136 Book Reviews

We learn that the BNF has become the owner of a sizeable part of his personal library and
of a certain number of realia, including the table at which La Societe’ du Spectacle was written
— a worthy rival to Shelley’s guitar, once on show at the British Museum. The most
remarkable item, however, consists of his notes de lecture written on more than 1,400 cata-
logue cards and sheets of paper. They contain phrases or paragraphs that were excerpted not
so much for the sake of memory as to be actually used, often as detournement — the practice
of redeploying existing texts in a new context (for example, the opening of La Societe du
Spectacle, though unattributed, is a modified version of the opening of Das Kapital). The
notes were sorted in files with labels such as “Poetry etc.” or “Machiavelli and Shakespeare”,
and could be rearranged as part of a working file for a new book or film. In this way, a wide
variety of authors contributed unwittingly to a modern Good Old Cause.

The natural question as to what extent the papers are complete would seem to have a
two-fold answer. On the one hand, Guy and Alice Debord never concealed the fact that
they consciously destroyed documents, in particular letters, towards the end of his life.
On the other hand, it is simply astonishing how much is there, given the circumstances
in which Debord used to move. Even those who were aware of the importance he
attached to letters will have been impressed by the number now in print; indeed, the
Correspondance has opened up a quite substantial new part of his oeuvre to most readers.
Of course, both our losses and our gains are closely related to the sense of history,
including of his own history, that permeates everything. As in life, so in death he wanted
to project a certain personality, with the complicity of his widow — it was just a matter of
consistency.

In over thirty contributions, mostly relatively brief, the authors of the richly illustrated
catalogue comment on aspects of the archive and look at a number of topics it illuminates. In
addition to his personal papers, Debord held considerable parts of the records of the
movements he belonged to. Meanwhile, a rough archival description has appeared on
the website of the BNE By way of an epilogue, the catalogue contains Alice Debord’s Vers
d’alcools renversés and her husband’s notes for an unpublished pamphlet, Les erreurs et les
échecs de M. Guy Debord, par un Suisse impartial, which was designed as a devastating
examination of everything he did or did not do in his life, from the perspective of an admirer
of present-day society. In a universe that owed as much to Jonathan Swift as to Georges Sorel,
he had every opportunity to lay smoke screens and to feed myths, to friends and foes alike. It
is a fitting conclusion to an exhibition that in its title ambiguously refers to the art of war,
which brings together strategy, deception, and aristocratic values much appreciated by
someone who profoundly despised bourgeoises and bourgeois.
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This study of the business of transatlantic migration between Europe and the
United States combines elements of social history, economic history, and business history
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to analyze a complex historical development. It is a first book and sometimes
resembles a revised dissertation, but it provides an enormous amount of useful infor-
mation and interesting new perspectives on one of the largest mass migrations in
human history.

Keeling starts by noting that the near absence of legal barriers to migration before 1914
makes the underlying processes easier to see. He argues that too little attention has been
paid to how the physical organization of transoceanic travel shaped the volume and
patterns of migration and he sets out to rectify that failure. One-third of all migrants to
the United States (and its colonial-era predecessors) arrived in the fifteen years between
1900 and the closing of the Atlantic to free migration after 1914, and it was the growth of
an enormous shipping business that made that possible. And it was this mass migration
which made the growth of the transatlantic shipping business possible, so it is the
intersection of commerce and migration that provides the focus of Keeling’s study.
Keeling argues that migration histories rarely try to take an overview of the entire pro-
cess, and business histories rarely try to focus on all transatlantic passenger traffic rather
than individual firms or the whole shipping industry. Combining these two overviews is
what enables Keeling to provide new insights into what really happened, instead of the
kinds of assumptions that have pervaded historical overviews up until now. And it is
the ocean voyage which was the one universal in transatlantic migration, regardless of the
ethnicity, place of origin, or destination of the migrants.

Any such overview has to start with the transport revolution of the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. Steam engines and steel-hulled ships cut travel times and
increased safety reduced the risks and discomforts of migration, making real mass
migration possible, and Keeling’s close attention to ship conditions adds a great deal to
what we already knew about the process — especially how it affected migrants and
influenced decisions to emigrate. Contrary to the assumptions of previous researchers,
Keeling shows that increasing numbers did not result from declining fares (in fact the
fares increased), but from the declining risks associated with migration as potential
emigrants acquired more and better sources of information (especially as more and
more of them had friends and relatives who had already migrated and who had access
to reliable and cheap transatlantic postal services). Travel became increasingly faster
and safer, and chain migration meant that migrants could count on increasing help
upon arrival in the US (he reports that 94 per cent of arrivals in this period reported
that they were migrating to join a friend or relative already in the US). All this was
magnified by the increasing opportunities provided by the rapidly expanding US labor
market. While migration costs in terms of travel fares actually rose slightly over
time, the high wage differentials between regions of emigration in Europe and the US
meant that migration costs, including lost income while migrating, could usually be
recouped in a few months of working in the US. So relocation costs were hardly
any hindrance to transatlantic migration, despite the attention paid to them by
previous historians. Keeling clearly demonstrates that the most crucial factor in the
whole process was the voracious demand for labor, and especially unskilled labor, by
American industry.

That being so, Keeling suggests that this turns the usual question of why so many
people chose to emigrate on its head, and asks rather why many more people did not
choose to do so. The growth of transatlantic migration in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries closely tracked the growth of population on both sides of the Atlantic
and never matched the proportion relative to the receiving population reached in the
1850s. Keeling carefully examines barriers to migration, both perceived and real. The
increasing safety of transatlantic travel did not obviate some very spectacular accidents
that took hundreds of lives at a time. Third-class transatlantic travel (steerage) became less
uncomfortable over time, but it was still an intimidating prospect. Then too, a significant
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proportion of migrants to the US experienced failure (or even disaster) for a variety
of reasons, and the same information networks that led some potential migrants to
decide to go led other potential migrants to conclude that the very real risks involved
in making the move were too great for them to try it themselves. Keeling provides a
thorough analysis of the rewards, risks, and strategies involved in migrating across the
Atlantic Ocean, along with an analysis of how they changed over time. Here, as in
the earlier discussion of the transportation revolution, Keeling extends his focus back
to the middle and late nineteenth century — an extension that is essential to the success of
his study.

The increasing numbers of migrants over the not-so-long run meant that, despite the
sharp short-term decline during economic slow-downs in the US, it was more
than worthwhile for the handful of shipping companies who dominated transatlantic
travel to invest in bigger, faster, and more comfortable ships capable of handling this
growth. Keeling’s attention to strategies by migrants is thus paralleled by his attention to
strategies by shipping companies — their competition, conferences, combinations,
fare wars, and renewed efforts to manage competition in non-threatening ways. This
portion of the book moves away from social history, but provides an essential basis for
understanding it.

One of the perennial themes of US immigration history is that of moves to limit,
control, or even halt immigration via government action, and Keeling devotes a lot of
attention to this. He shows how American industry’s demand for unfettered access to
European labor pools — combined with the political interests of immigrant citizens in
keeping the gates open for their friends and relatives back home — managed to sidetrack
attempts to limit the numbers of immigrants into efforts to control their quality.
And even then the increasingly strict prerequisites for admission resulted in only min-
iscule impediments — as almost all arrivals passed through their inspections successfully.
Indeed, the most common result of a powerful push towards quantitative restrictions was
the establishment of yet another commission to investigate the issue.

Keeling shows that even economic downturns helped to stabilize the business
infrastructure of migration because large numbers of immigrants simply returned to Europe
when they faced extended unemployment in the US — with returnees helping to compensate
the shipping lines for the reduced traffic to the US. He shows that even without economic
downturns, ease of travel meant that not only were there large numbers of migrants who had
achieved their goals in the US and who returned home to enjoy the fruits of their success (an
increasing proportion of migrants to the US in the early twentieth century), but that there
was an increasing pattern of migrants returning to Europe and then repeating their migration
one or more times. In the first years of the twentieth century 18 per cent of arrivals from
northern Europe and 12 per cent of those from southern Europe reported that they had been
in the US before and their proportion continued to increase over time.

Some of the material, such as that about return and repeat migration, may sound
familiar in this summary form, but Keeling consistently introduces fresh material and
insights that make even the most familiar sounding portions worth our careful con-
sideration. There are no exciting narratives to be found here and his prose is hardly
scintillating, but Keeling has produced a valuable book here that should be of interest to
all migration historians and which belongs in everybody’s research library.
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