
bomb -maker.5 Verloc reports on their activities to Mr Vladimir, an emba ssy official , 
as well as to Inspecter Heat of the Lisbon police. So far, however, the activity of this 
group of agitators has amounted to no more than the production of a steady stream 
of propaganda pamphlets. lndeed, they seem to be more concerned with maintaining 
the current state of détente with the police. The snide comments of the embassy 
functionary make it known to Verloc that his reports have proven unsatisfactory 
and the latter begins to suspect that trouble awaits him. They pause at a set of tall , 
panelled doors with gold trimming. The functionary knocks and the two men enter 
the room. The camera, however, pauses on the threshold and does not follow them 
into the next room. 

coup plotters ... and wa s 
convinc ed that even they 
were not hap py w it h the turn 
the events had taken even 
though they were ail on the 
left side of the spectrum . 1 
thin k tho se cont acts at least 
helped to neutra l ize them, if 
nothing else. But the mi lit ary 
was turning rapidly into an 
uncontrollable rabb le and the 
idea was to restore a sense 
of profe ssionalism, gel them 
back into the barrac ks, gel 
them out o f poli tics and enabl e 
the elec t ions to take place 
and the civilian leade rship 
to take over. And, that in 
tact is what happe ned." See 
"Frank Ca rlucci, Cold Wa rrior. 
Interview with Charles Stuart 
Kennedy " at http://adst.org/ 
oral-history / fascinating· 
figures /frank·c arlucci-on •tha
cold -war•front/. 

5 
ln Co nrad's novel the group 
of revolutionaries consists of 
anarchists of varîous stripes 
- one may detect shades of, 
among others, the writings of 
Bakunin and Kropotk in in thei r 
various state ments. Doug las's 
transpo sit ion of these 
characters provid es a cros s· 
section of the fi eld of radical 
politics during the Carnat ion 
Revolution: Ossipon is a 
" revolut ionary tourist " from 
France wit h Mao ist lean ings, 
Michael is is a for mer po l iti ca l 
prisoner of the fasc ist regime, 
and Yundt is a form er military 
officer who was relieved from 
duty for being pol it ically 
suspect . The Prof essor is a 
more excep tional char act er, 
who remains close, to the 
ori ginal charact er of Conrad, 
and I shall return to him in 
moredetail. 



6 
The pe rmutation of the 
musica l sco re of The Secret 
Agent diff ers, therefore , 
from Douglas 's previous 
.. recombi nant narrat ives" in 
w hic h each cycle of the image 
t rack prov ides a differe nt 
set of pe rmutations on the 
leve l of the single shot , th e 
scene and/ or the voice-
over so that no cycle of the 
film loop wo uld present the 
same narrat ive sequence 
(unti l all combinatio ns were 
co mple ted). ln The Secret 
Agent the story repeat s its elf 
in the same sequence wit h 
each cycle; howe ver, its 
"aff ect iv e• qual iti es will change 
depending upo n the sound 
t rack. The Secret Agent acts as 
a kind of Kuleshov test on the 
leve l of sound, not th e image . 
For a deta iled descriptio n of 
how the recom binant narrat ive 
operates in Do uglas's wo rk, 
see, among others, Geo rge 
E. Lewi s, "Sta n Douglas's 
Suspiria: Ge nealogies of 
Recom binant Na rrativ ityr, 
Stan Douglas: Post lmperf ect: 
Works 1986-2 007, ed. Hans 
D. Ch rist and Iris Dressler 
(Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 
2008 ), pp. 43-6 2. 

7 
The soundt rack of The Secret 
Ag ent dese rves far more 
att enti on than I can give it 
here. As I was unable to see 
a fu ll verçio n of th 1;1 mnviP. 
before fin ishing th is essay, 
1 w ill prov ide Douglas's 
ow n expia nat ion of how the 
soundt rack w orks . The music 
is used in both a di ege t ic 
and a non-d iegetic ma nner, 
refe rri ng, on the one hand, to a 
scene in Con rad 's novel wh ere 
The Prof essor and Ossipon 
have a conve rsatio n in the 
Silenus bar th at is iron ically 
punc tuated by the tunes a 
mech anical piano seems to 
stri ke up on its own, wit hout 
any human promp t, and, on 
the ot her hand, to Hitc hcoc k's 
Sabotage, wh ich is par t ially 
set in a ci nema so that the 
sound of the movie -wit hin-the
movie enter s the soundscape 
of th e movie we are w atc hing. 
ln Doug las's movie "th ere 
are six musica l variatio ns 
and all but two feat ure a 
drum machine in add ition to 
guitar and keybo ards . They 
are all variat ions on Ca pta in 
Beefheart 's "Clear Spot •, hall
tem po and so t ransfo rmed that 
ail remains is the sembla nce 
of it s bridge bet ween verse 
and chor us." The music is 
pe rform ed l ive in the Silenus 
bar by Portug uese musicians 
Paulo Furta do (guit ar) and 
Fil ipe Costa (keyboar ds) and 
it turns into "movie music'" 
by leaki ng into the lobby in 
a late r cycle of the fil m. The 
variat ions all have "different 
affe cts - melancho ly, anxiety , 
etc . - most ly accompa nied by 
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Thus far, on the actual clock , a minute has elapsed of a film that in its totality has 
a duration of fifty-four minutes. That is, if we count one cycle of a film that loops 
endlessly with only one, computer-generated difference: the synchronisation of the 
music and the images. 6 From one cycle to the next, namely, the relation between the 
two is altered. 7 But, at this point, 1 would like to emphasize a different aspect of the 
movie. We might note how, during the extension of one minute, the spectator has 
progressed, step by step, ever further into the diegetic space of the movie, travelling 
from a position on the very edge of the off -screen space - the elevated shot of the 
villa - to a viewpoint that is embedded within the mise-en-scène - the tracking shot 
of the two men - which situates the spectator, on a virtua l plane, within the same 
phenomenologica l space as the two characters_ 

One could propose that the tracking shot mimics the appearance of a "documen
tary" image; that is to say, it imitat es the style of so-called direct cinema in which the 
camerais physically present to the filmed subjects even if they do not always respond 
toits presence. The purpose of direct cinema is to give spectators the impression that 
they are "really there " and have unmediated access to the event as it occurs, rath
er than looking at a fictionalized or re-enacted version of the event_ Yet, this track
ing shot almost imperceptib ly mutates into something different which retroactively 
imposes a fictional value on the preceding tracking shot. The conversation between 
Verloc and the functionary, namely, is edited by means of a conventional shot/coun
ter-shot sequence that places the spectators on a transcendental, rather than an 
immanent, level in relation to the filmed characters. The viewers, in the parlance of 
classical film theory, have been provided a position of sovereignty and their previous 
awareness of the contingency of their own viewpoint has become suppressed. 

Ali t hat has transpired during the first minute of the film - literai and fictional 
time, so far, coinciding with each other -seems to be no different from what normally 
happens du ring the first moments of a classical narrative movie_ ln phenomenological 
terms, t he viewer has been transported from his own embodied, yet immobile position 
within the darkened cinema to an imaginary viewpoint that coincides with the "pure 
mobility" of an omnidirectional camera gaze. And like this camera gaze, which 
constitutes the virtual sum of all possible camera positions that can be established on 
an actual set, or series of sets, the subject has become unmoored from the "laws of 
matter and time". 8 ln a paradoxical fashion, the difference between inside and outside, 
on-screen and off-screen space, seems to have fallen away since the camera appears 
to be both externol to the movie scene - it frames the set from ail possible angles 
without being implicated in the action - and internai to the dieget ic universe of the 
movie as it connects ail sets into one seemingly interrelated whole or closed system. 

Yet, appearances can be deceptive. Not ail that has transpired du ring the first minute 
of The Secret Agent is what one may have expected. The film installation remains true to 
its title on more than just its thematic level: the spectator is transported to a sovereign 
subject-position only to be subverted from within. The installation has been organised 
in such a manner that the spectator has to step between the images . This results in all 
kinds of fragmentations, splits and doublings on the level of the image - one character 
will appear, for instance, from different angles on two facing screens - and on the level 
of the cinematic apparatus as such. The relationship between the two facing screens, 
namely, is constantly altered from one episode to another and even, as we have seen, 
within one episode. Either, for instance, the spectator seems to be located in the 
centre of a room with each camera mirroring another hait of the space (rendering the 
cameras invisible) or the cameras are placed perpend icular to each other as in the 
L-shaped space of a cinema lobb y were many scenes take place. A character walking 
into the lobby from the street will then have to turn the corner in order to be shown 
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by the other camera, at which point the character disappears on the first screen. The 

Secret Agent establishes many such permutational relationships between the set, the 
screen and the spectator, but what they have in common is a kind of game of hide-and
seek. Perhaps it is no coïncidence that the music on the soundtrack is derived from 
Captain Beefheart's "C lear Spot": 9 the cameras appear locked in a battle to provide 
the best view of the narrative, while forced each to remain out of the frame of the 
other. Sometimes the viewer will have to piece together the fragments in order to 
make sense of the scene in its totality. But it also becomes obvious at certain moments 
that what looked, at first, like one cont inuous take of a scene with two cameras cou Id 
not possib ly be true because, for instance, as one camera widens its angle to include 
the position of the other camera within its field of vision, there is nothing there. The 
camera is absent from the place where we expected it to be.10 

Yet, there is more. Not only do the spectators remain aware of their physical 
relation to the screen, but also occasionally they become implanted within the violent 
exchanges taking place on-screen. At such moments, the spectators are literally placed 
in the crossfire between two subjective camera shots. Take, for instance, the scene that 
occurs after Verlac and the functionary proceed into the interior of the embassy office. 
Once they disappear through the door, the exterior view of the embassy vanishes and 
is replaced by a shot of the interior of the inner office. Thus the spectator is not only 
situated between two screen surfaces, but is also placed, in a virtual sense, between 
two connecting halves of the same movie set.11 The distinction between off-screen 
and on-screen space has become disturbed. On the north-west screen, the spectator 
follows the two men into the room, whereas on the south-west screen only the surface 
of the door is visible. The door is kept slightly ajar, but not enough to peer into the office 
beyond. lnside the office, another embassy official, Mr Vladimir, is seated behind a 
U-shaped desk. He proceeds to grill Verlac in a rather brusque fashion about his reports. 
Previously our field of vision had become split a part, Janus-faced, in a flagrant violation 
of the ru les of narrative cinema. ln the final seconds of the embassy episode, however, 
our perceptual field closes down upon us with a sudden ferocity. Vladimir has just made 
a shocking proposai to Verlac, demanding that he orchestrate a "display of imbecile 
fero city" if he wants to save his financial arrangement with the embassy. Seeking a way 
out, Verlac counters that he has insufficient funds to execute Vladimir's atrocious plan. 
At this point, the spectator is placed between a close-up of Verloc's face and the angry 
countenance of Vladimir, who shouts to Verlac (and thus to us): 

"Fuck you, Verloc. That won't fty. 
You'II get your allowance and not a penny more until 
something happens. And if nothing happens you 

won't get even that." - Mr Vladimir 

After this verbal assault by Vladimir, who stares directly into our eyes, 
the screens go black, establishing a transition to the next episode. 

the scare quotes that a dru m 
machine inev ita bly prov ide s 
to set the tone of the ga ng's 
meeti ng and Ve rloc 's dea th." 
Furthermore, "each time 
the piece loops , a differe nt 
performa nce of the song is 
seen on the screen oppos ite 
Ossipon and The Prof essor 
in t he Silen us Bar ... The 
presence of incide nta l 'm ovie' 
music will not be entire ly 
rando m. lt w i il be governe d 
by an algorithm that pr events 
a song last pe rfo rmed in the 
bar reappea ring as inc identa l 
music in the next cycle, and 
a song heard as incidenta l 
music from being heard in 
the subsequent scene.• Stan 
Do uglas, emails to the auth or 
(8 J uly and 9 Augu st 2015). 1 
shail note in passing that one 
of the firs t albums to heavi ly 
implement a d rum ma chine 
was Sly and the Family Stone 's 
There's o Riot Goin' On (197 1). 

8 
J ean-Lou is Baud ry, 
" ldeolog ical Effe cts of the 
Basic Cinematogra ph ic 
Apparatus", Narrative , 
Apparatus, Jdeology, ed. Philip 
Rosen (New York : Co lumbia 
University Press, 1970 ), p. 292. 

9 
Co mpare the fo ilow ing ly rics 
of the song to Con rad's 
descriptions of the m iasm ic 
atmosp here of London in The 
Secret Agent: " I have to ru n so 
fa r to fi nd a clear spot / Sun's 
ail hott in' and a rot t in' ho1/ 
Swamp's ail rotte n 'n sti nki n' 
uhh ... Ca n't fi nd my kind of 
fol ks havin' fun ." 

10 
ln this respect, The Secret 
Agent engages earl ier for ms 
of "pe rformativ e" fi lm, such 
as Dan Graham's Body Press 
(1972). This becomes very c lear 
in the penult imate episode 
wher e the two came ras spiral 
a rou nd Winnie Verloc and 
Ossi pon as they circl e arou nd 
eac h oth er in the cinema 
lobby. On Body Press , see 
my "The Fi lm ic Topo logy of 
Dan Graham", Dan Grahom: 
Works 1965-2 000 (Düsse ldo rf : 
Richte r Verl ag, 2001 ), 
pp . 329-54 . 

11 
As a malte r of tact, the 
co rrido r scene and the office 
scene we re shot in two 
d iffere nt palaces in Lisbon . 



12 
Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 1: 
The Movement-Jmage , trans. 
Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara 
Habberja m (Minneapolis: 
Univers it y of M inneso ta 
Press, 199 1), p. 17. 

13 
Gilles Deleuze, Foucault, trans. 
Seân Hand (Minneapo lis: 
University of M innesota Press, 
1988), p. 119. 

14 

This co nstant oscillat ion 
between v isibil ity and 
invisibi lit y, darkness and lig ht , 
figure and gro und is appa rent 
in nearly ail of Stan Doug las's 
fi lm install atio ns. See, among 
others, Noam Elcott, " ln 
Search of Lost Space: Stan 
Douglas's Arc haeology of 
Cinematic Darkness ", October 
139 (W inter 2012), pp . 151-82 . 

15 
Deleuze, Foucault , p. 121. 
1 have desc ribed a st ructu ral 
aspect of Douglas's The Secret 
Agent that holds in co mmon 
with several of his other film 
installations. Compare, for 
instance, Nu• tka• (199 6), 
wh ich recor ds the delusional 
recollec t ions of two explo rers 
alter their "ti rs! conta ct " w ith 
natives. Two came ra pans , 
movi ng in opposite direct ions, 
sweep the Nootka Sound. 
The two separate images 
~re int,;i,rl~cArl on thA !.~mA 
screen , whereas the two 
d isembodied voices "dri f t 
arou nd the exhibition space ". 
The words and images are 
wov en into anot her. going in 
and out of sync, constant ly 
looping .. at a l imit of legibility ". 
When the interl aced images, 
momenta rily, corne into exac t 
registratio n "the uncan ny 
apparit ion of a landscape 
subject to conftic t ing wi nds 
and opposing tide s is seen". 
Stan Doug las, "Nu•tko• ", Stan 
Douglas: Post lmperfect: Works 
1986- 2007, ed . Hans D. Ch rist 
and Iris Dressler (Ostfi ldern: 
Hatje Cant z, 2008 ), 
pp. 199 - 200. 
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Ali along a noose has been tightening, not only around Verloc's neck but around the 
spectator's as well. The spectator has been placed in the central axis of a circle around 
which the characters have been revolving. On the one screen, the set is bracketed by 
the odd, U-shaped desk of Mr Vladimir, which determines the blocking of the scene, and 
on the other screen, it is the U-shaped staircase leading to the ground floor that delimits 
the set. While Mr Vladimir and Verloc engage in their tense exchange, the young func 
tionary quietly withdraws from the room. As he retreats down the corridor, the camera 
halts at the top of the stairs and looks down into the lobby where an immobile senti
ne! stands guard upon a chequerboard floor. We can look no further. The bodies of the 
fictional characters as well as our own bodies are locked into the same circumscribed 
space and one question The Secret Agent begins to pose to us at this moment is to what 
extent anyone might escape from this loop that is as much spatial as temporal in nature. 

A circle, as said, is closed. Yet, of course, a closed system, as Gilles Deleuze 
reminds us, can never be absolutely closed. Set theory has demonstrated that the 
very notion of a "set of sets" contains a fatal flaw in logic so that "whole" needs to be 
thought notas a closed system but as "that which prevents each set, howeve r big it is 
from closing in on itself, and that which forces it to extend itself into a larger set. The 
who le is therefore like thread which traverses sets and gives each one the possibi li
ty, which is necessari ly realized, of communicating with another, to infinity." And, fur
thermore, t he out-of-field (hors champs) to which the whole relates has two aspects 
that differ in quality: a relative aspect by which a closed system refers from one spa
tia l set to another set, a movement that could, in principle, extend on to infinity; and 
an absolute aspect "by which a closed system opens onto a du ration which is imma
nent to the whole universe ... and does not be long to the order of the visible". 12 

This more radical, temporal sense of the "out-of-field " testifies, as Deleuze writes, to 
a more "disturbing presence" that resides outside homogeneous space and time ; that is 
to say, to a dimension of sheer potentiality which is nota mere set of possibilities that can 
be realized in actual time and space. This absolute aspect of the cinematic out-of-fie ld is 
nothing different from what Deleuze, elsewhere, referred to as that strange, topologica l 
fold where t he whole of the inside - t he historical strat a of knowledge and cultural 
practices - finds itself act ively present on the outside. What happens on the inside, within 
the "closed system" of a socio-historical formation, is a condensation of the past. But th is 
archivai order - "the thread that traverses the sets" - is constantly exposed to a future 
"that cornes from outside" and re-creates the past. "Thought", Deleuze writes, "thinks 
its own history (the past), but in order to free itself from what it thinks (the present) and 
be able finally to 'think otherwise' (t he future)." 13 Therefore, the out-of -field, in its most 
radical sense, is the very limit where the closed system of the sets, and their individuated 
parts, go in and out of focus; where figures become entangled in an abstract ground and 
the spectator is immersed in darkness, or, vice versa, new configurations appear to float 
to the surface of an otherwise impenetrable and formless outside.14 

At this limit of the out-of-field where an "inside" folds into an "outside", the progres
sion of chronological time might appear to have been momentari ly arrested. Yet, this 
does not entail that ail is cairn. lnstead, at this li mit a strugg le rages; it demarcates "a tur
bulent, stormy zone where particular points and the relations of forces between these 
points are tossed about".15 ln short, the radical out-of-field opens onto the singularity of 
an unexpected, unforeseeab le fut ure and it is no different from that irrational eut within 
histor ical continuity that the past two centuries have attempted to think in terms of the 
revolutionary event . This irrationality of the revolutionary event does not concern the vio
lence that occurs on its surface, but its structural logic that causes an arrest of time and 
the creat ion of a singularity, a radical point of bifurcation, on the continuous curve of his
tory. There are filmmakers who try to capture this fugitive moment at its point of irrup-
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tion, which requires much luck, speed and improvisation. Such filmmakers can be called 
exponents of the militant film. And then there are filmmakers who attempt, retroactively, 
to close out this singular moment and respectfully entomb it within the cairn strata of his
tory. Such filmmakers can be reckoned to belong to th e genre of political cinema. 

Militant film and political cinema work at cross-purposes: a fact that became the 
centre of a vehement debate in, among other places, Cahiers du cinéma during the 
1970s. Certain militant films about the Carnation Revolution by, among others, Robert 
Kramer and Thomas Harlan, would figure in this debate. Perhaps one might expect 
that the direct cinema style of the militant film be praised over the suspenseful série
z movies (named after the popular movie of Costa-Gavras), which "psycho logised " 
rather than "analysed" history. 16 Nevertheless, it was definitely not the case that the 
militant film was spared in relation to the political cinema. ln retrospect, we might 
observe that the militant and political cinema of the 1970s not only formed each oth
er's opposite, but they were also each other's complementary. Where the one failed, 
the other succeeded. But the reverse is also true. The militant film can never represent 
an event which, by its very nature , exceeds representation, whereas political cinema 
can only depict the "closed totality" of the event by suppressing the gaps in the frag
mentary testimony of militant film. Political cinema tries to stitch the disconnected 
fragments of militant film together; to repair the frayed fabric of time. 

1 shall return to this debate below, but so much is clear: militant film and political 
cinema constitute two correlated subject-positions in relation to historical time. Either 
film is conceived as a means of historical agency, participating in the revolution, or 
cinema is conceived as an agent of historical memory, inscribing the revolution within 
the cinematic archive. ln relat ion to this dichotomy, 1 shall argue that The Secret Agent 
presents something like a t hird term. 17 ln other words, Douglas's film does not negate or 
avoid thi::. dualism, but exposes it to our view. The Secret Agent constantly moves between 
these two positions, exchanges their viewpoints without identifying with either one. And 
once we step into the film installat ion, we are not just spectators of this exchange. We are 
not simply watching a game played by others; rather, we become implicated within the 
sets of the game itself. 

Il. "Such was the house, the household, 
and the business ... " 

Douglas's The Secret Agent consists of twelve episodes that are dispersed across 
a smaller number of sets - the American Embassy, a cinema-cum-bookstore, a café, 
and various street and office scenes. Furthermore, each opposing pair of screens 
corresponds to a particular category of space. The north-east and south-east screens, 
for instance, support the projection of those scenes that are situated, besides the 
American Embassy, in various offices of the Portuguese state apparatus (i.e. the police 
and juridical system). The central pair conta in scenes that are situated in the "public" 
locations of a café and the streets of Lisbon, whereas the final pair are reserved for 
what can be best described as a more hybrid space. lt represents, on the one hand, a 
domain of experience that is antithetical to the institutions of social contrai (eastern 
screens), but, on the other hand, it does not constitute a purely autonomous space 
of private life. What appear on the easternmost screens are images of the "house, 
household, and business" of Verlac, as Conrad puts it in a revealing manner (p. 13). 
Here, private and public, commercial and domestic, political and inti mate dimensions 
of life become blurred. 

16 
A rather anodyne example 
of politic al cinema based 
on the Carnat ion Revolution 
is Capitiies de Abri/ (2000 ). 
1 n it s anxiety to render the 
"historical " facts faithf ully 
and create an "authe ntic" 
backdrop for its roma ntic plot , 
Capitiie s de Abr i/ re•enac ts 
documenta ry images of the 
tirs t day of the revolut ion with 
slavish attent ion to det ail. 

17 
The numbe r three abou nds 
not only in Douglas's film 
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Con rad's novel , wh ich 
provide s Verloc with the co de 
name il. 
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fi lm is that of a former porn 
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is shot in a film theatre owned 
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19 
Stan Doug las has oft en 
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in his fil m installations. O n this 
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Inconsolable Memories 
(Omaha: Josly n Art Museu m, 
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"Planet of the Remakes", New 
Left Review 25 (January
February 2004 ), pp. 103-19 . 
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21 
Significant ly, Stevie is the son, 
not the brot her, of Winnie 
Verlac in Doug las's ve rsion. 

22 
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Lucido, t rans. Richard How ard 
(New York : Farrar, Straus and 
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ln the original novel, Verloc runs a stationery shop with pornographie articles as a 
convenient cover for his clandestine activities. ln Douglas's version, Verloc has become 
the owner of a movie theatre, which doubles as a bookstore of surrealist and revolutionary 
literature .18 On display in the lobby of the cinema are, for instance, titles by André 
Breton, Georges Bataille and Pierre Klossowski. Douglas's use of a cinema as Verloc's 
place of business is a direct reference to an earlier adaption of Conrad's novel, namely 
Sabotage (1936) by A lfred Hitchcock .19 ln Hitchcock's version, the story is situated in 
London during the 1930s against the rising threat of German fascism, although the exact 
political context of the movie remains unclear. Sabotage diverges much further from the 
original plot of Conrad than does Douglas's film, yet in both cases they remain faithful 
to Conrad's formula of "house, household and business", locating Verloc's business and 
household within the same house, like overlapping circles. At least, in Douglas's film we 
are given to presume this fact as the camera doesn't actua lly penetrate into the domestic 
space, unlike Sabotage (1mg. AJ. The scenes remain limited to the lobby, the projection 
room and the auditorium of the cinema. Furthermore, an interesting exception is made 
for the recurrent shots of the auditorium in which a small audience is shown, at an angle 
from the camera, gazing up at a movie screen. At no moment is it actua lly shown what 
they are watching on the screen, but there are many dues that suggest it is Bertolucci's 
Last Tango in Paris.20 1 shall return to this self-reftexive device below, but it is relevant to 
note that the images of the audience are not projected on the same screen as the other 
interior shots of the cinema. lnstead, they appear on the central screens with the street 
and café scenes. 

Unlike the bourgeois ideology of the nineteenth century that dictates that the 
private dwelling remain isolated from the street, the "house, household and business" 
where Verloc lives with his wife and her younger brother Stevie represent a radically 
heterogeneous space.21 Here, Conrad writes, Verloc "carried on his business of a seller 
of shady wares, exercised his vocation of a protector of society, and cultivated his 
domestic virtues" (p. 4). As in Conrad's novel, Douglas's film constantly underscores 
the fact that the boundaries between private and public, lawfu l and clandestine, 
domestic and economic existence are highly permeable. There is only one entrance 
into the shop/cinema and this door, in Conrad's account, "stood discreetly but 
suspiciously ajar" (p. 2) in the evening. 

One might argue, therefore, that the cinema/house in The Secret Agent functions 
as an allegorical site of modernity where the intimate sphere of sexuality mutates 
into a public spectacle, a historical process that began with that dusty shop window 
described in Conrad's novel which displayed "photographs of more or less undressed 
dancing girls" and wou ld culminate with those recurrent images in Guy Debord's Society 
of the Spectacle (1975) of coup les watching striptease dancers on television from 
the comfort of their homes. According to this interpretation, Verloc's cinema/house 
would symbolise, therefore, how "pleasure passes through the image" in modernity, 
condemning us to a world of standardised experience in which only here and there 
"the cry of anarchisms, marginalisms and individualisms" can rise.22 And the same 
interpretation might be backed up by referring to a scene in Robert Kramer and Philip 
Spinelli's Scenes from the Glass Struggle in Portugal (1977), where the camera strays 
from an iconic photograph of the Portuguese revolution, showing a soldier with 
a red carnation in the muzzle of his gun, to a magazine stand in which numerous 
pornographie magazines are displayed [1mg. BJ. On the soundtrack, we hear Kramer's 
voice-over complain that "unusually large numbers [of the Portuguese] work in shops, 
and crafts, offices and services", and that these employees of the tertiary sector, in 
contrast to the factory and agricultural workers, lacked a revolutionary spirit. What 
they desired instead was a return to stability and order . 
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With the end of the old regime, censorship was lifted and the market for erot ica 
would boom in Portugal. Douglas's film registers th is ambivalent aspect in an equivocal 
manner: is sexuality to be counted as part of the cultural revolution or as part of 
the capitalist spectacle? 23 The screening of Lost Tango in Paris in Verloc's cinema 
is a symptom of this dilemma, which was central to the radical politics of the era . 
Bertolucci's controve rsial mov ie had been banned in pre-revolutionary Portugal, but 
audiences flocked to see it after it was released in 1974.24 Yet Bertolucci's film had not 
on ly been censo red by conservative governments, it had also had many detractors 
among leftist fil m cri t ics, w riting, for instance, in Cahiers du cinéma. To them, Lost 
Tango in Paris was not only misogynistic; it const ituted a betrayal of the core principles 
of cult ural revolut ion. 

To a certain extent, these critics were correct. Speaking to a journalist of the New 
York Times in 1973, Bertolucci confessed that he had denounced his pre-1968 belief that 
"wi t h film you cou ld make a revolution ".25 ln Lost Tango, Tom, a naïve young filmmaker, 
serves to present a rather facile satire of direct cinema. This character acts as the anti
pode of the lta lian director by submit t ing ail of everyday life, includ ing his own roman
tic life, to the unblinking gaze of the film camera. The obvious message of Bertolucc i is 
that life does not provide cinema w ith authenticity, rather it is cinema, in the hands of 
Tom, wh ich transforms life into a cliché . Thus Bertolucci saw fit to dism iss the effica
cy of militant film as "an illusion of the petit bourgeo is", whereas the Cahiers du ciné
ma would reject Lost Tango in Paris in t he very same terms.26 ln The Secret Agent there 
is an echo of such disputes about the politics of cinema. After Michae lis enters the pro
jection booth of the cinema to meet with t he other revolutionaries, he declares his infat 
uation with the character of Paul, who has had previous careers as a boxer, an actor, a 
journa list, and a revolutionary. 27 Teary-eyed, Michaelis observes: "Paul's loss reminds me 
of my own. lt is a loss we w ill ail share." To which Yundt replies w ith a sneer: "More bour
geois bullsh it. The fi lm is ridiculous. The Portuguese have been starved of such crap for 
so long they line up all day to lap it up." 

But, perhaps, The Secret Agent proposes another way of dealing with this di lemma , 
which does not remain snagged on the dual horns of "sexual revolution " and "spectacle" . 
lt wou ld be more correct to contend, wi t h Giorgio Agam ben, that modern ity has made 
the "absolutely polit ical (that is 'biopolitica l') meaning of sexuality and physiological 
life itself apparen t".28 If the "sexual revolution " was political, it was not because it 
represented liberation from bourgeois morality that was enacted in the political theatre 
of the social communes, but because sexuality was always already shot through w ith 
power relations. 29 ln th is regard, it is significant that Win nie Verloc wears a similar blouse 
to tha t of the character Jeanne in Lost Tango. ln bath fi lms, W in nie and Jeanne kill the ir 
partners at the end under circumstances that are not clearly mot ivated. 30 ln bath cases, 

23 
Given th e cont ents of his 
l ibrary, Herbe rto Helder et al., 
Verloc would claim the former. 

24 
Th ere was a rush al ter the 
reg ime change of Apri l 25 
to release both recent and 
classical fi lms that had been 
censored for their sexual and/ 
or po lit ical conte nt du ring 
the Estado Novo. Eisenstein's 
Octob er was, for instance, also 
shown du ring the fi rst mo nth s 
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25 
Mel Gussow, "Bertolucci Talks 
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(2 Februa ry 1973). 

26 
Gussow, "B ertolucci Talks 
about Sex, Revolut ion and 
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28 
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University Press, 1998), p. 79. 
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31 
Hitchcock 's Sabotage woud 
bypass the centra l prob lematic 
of Conrad 's nove l by del iveri ng 
W innie into the hands of 
another male protector , a 
po lice office r. 

32 
Agam ben, Homo Sacer, p. 12. 

33 
Agam ben, Homo Sacer, p. 11. 

REVOLUTIONS WITHIN REVOLUTIONS 

it will remain open to what extent their murderous act was spontaneous, intentional or 
even accidentai. What really matters, however, is that Winnie and Jeanne are the only 
characters who acquire a sense of agency which will violently release them, if only for 
a brief moment, from their dependence upon another. 

Winnie is arrested, as presumably Jeanne will be, but her future before the law is 
left undete rmined. By way of contrast, Conrad's ending was more dire, driving Winnie 
to commit suicide.31 There is more that needs to be said on this topic, but there is 
another element at play here that needs to be addressed first. An element that goes 
to the very heart of what is at stake in the concept of sexual politics that I have been 
discussing. Let me return, therefore, to Agamben's comment about the "absolutely 
political (that is 'b iopolitical') meaning of sexuality" . What Agam ben is getting at here is 
the notion of "bare life", namely a body existing outside the civic order of morality and 
law. Take, for instance, the role of Paul in Last Tango, who, as Bertolucci has pointed 
out, regresses during the movie to a pre-Oedipal stage. Already during the first love 
scene with Jeanne, Paul proposes that they do not use their proper names and, rather 
than talking, he playfully begins to emit mere grunts. Paul stages, therefore, a kind of 
devolution of humanity from a speaking being who can discourse on right and wrong 
- the Aristotelian "political animal" - to a nameless, bestial state of existence - "bare 
life" - where the voice can only express emotions of pleasure or pain.32 ln the end, 
Paul lies curled up as a foetus at the feet of Jeanne and dies. ln Conrad's narrative, 
the threshold between humanity and animality is marked by the ambiguous figure of 
Stevie, the autistic brother of Win nie. He is described by Conrad as "easily diverted from 
t he straight path of duty by the attractions of stray cats and dogs, which he followed 
down narrow alleys into unsavoury courts; by the comedies of the streets, which he 
contemplated open-mouthed, to the detriment of his employer's interests; or by the 
dramas of fallen horses, whose pathos and violence induced him somet imes to shriek 
piercingly in a crowd, wh ich disliked to be disturbed by sounds of distress in its quiet 
enjoyment of the national spectacle" (p. 9). 

Whereas Stevie is port rayed as a confused individual who has great difficu lties 
articulating his thoughts, he is also dep icted as a deep ly empathetic being who does not 
know how to distinguish between the suffering of animais or men. When he is confronted 
with such intolerable scenes, Stevie's body begins to convu lse and he shrieks in horror, 
emitt ing, at best, monosyllabic words of protest . Not only is Stevie the only character 
who makes decisions on what is just and unjust outside the juridical framework of 
society, he is also the one whose body will be sacrificed in order to strengthen this 
very juridico-institutional system of power (even though this sacrifice is an accidentai 
one). A fact that recalls the main conclusion of Agamben's Homo Sacer, namely that 
"t he inclusion of bare life in the politica l realm constitutes the original - if concealed 
- nucleus of sovereign power. lt can even be said that the production of a biopolitical 
body is the original act ivity of sovereign power."33 ln this sense, Verloc is punished with 
deat h because he has overstepped the boundaries of sovereign power, which dictates 
that bare lite (or the homo sacer of Agamben's title) can be killed but not sacrificed 
with impunity . And Stevie was not simply killed; he was sacrificed to a cause. Although 
he dit not plan for his death, Verloc deemed him expendable, of no consequence, in 
comparison to Mr Vladimir 's command to orchestrate a "display of imbecile ferocity". 
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Ill . "An impenetrable mystery ... " 

And what did that plan consist of? ln Conrad's version, it is implied that Mr Vladimir 
is a member of the Russian Embassy. The Russian government is disturbed by the 
lenient policy of the British state, which granted asylum to many Continental anarchists 
and revolutionaries. ln order that the British government be forced to crack down on 
these political refugees, Mr Vladimir orders Verloc to orchestrate a "demonstration" 
that will shock the bourgeois public to the core of their existence. ln order to achieve 
such a terrifying effect, an act of regic ide is not sufficient. One must strike, Mr Vladimir 
propounds, at the very heart of bourgeois ideology, namely the unswerving faith 
of the middle class in science as the foundation of all material prosperity. Science is 
the "sacrosanct fetish" of modernity, but as it is impossible to throw a bomb into pure 
mathematics, Mr Vladimir suggests that Verloc attacks astronomy by destroying the 
Greenwich Observatory, site of the Prime Meridian. ln short, Mr Vladimir proposes 
a symbolic attack on modernity; that is to say, the global time of capitalism itself. ln 
Douglas's version of the story, the goal is the same, but the economic and technolog ical 
conditions have changed. The greatest fear of the Portuguese, Mr Vladimir lectures with 
great foresight, is to remain stuck in the past as a "backward country" that is unable to 
connect to a prosperous future: 

"What makes Portugal a modern nation? 
The colonies it couldn 't afford? lts useless industry? 
No, it's that braid of copper under the Atlantic, Mr Verloc. 
Why do you think a gang of fascists was welcomed by 
NATO for the last twenty-five years?" - Mr Vladimir 

The target of Douglas's reincarnation of Mr Vladimir is communication techno logy : the 
central nervous system of the emergent system of post-industrial capitalism. To strike 
there is to create a void within the social network. 

Conrad's novel and Douglas's film are organised around this void, or rather the unrep
resentable event of a premature explosion that inadvertently rips Stevie apart, reducing 
his body to "a heap of nameless fragments" (p. 122). The narrative approaches the horrif
ie scene in a highly circumspect manner, filling in the blanks while avoiding any direct, 
eyewitness account. ln Douglas's film, Stevie is only mentioned, but never seen. He is, as 
Douglas explains, "invisible to everyone but Winnie, but still there . Just like the situations 
represented by the pairs of screens are there even when they go dark."34 To become invis
ible appears to forma constant threat to the characters in The Secret Agent. They strug
gle to maintain their identity as if they live in fear of permanently dissolving in that "raw, 
unwholesome fog" (p. 121) that constantly swirls through the streets of the great capital, 
dissolving its solid forms into ghost-like shapes. 

This anxiety of losing one's identity in the multitudinous city is fundamentally related 
to Conrad's doubt regarding the communicative efficacy of language. Deception oper
ates on many levels at once, not least as symbolised by the duplicitous craft of the secret 
agent. The spy is an agent of artifice and deception - not only does he possess "every 
facility to fabricate the very tacts themselves", but he spreads "the double evil of emu
lation in one direction, and of panic, hasty legislation, unreftecting hate, on the other" 
(p. 196). ln other words, the secret agent infects society with a subversive power of dis
similitude that cannot be controlled but will spread in ail directions and, ultimately, turn 
upon its original host. 

34 
Stan Douglas, emai l to the 
aut hor (8 July 2015). 
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Under such conditions, only subterfuge is able to combat subterfuge. Even the Assis
tant Comm issioner, hot on the scent of the secret agent, must revert to the amphibious 
condition of the spy as he dissolves into the dense fog of the city: "He left the scene 
of his dai ly labours quickly like an unobtrusive shadow. His descent into the street was 
like the descent into a slimy aquarium from which the water had been run off . A murky, 
gloomy dampness enveloped him" (p. 208). 

Stopping off at an ltalian restaurant he reftects to himself that the patrons of this 
place "had lost in thei r frequentation of fraudulent cookery all their national and private 
characteristics " (p. 209). Yet, he relishes this immersion in the "immora l atmosphere" of 
the dining estab lishment, which makes him seem to lose more of his identity. He feels 
"unplaced", which far from being unsettling gives him a pleasurable feel ing of "evil free 
dom" (p. 209). Possessed by this exhilarating sense of independence , he once more 
advances into "an immensity of greasy slime and damp plaster interspersed with lamps, 
and enveloped, oppressed, penetrated, choked , and suffocated by the blackness of a 
wet London night , which is composed of soot and drops of water" (p. 211). 

Such passages in Conrad's The Secret A9ent recall the simi lar horror expressed 
by the young Friedrich Engels in his The Condition of the Working-C/ass in England in 
1844. Here the future member of the Communist League expressed his distaste of the 
turmoi l of the new industrial cities, his repulsion by the blatant display of "the brutal 
indifference, the unfeeling isolation of each in his private interest ". Famously, Engels 
would compare this alienatory scene to a Hobbesian war of each against all, declaring 
that "the dissolution of mankind into monads, of which each one has a separate pr incip le, 
the world of atoms, is here carried out to its utmost extreme ".35 However, whereas the 
radical journalist developed an unshaking conviction in the possibi lity of awakening this 
slumbering mass and guiding it to a proper, revolutionary consciousness, Conrad did 
not share Engels's emancipatory vision of the future. ln the fina l paragraph of the book, 
the "inco rruptible" Professer walks the streets of London, while averting his eyes from 
the "odious multitude of mankind " - a man who "had no future ". ln The Secret Agent 
the social bonds forged between atomised subjects are precarious at best and are not 
capable of fully withstanding the natura l forces of entropy [1mg. CJ.36 

lmg. C 
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lt should corne as no surprise that little remains of this misanthropie (and modernist) 
trope of the monstrous crowd in Douglas's version of The Secret Agent. ln fact, the 
few scenes shot in the street are almost complete ly depopu lated. Nowhere do we 
see the festive crowds that appear in so many films documenting the early days of 
the so-called "Happy Revolution" and seem to embody the new sovereign body of the 
"people", the camera constantly moving back and forth between wide -angle views of 
the demonstrating masses and close-ups of ecstatic faces. Except for the final scene, 
ail that remains of this "demos" within The Secret Agent is the recurrent image of a small 
group of cinema spectators silently watching Lost Tango in Paris. 

This self-reftexive motif of incorporat ing the audience-within-the-movie is, as stated 
above, appropriated from Hitc hcock's Sabotage [1mg. DJ. As a matter of fact, there are 
a variety of crowd scenes in Sabotage that deserve to be distinguished. After Verloc 
commits his first act of sabotage in Hitchcock's film (later he is instructed to bomb 
Piccadilly Circus, which wi ll result in the death of Stevie), a blackout occurs in London, 
but this does not have the intended effect. 37 A festive mood takes hold of passengers in 
the Underground and a heading of next day's newspaper reads "Comedies in the Dark" 
[1mg. EJ. However, this spontaneous form of collectivity, which emerges in the context 
of a breakdown of the technological order, is very different from the angry mob that 
gathers in front of Bijou, Verloc's cinema, after the show was interrupte d due to the 
power failure (1mg. FJ. The crowd demands reimbursement for their tickets on the basis 
of a "breach of contract", whereas Winnie, in an attempt to cairn the crowd, speaks of 
an "act of providence". Hitchcock demonstrates, therefore, that the unexpected event 
can have two divergent effects on the multitude: surprise might result in a collective 
mode of elation, but it can also incite a revoit. The British director was ail too aware how 
his dual tactics of "suspense" and "surprise" could backfire upon him. He wou ld later 
admit that he had made a mistake in Sabotage by showing to the audience the acfual 
mome nt in which Stevie is blown up (in contrast to either Conrad or Douglas).38 He had 
overstepped his boundaries as "sovereign" director in sacrificing Stevie to the cinematic 
system of suspense.39 
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enters the Bijou 
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Alfred Hitchcock , 
Sabotage, 1936 
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Alfred Hitchcock, 
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Angry cinema audience. 
Alfred Hitchcock , 
Sabotage, 1936 
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There is, of course, another important moment in film history in which the film 
audience is shown on-screen, namely Dziga Vertov's Man with the Movie Camera 
(1929) [1mg. GJ. ln Vertov's case, Hitchcock's problematic of how to contrai the cinematic 
audience is approached from another end. For the Russian director, the purpose of 
cinema is to awaken the revolutionary consciousness of the multitude, to "socialise" 
them in the course of viewing the movie, and to this purpose the cinematic apparatus 
must merge with the social assembly: the audience gains sovereignty by inhabiting 
the cinematic machine in an almost litera i manner. Yet the audience in Douglas's The 
Secret Agent, unlike that of Hitchcock or Vertov, seems to remain largely unperturbed, 
blankly gazing at the movie screen not unlike those movie spectators in the last film of 
Debord, who "are staring fixedly" at the screen "so that the spectators find themselves 
face to face with nothing but themselves" [1mg. HJ. Despite this specular relationship 
between the spectator and the movie screen, Debord will repeat on the soundtrack 
his uncompromised belief in the potentiality of a militant film that avoids being "gentle 
with a public" so that "in the frozen mirror of the screen the spectators are not looking 
at anything that might suggest the respectable citizens of democracy". 40 ln relation 
to the palimpsestic structure of Douglas's work, it is possible to think of the various 
historical models of the spectator as being virtually present in the undifferentiated state 
of Douglas's silent audience, which for us, the actual spectators of the movie, does 
assume the definite contours of an emancipated, manipulated, activated, individuated 
or socialised audience. This "tangled multitude" of spectators remains a blank entity in 
the abeyance of that unforeseen spark that can ignite a specific connection between 
percepts and affects. 

Even so, the last words spoken in the film return us to Conrad's fear of the multitude: 
"Ah yes. The crowd. Filthy countless multitude. Unconscious. Blind." This comment is 
made by the nihilistic character of The Professor, who constitutes the radical antithesis 
of Win nie in Douglas's film (and, perhaps, in Conrad's navel as well). The Professor's pur
pose in life is to embrace the state of "evil freedom", which the Assistant Commissioner 
has only possessed in a temporary manner. The Professor endeavoured to achieve an 
absolute negation of all social conventions and moral structures (a rupture that only 
Winnie would achieve in the novel, if only momentarily and by accident). ln an amaz
ing coïncidence the figure of The Professer anticipates the proclamation of Friedrich 
Nietzsche in Ecce Homo that " I am no man, 1 am dynamite ", which would only be pub
lished the year following Conrad's novel.41 With these famous words, Nietzsche made a 
brazen attempt to interna lise the anarchist violence of the historical moment within his 
own philosophical project of an Umwertung aller Werte: "Yes. 1 am the first immoralist: 
that makes me the annihilator par exce//ence."42 Neverthe less, in contrast to Nietzsche's 
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supremely confide nt alter ego in Ecce homo, Conrad 's Professor remains wracked by 
self-doubt . He is not at all sure that the affirmative power of a "yes-saying life", which 
passes through dest ruction, will not simply amount to a pit iful deed of self-ann ihilation, 
leaving nota single scratch on the moral edifice of social life.43 

The Professor's extremism drives him literally into the hands of death . He carries at 
all t imes a bomb upon his body that is controlled by a detonator , which works upon the 
same principles as a camera shutter. 44 If anyone attempts to arrest him, he can bring the 
bomb to explosion , kil ling everyone, including himself , in the immed iate environment. 
This threat of "mutually assured destruction" provides The Professor with an individual 
form of sovereign power. The Professor, in other words , exploits a specific dimension of 
the Hobbesian state of nature in wh ich man is said to existas a wo lf to other men (homo 
hominis lupus). ln the brut ish state of nature, which in Hobbes's Leviathan precedes the 
establishment of sovereign power, there is no "natural right" or dominance of the strong
est over the weakest (e.g. The Professor) as the latter is always capable of slaying the 
strongest with a weapon. 

lt is precisely this violent mode of radical equality that, as Giorgio Agam ben observes, 
provides a foundat ion for the sovereign power of the state. The sovereign, namely, pre
serves the natural right "to do anything to anyone, which now appears as the right to 
punish".45 The Professor, on the other hand, in playing the "wolf" against the "Leviathan", 
desires to assert his absolute state of impunity by means of threatening to kill himself 
(and others) . ln doing so, The Professor seems to confirm the conclusion of Agamben 
that our convent ional mode of conceiving the political realm in terms of citizens' rights, 
free wi ll and social contracts is mistaken. From the point of view of sovereignty, the only 
authentic realm of politics will be that of bare life; that is to say, the state of exception 
where the rule of law is suspended .46 The PREC represented such a state of exception 
during which the power of the Portuguese government was provisional at best or, to 
put t his different ly, the politica l structure of the sovereign state remained in content ion. 
There were those in the Portuguese situation who sought to prolong this state of excep
tion in order to keep the momentum of the social and cultura l revolution going and 
there were those who sought to momentarily intensify the state of exception in order 
to strengthen the repressive powers of t he government. To pursue such a "strategy of 
tension" is to incite chaos in order to beget order and it is this st rategy that Mr Vladimir 
prods Verloc to implement as agent provocateur. 47 

ln Douglas's film insta llat ion the quest ion of the limits of sovereign power - the 
threshold where the relation between law and violence begins to dissolve - surfaces 
on several levels. We have already seen, for instance , how the film installat ion vacillates 
on this very threshold of disassociation , withholding the spectator 's full access to the 
transcendental subject -position of classical narrative cinema . Recall, for instance, the 
doubled shot in wh ich Verloc, and the viewer, were aggressively interpellated by Mr 
Vladimir. 48 Furthermore, The Professor's very derision of the "filthy multitude " makes 
clear that his "transcendental " position - Ossipon's words - is not capable of releasing 
The Professor from a debil itating fear that his autonomy is but an illusion. He is terrified 
that this multitude will remain unmoved by an eventua l deed of self- immolation and 
that , so to speak, he will pass into the darkness without leaving a trace in history. 

With its characters constantly balancing on the threshold of disappearance in the 
"immense multitude " of the London streets, Conrad 's The Secret A9ent quest ions not 
only the abil ity of writing to translate events into words, but also the capaci t y of words 
to propel humans into action. ln particu lar, the anarch ist doctrine of "propaganda by the 
deed" is submitted to the thorough ly corros ive effect of Conrad's iron ie style . The tale 
t hat Conrad set to paper in 1906 had been triggered by a st range anecdote: the "already 
old story " of a failed attempt by an anarch ist to blow up the Greenwich Observatory , 
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site of the Prime Meridian, the central point of global time, on 15 February 1894.49 ln his 
''Author's Notes", Conrad would describe this botched act of terrorism as "an absurd 
cruelty" and he was struck by the impossibility "to fathom its origin by any reasonable 
or unreasonable process of t hought ... so that one remained faced by the fact of a man 
blown to bits for nothing even most resembling an idea, anarchistic or other". 50 

What attracted Conrad, then, to the event of 1894 was its "mad", inscrutab le char
acter, a phenomenon that provides a common basis to ail his tales. Typicaily, as Edward 
Said has explained, the narrative structure of Conrad's navels is built upon "the swapped 
yarn, the historical report, the commonly exchanged legend, the musing reco llection". 51 

Yet, what sets these staries apart is the obscure kernel at their centre. lnvariably, the 
topic of Conrad's writing is "iilusory, or shadowy, or dark: that is, whatever by nature 
is not easy to see".52 lt was to this incomprehensible crime, th is inassimilab le act, that 
The Secret Agent had to respond: its writing was a "necessity" for Conrad. The anar
chist bombing had possibly been intended as an assault on the geopolitical organisat ion 
of time itself, but even though, as Conrad observed, t he outer wail of the Greenwich 
Observatory did not even receive a scratch, it st iil seemed as if a rift in time needed to 
be repaired: "st range forms, sharp in out line but imperfectly apprehended, appeared 
and claimed atten t ion as crystals wiil do by their bizarre and unexpected shapes."53 At 
last he succeeded in reconst ructi ng the "gris ly skeleton" of the puzzling event, but even 
then the bones kept crumbling under his hands like dust. 

Take, for instance , the journalis t ic report that Ossipon reads in the final chapter of 
The Secret Agent. The newspaper relates in sensational terms the fact of Mrs Verloc's 
suicide (for which Ossipon, in part, bears the blame): "An impenetrable mystery seems 
destined to hang for ever over this act of madness or despair!" (p. 435). Until the very 
end of the book, those few words - "an impenetrable mystery" - wiil obsessively repeat 
themselves in Ossipon's mind, driving him to despair. Ossipon of ail people, t he ex-med
ical student , who prided himself on the "scient ific" bent of his mind. Previously, he had 
imperiously diagnosed Stevie as a "degenerate" while invoking the anthropometric the
ory of Cesare Lombroso, but now his "scientific" mindset has been inftected towards 
himself, forcing him to gaze upon "the mystery of a human brain pulsating wrongfully to 
the rhythm of journalistic phrases" (p. 441). His state of mental decomposition becomes 
mocked by a mechanical piano in t he corner of the café that strikes up the incongruous 
melody of a waltz. 54 

This "impenetrab le mystery" that haunts Conrad's characters (and is symptomat
ic of his modernist, self-reftexive style) will never be fu lly dispeiled. Ali that is revealed 
in Conrad's navels, to quote Said once aga in, is "the exact contours of t his obscurity". 55 

What remain forever out of reach and, as a result, ail the more desirable are those blank 
spaces projected within Conrad's narrat ives: a visual realm that exists beyond words 
and where, in Said's words, an "uncomplicated coïncidence between intention, word 
and deed" might be achieved. 56 Recurrent figures of such blankness in Conrad's writ 
ing are those empty spaces on early colon ial maps, which are marked as terra incognito. 
These cartographie expanses provided Conrad with a metaphor of those abst ract spac
es beyond inscription where ail dissension between language and reality has dissolved. 
What is "obscure" may threaten the integrity of one's self, but it also contains t he poten
tial to repair t he rifts within t he community of man, to restore human agency. Hence, in 
an iron ie twist, t he room of The Professor is described as having "nothing on the wails 
but the paper, an expanse of arsenical green ... with stains resembling faded maps of 
uninhabited continents" (p. 428). 
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IV. "She had become aware of a ticking sound " 

Upon Winnie's first appearance in the film, she notices that a clock in the cinema 
lobby has stopped. She knocks on it, but the second hand refuses to move. This will 
prove to be a key scene when, later, Verloc dies in the same room. Ail seems quiet at 
first, until Winnie hears a sound like the ticking of a clock. She looks at the wall clock, 
which is still broken, and below, the corpse of Verloc: blood is dripping with regular 
intervals upon the ftoor, producing the ticking sound. This scene is modelled very closely 
on the nove! and it condenses a major preoccupation of the nove! with the subjective 
experience of time, which in Douglas's case is extended to connect with the curious 
temporality of the revolutionary event in which time itself becomes arrested. 

Conrad's narrative implies that the only "revolutionary" in the story is Win nie. That 
is to say, she is the only one to fully renounce the bonds of civil society. She murders 
her husband after he caused the death of her beloved brother Stevie in a bombing 
attempt that went awry. This first death cancelled her "contract with existence" as she 
had only accepted marriage as a way to take care of the helpless Stevie. The second 
death would set her free, if only momentarily. Her killing of Verloc is described by Conrad 
as a sudden act of vengeance, more spontaneous than premeditated. Upon hearing the 
news of Stevie's death, Winnie is at first stunned. "Mrs Verloc gazed at the whitewashed 
wall. A blank wall - perfectly blank. A blankness to run at and dash your head against" 
(p. 347). This blankness ind icates the complete dissolution of her consciousness into 
a form of "bare lite", akin to the deceased Stevie, who was now reduced to a "heap of 
mixed things, which seemed to have been collected in shambles and rag shops". The 
"shattering violence of destruction", brought about by the bomb that exploded too soon, 
"had made of that body a heap of nameless fragments" (p. 122). She will need to take 
another step before this transformation is complete. Only when she kills Verloc has she 
"become a free woman with a perfection of freedom which left her nothing to desire and 
absolutely nothing to do .. . She was a woman enjoying her complete irresponsibility and 
endless leisure, almost in the manner of a corpse. She did not move, she did not think" 
(pp. 374-75). Nevertheless, for Winnie the passage of time would not be stalled for long 
and the dripping of blood would return her to her daily surroundings. 
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of explosion. 
Alfred Hitchcoc k, 
Sabotage, 1936 
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On which t ime was Portuguese society running in 1974? The author itarian Estado 
Novo had clung to a colonial polit ics of lusotropica lism, which was woefully out of step 
with history. Not only had the Portuguese government not undergone the democratic 
reforms that had taken place in other Western European nations, but its reliance on the 
exploi t ation of its overseas territories kept the local economy in astate of underdevelop
ment. Due to the dire state of the Portuguese economy, a mass exodus of workers took 
place during the 1960s, and this flow of migrant labour only began to taper off in 1973, 
a year before the revolution, due to the oi l crisis. ln light of these circumstances, a corn
mon viewpoint on both the left and the right was that Portugal had some "catching up" 
to do. The country was said to lag behind either the European Economie Community or 
"rea lly exist ing" socialism . 

But to what "time", exact ly, did Portugal need to catch up? For some, the Carnation 
Revolution was fated to repeat the French history of May 1968 in which the labour 
unions and the Communist Party wou ld forge a compromise with the established system 
of representational po litics . ln the aftermat h, the more radical, extrapa rliamentary 
movements would either attempt to forge a "secondary society " of autonomous zones 
and collectives or they would go "underground" as terrorist ce lls, resulting in a fetishism 
of revolutionary violence that, witting ly or unwittingly, worked to the advantage of a 
strategy of tension. 57 For others , such as t he conservat ive Samuel P. Huntington, the 
Portuguese revo lution belonged to a tradition of political reformation within bourgeois 
society, rather than a genealogy of political revolution that is enact ed between opposing 
social classes and groups. 58 For him, 1974 initia ted a "Third Wave of Democ ratization" 
that wou ld travel across t he world, washing over Latin America and t he Asian Pacifie, 
before crashing ashore in Eastern Europe after the collapse of the Soviet Union. 59 Only 
in two cases, Portugal and Romania, he argues, did a "revo lutionary upheaval " occur, 
but in all cases the methods of democracy held sway through a consensual process of 
negot iat ion and compromise. There was, in his opin ion, no other way. 

But to posit that "there is no other way", as Huntington did, is to redu ce the potentiality 
of the Portuguese situation to a mere actuality . lt does not matter whether one argues, 
like Debord, that 1974 repeated 1968 or, like Huntington, that 1974 anticipated 1989. If 
Debord's perspective sounds more fatalistic, and Huntington's more optimistic, it is t he 
latter that is more dire. The consensus society that he applauds creates a people that , as 
Jacques Rancière has obse rved, is only present in the form of its statis t ical reduction. 60 lt 
is a peop le transformed into an object of knowledge and predict ion t hat leaves no space 
for the appearance of po lemics . Wha t is no longer vis ible, therefore, wi t hin the closed 
system of total representation that is consensus society , is the theatre of politics as such; 
that is to say, a space of demonstration where a litigious speech act might express a 
wrong that is not , as yet , recognised as an admissible form of argumentation before the 
pub lic tribune of a "consensual " people. The role of Winnie in The Secret Agent is to help 
us remember how such litigious speech acts might emerge in a revolutionary setting. To 
th is purpose , we shall encounter some of her doub les in the field of militant film. But first 
there is yet another clock that needs resett ing. 

Wi t h the end of the Bretton Woods system of monetary management in 1971, t he 
transition from a Fordist to a post-Ford ist organisat ion of cap italism was well under way, 
paving the way for the emergence of a neoliberal ideology of free markets and pr ivate 
entrepreneurship. As a result the very temporality of capita lism itself wou ld undergo a 
muta t ion. Whe reas in industrial capitalism a notion of analytic time served as the external 
measure of the labour process (t he clock time of manufactur ing), in post-Fordism it is 
qualitative time (temporality as the constitutive matrix of the social as a whole) that 
becomes the substance of social reproduction . Constitutive time is interna lised within 
the capitalist syst em t hrough the product ion, valorisation and management of "forms of 
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life". Or, to use Antonio Negri's more exact phrase, "in real subsumption the matter of 
command is social time".61 

What this means, in fact, is that post-Fordism consists of a revolution within a revolu
tion. ln short, it was the worker's struggle within the Fordist system that forced employ
ers to respond with their own technological "revolutions" in the organization of work .62 

The resistance of the workers thus played itself out on two levels. On the one hand, a 
widespread "strategy of refusai" led to new forms of political subjectivity that sought the 
"appropriation of free time, liberation from the constraints of factory command, and the 
search for a new community" .63 We might recall, at this point, that Conrad would accuse 
the anarchists in his novel of being simply lazy, unfit for the discipline of labour: "For 
obviously one does not revoit against the advantages and opportunities of that state, 
but against the price which must be paid for the same in the coin of accepted morality, 
self-restraint, and toil" (p. 78). Yet, according to a well-known thesis of post-workerist 
theory, the refusai of work cou Id not last as revolutionary strategy. The alternative soci
ety of the 1970s that established its own autonomous zones and forms of lite would ulti
mately be absorbed back into the new productive processes and communication forms 
of post-Fordism. And although Negr i and others developed this analysis in relation to 
the political landscape of lta ly, it is not difficult to see similar tendencies at work in Por
tugal du ring the PREC. 

Dur ing the Carnation Revolution, like France in May 1968, Portuga l was alive with 
the ambition to capture the process of the revolution on film, to record the multitude 
in the act of rebellion .64 To this end, severa l militant filmmakers in Portugal, including a 
few foreigners such as Robert Kramer and Thomas Harlan, would employ the shooting 
methods of direct cinema by following certain ind ividuals and collective groups as 
they tried to assert control over the path of the revolution. ln regard to Scenes from the 
Glass Struggle in Portugal, Kramer, for instance, commented that "superficially, when 
you get to Portugal you look to the political groupings to lead you through the maze".65 

Yet, it is an illusion, he claims, that the revolution is fought on the parliamentary level; 
this misconception is created and reinforced by the "bourgeois media". What he wanted 
to investigate, instead, was how deep the roots of the revolution extended among the 
people. What was happening in Portugal on the molecular level of everyday life? For 
the American filmmaker was convinced that Portugal was undergoing a truly "popular 
revolutionary process" that was taking place outside the representational system of the 
traditional parties and trade unions. ln holding this conviction, Kramer showed himself 
to be child of the New Left movement in the US. Previously, he had worked with the 
New York Newsreel collective and then proceeded to make two docu-fictions, /ce and 
Milestones, which explored the set of "new subjectivities" that emerged during the 1960s 
and 1970s out of a communa l "refusai of work" and "reappro pr iation of leisure time". 
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ln contrast to the fear of the streets expressed by Conrad 's characters in The Secret 
Agent, Kra mer wanted to descend into the streets with his camera in order to celebrate 
the destabilising power of the multitude he expected to find there. But how to find a way 
through this maze? Purely by chance the film team encounters a middle-aged, working
class woman at the meeting of a neighbourhood council in Lisbon and they decide to 
follow her [1mg. KJ. "So a thread would develop" and the woman becomes the Ariadne of 
the story, enabling Kramer to script his film: ''A web emerges. That wou ld be the ideal 
film, where the revolutionary process was actually reffected in people's lives. Not just 
gotten at in interviews, but where you actually see the process."66 The woman is filmed 
at the market selling ffowers, within the domestic circle of her family that lives in a 
squatted building, and as a member of the multitude during various demonstrations. 
One of the more compe lling aspects of the film is the manner in which it reveals how 
this woman acquires a more confident voice that is capable of audibly demanding 
an equitable share in the democratic society -to-come. Yet, as the movie progresses, 
the tide of the revolution turns [1mg. LJ. She senses that the autonomous movement of 
neighbourhood and workers ' councils is losing power and we see her becoming ever 
more fearful of her future. 

Likewise in Harlan's Torre Be/a a documentary portrait is provided of an agrarian 
workers ' commune. ln one scene, a representative of the commune negotiates with a 
radical wing of the MFA seeking permission to occupy the estate. Yet, in a remarkab le 
inversion of the order between law and fact, the army officer replies: "First, you occupy 
and the law will follow " [1mg. MJ. Even though this advice would prove mistaken, there 
could be no clearer statement of how the multitude becomes a sovereign "people" 
through the appropriation of a territory. Between the universal rights of man and the 
rights to citizenship lies the no-man's-land of astate of exception in which sovereign law 
is suspended. Torre Be/a shows a community striving to decide upon a new relationship 
between those dual rights and, in one of the more fascinating moments of the film, 
the workers invade the home of the landowner, trying on their new identities as vocal, 
political subjects by litera lly donn ing the clothes of their former oppresser [1mg. NJ. Yet, 
what began as an encomium to the Carnation Revolution ended , like Scenes from the 
Class Struggle in Portugal, with a eulogy to a failed, utopian experiment. 

"Of course, all of this arrives late," Serge Daney would write after seeing Torre 
Bela.67 Although he is stunned by the precision of the film - rarely, he admits , has he 
seen such a faithful portrait of the making and unmaking of a "singular collectivity , 
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itself composed of singularities" - but the fi lm is out of synch with its time. lts mes
sage was sent to a future that is no longer there to receive it. The critical position of 
Daney is complex and cornes at the end of a lengthy debate in Cahiers du cinéma 
abo ut the virtues of militant film versus polit ical cinema. Whereas the militant film, to 
which the work of Kramer was reckoned, would receive higher praise than the work 
of, say, Costa-Gavras, there was one fatal ftaw in the eyes of the Cahiers critics which 
both genres tended to share. Writing of the latter's L'aveu (1970), Jean-Louis Comolli 
would denounce the fact that "everything must be 'received' by the spectator as t hough 
happening before his eyes, in his presence, in a 'present' wh ich tries to pass itself off as 
that of the 'real' (and not of a film) ".68 What is lacking in such films is not strictly a mat
ter of political content (énoncé) but a failure to intervene on the level of the enunc iative 
structure of the film. This is a well-known argument and I have already shown how the 
installation of The Secret Agent takes cognisance of this critical genealogy, but there is 

more to be said on this topic. 
ln a more recent interview, Comolli would recall that Cahiers du cinéma "ferociously" 

critiqued most militant films that were made during May 1968, but there was one 
impor tant exception : Jacques Willemont's La reprise du travail aux usines Wonder 
(1968), which shows a group of individuals gathering at the entrance to a factory. Ali 
the major characters of the historical event are there - the union organiser, the militant 
student, the factory superviser, the striking workers - and they will engage in one final 
showdown before tiling back to work. 

"lt is a film which, without intending it and probably beyond what the filmmakers 
had in mind, harboured contradictions. Everybody played their roles. This, indeed, was 
our version of the cinema, where the cinema intervenes in order for everyone to appear 
in the ir true social and ideological situation, playing their proper roles, and doing so, 
as is often the case, to utter perfection ... The presence of the cinema induces a field 
of attraction, a magnetic field in wh ich things appear as they really are ... there is an 

inscription of the real here."69 

Once again, as in Scenes from the Glass Struggle in Portugal, an anonymous wom
an speaks out, becoming the centre of attention. She ftails against the betrayal of the 
others who seem willing to give up everything they had been fighting for. Refusing to 
return to work, she holds firm while the others turn their backs upon her and crowd 

towards the factory gate . 
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"This type of cinematic situation is not only unrepeatable," Comolli declares, "it is 
not even capable of being prolonged." Sure enough, but as I stated earlier, the point 
of The Secret Agent is not to repeat the daims of politica l cinema or the mil itant film, 
but to play off their similarities and differences. And in that sense, The Secret Agent is 
as patent as Lo reprise and Scenes from the C/oss Struggle in Portugal in its capacity 
to provide a mise en scène of the revolut ion and staff it with allegorical figures . And 
like Lo reprise, most of these figures are doomed to repeat the same old patterns of 
political behaviour_ Except, t hat is, one singular character_ "From a certain point of 
view," the Assistant Commissioner observes in the navel, "we are here in the presence 
of a domestic drama" (p. 314). A point of view that Stan Douglas would probably have 
us share, but only if we remain aware how the circles of the domestic drama expand far 
beyond the house, the household, and the business. "Few if any of the characters in The 
Secret Agent", Douglas notes, "are able to grasp what was unusuai about the Carnation 
Revolution, they ail try to apply old solut ions to what is a new and unique event".70 There 
is only one slight gap that appears in this edifice, opening and closing with each cycle 
of the film. This interval is not simply figured by the central void a round which the film 
is st ructured, the unrepresentable event t hat is always "two weeks later" or "two weeks 
earlier". The absent Stevie is, of course, the placeholder of this empty spot; he is placed 
on the threshold where the "closed system" of sovereignty opens onto the outside of a 
bare lite. Nevertheless, it is Winnie Verlac who cornes closest to passing through to the 
other side, even though she will eventua lly be cast back from this turbulent zone and 
into the arms of the law due to the treacherous behaviour of Ossipon .71 

V. "Revolution, legality - counter moves 
in the same game ... " 

"They are pl aying a game . They are play ing at not play ing 
agame . If I show them I see th ey are, 1 shall bre ak the ru les 
and the y w ill pun ish me. 1 must play th eir gam e of not seeing 

1 see th e gam e." - R. o_ Laing 

Time and time again, Conrad describes politics as a kind of schizoid game that 
is played according to a fixed set of rules that mask a fundamental set of social 
contradic t ions. The point is never to disrupt this game or, worse, call attention to the 
conventional natu re of its rules or the ground will give out beneath your feet. If the 
world doesn't quite adapt to the expectations of the game, due to such spoilsports 
as the "anarchists", the only proper remedy is to retreat into another, more artificial 
version of the game. At the end of every workday the Assistant Commissioner entered 
his club in order to play agame of whist. His partne rs "ail seemed to approach the game 
in the spirit of co-sufferers, as if it were indeed a drug against the secret ills of existence" 
(p. 145). Douglas does not replicate this scene, but when Ossipon and The Professor 
debate their respective politica l stand points in a café, the one trying to outwit the other, 
the facing screen shows a game of billiards being played on the other side of the room. 
Later, when the two meet each other in the same bar, The Professor will accuse the other 
revolutionaries of moulding their identities on the social system they propose to negate. 
"You see?" The Professor quips. "You can't even bear to hear anything conclusive . You 
revolutionaries are slaves to convention as much as the pol ice. The police play their 
little games and so do you. But I don't." And earlier on, when Ossipon is caught citing a 
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passage from R.D. Laing's Knots, Yundt retorts: "R.D. Laing is an ass ... Like ail relativists 
he refuses to take a position. He wants to be on everybody's side."72 

To be disappointed by the game of politics is one thing, but Conrad demonstrates 
that it is even more tragic to mistake the nature of the game one is involved in. 
Verloc realised too late that his wife was net playing along with him; that, indeed, she 
was no longer playing at all. lt's all the more ironie that the chameleonic Verloc would 
become the dupe of his own game of deception. lsn't it the speciality of the secret 
agent to appear to be playing a game that one is not? Severa! such situations are 
sketched out in The Secret Agent whereby an inferior pays lip service to the ru les of 
his superiors, while try ing to continue a more profitable game on the side. The greater 
evil that lurks beneath all these games is, of course, that of a total freedom in which 
identities are lost within a "coruscating whirl of circles". 

As I have noted, not everyone predicted that the Carnat ion Revolution would end 
in "cosmic chaos". History would merely repeat itself according to already established 
patterns. Henry Kissinger, for instance, said to Mario Soares, chairman of the Socialist 
Party, that he was destined to be Alexander Kerensky. (The simile would prove wrong, 
of course, as the "Kerenskys won" in Portugal, to Huntington's great satisfaction. 73) 

Likewise, as Douglas has observed, few, if any, of the characters in The Secret Agent 
comprehend what is singular about the events they are living through, but that does 
not entai! that "revolution" and "legality" are indeed simply counter-moves in the same 
game. Conrad was eager to dismiss the revolutionary doctrine - whether commun ist or 
anarchist - that it is possible to completely destroy the sovereign order of legality and, 
thereby, gain access to a realm beyond all conftict. If both Conrad and the revolutionaries 
of his time were correct in connecting the revolutionary moment to an arrest of time, 
a stopping of the clock, they were both mistaken in grasping "legality" and "revolution" 
as either each other's antithesis or each other's complementary. ln deploying such 
notions as the radical out -of-field and bare life in relation to Douglas's The Secret Agent, 
1 have suggested that we need to comprehend the nature of this suspension of time 
(and legality) in other ways. The Portuguese revolution took place on the thresho ld of 
the post-Fordist society and what occurred during this prolonged state of exception 
holds many messages for our own present. If not the ange! of history, Winnie is at the 
very least the messenger who constantly circles a round this void. She is thereby able to 
invoke those other, nameless women of revolutionary time that we have encountered in 
the movies of, among others, Robert Kramer. Together they join hands in calling across 
the brink of t ime. 




