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1 - THE GHOST MANIFESTO

THERE ARE HUMANS STALKING THE WORLD OF SPECTERS. They want
something from these spirits, and they return again and again to them,
seemingly relentless. This is obvious everywhere you look, especially in
narrative film in the global market but also in all the ruminations over
digital transformation in the world over an ethereal realm of numbers and
representation, which seems to almost beckon for metaphors of ghosts
and spirits. That humans are stalking the spirit world is apparent every-
where you look, although I myself, at least in my capacity as a finite mortal,
cannot look everywhere.

And yet there is a certain value to embracing that fact, and instead
turning to look nowhere, no place. This series of meditations on the past
in Thailand, Ethnography #9, is the ninth in a series of meditations on no
place, the previous editions of which may or may not have ever existed.

There are humans stalking the spirit world. This is not restful, nor a
sign of rest, nor something that can rest or be put to rest. The digital in-
stantiation of social realities proliferates with such obvious relentlessness,
and there are groping critical hands reaching for the spirit world, and this
will not stop or lie still. And what is owed in return?

How do you understand this spirit world? Is the spirit world fiction? Is
it true but unknowable? Is the spirit world a product of primitive fetish-



ism or simply inappropriate subject matter for enlightened social science
to engage with, or is there some other way in which it is to be separated,
barred?

And what are you, then, in relation to it?

Dubbing the Numberstream

You would not know at first glance that the room is actually built of old
teak boards, because the old wood is shellacked to a point approaching
vinyl. The house is built to last. For insurance, there are photos of family
ancestors, kings, and Buddhist saints hung all along one wall as well as
bright-red protective flags hung near every door on which arcane inscrip-
tions of numbers and sacred alphabets are inked into complex matrices
designed to cheat fate.

The brand-new flat-screen here in this Northern Thai house plays over
and over the images from exactly halfway around the world of two planes
crashing into New York City, of explosions, of two tall white buildings
tumbling down and lashing out with giant paws of dust.

Kamnoi, in her sixties with failing eyes, is latched to the set. With her
notebook and pen in hand, she searches the screen through big frog-
goggle glasses. Her jet-black wig is tilted off-kilter, but she takes no no-
tice. A plane hits; she writes down the time. A building crashes; that gets
jotted down too. The colors of the smoke, the shape of the rubble, and
the numbers estimated to have died, all these are inscribed as quickly as
Kamnoi can perceive them or can receive information from the on-the-fly
Thai translations of live video feed that chime in and out of the foreign
broadcast almost randomly.

Interpretation runs in her family. As a young woman she would attend
the backyard cinema her neighbor would set up on Sundays, where it was
her uncle who served as the voiceover translator and dubber for Holly-
wood films, although he knew no English. Sitting in the back, throwing
his voice through a pa system, he would ventriloquize whatever he decided
the characters might be saying to each other. A deep voice for men, a high
voice for women. The drama did not suffer, Kamnoi has insisted on several
occasions.

Her notebook is a mess of observations, readings, and numbers. “These
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are the raw events,” she explains. “The rawness is the misfortune. But it
leaves a hole in the world. And to that hole of extraordinary misfortune,
fortune is drawn. Then you have to pull out the cooked meaning, and you
get the number.”

As Kamnoi moves quickly but calmly, my own mind is spinning politi-
cal nightmare stories and future scenarios (which, it so happened, paled
in comparison to reality). I am comforted by Kamnoi’s combination of as-
surance in the future and her whatever-will-be-will-be attitude. If she gets
the right numbers, she will know soon enough.

But in a few days it will become apparent that they are not the right
numbers. Actually, she could have won if she had not spent today decod-
ing her Tv setand had instead gone out to the market, where she normally
would have gone had none of this happened exactly halfway around the
world. If she were in the market, she would be privy to the general con-
sensus, which is short and sweet not to mention correct. There are four
planes, and two buildings have gone down. Four and two are the hot num-
bers. Everyone in the local market is going to clean up.

Meanwhile, the bet takers in the local underground lottery (which uses
the last numbers of the government lottery number drawing) will lose big
and almost be bankrupted, as sometimes happens when a large social
body cooks the raw event in just the right way.

Kamnoi is one of innumerable people in her rural Northern Thai dis-
trict who spend a considerable portion of their lives attending to the world
for the numerical communications lying behind its appearances. And it is
2001 by Christian accounting, which is not quite foreign to her or anyone
around here, where it is also 2544 in the Buddhist calendar. It does seem
like the first year of a new millennium. But we are not going forward much
here. This is, more or less, the end. That millennium will not ever come,
as we know. But here, now, near the end of time for Kamnoi, opportuni-
ties for numerical perception come while she is reeling from the financial
catastrophe of the Asian financial crisis that has just unfolded over recent
years. This happens to be a place severely impacted by the spread of neo-
liberal discourses of financial liberalization, which set up conditions of
capital free-flow and financial panic and set in motion a painful aftermath
of unemployment, inflation, and economic stagnation that is still very
much present now, materially, as the trade towers come crashing down.
And that was that. War, destruction, hate, loudness, the end of the human
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race, and the destruction of the planet followed, and we all know how that
turned out, so we will not go further into all that came after life was over.

Instead it is here, in this conjuncture between two different lives of
numbers, and on this exact position in the line of past time, that I wish
to drop the question of fantasy and the real. On one side lies financial
liberalization, with its global imagination about a most abstract sense of
monetary value that was to be set free to live as pure number in a deter-
ritorialized and digitally mediated virtual environment in which it could
roam and trade freely without limit. On the other side are those impacted
by this regime of numbers but who are, in their turn, at least as ardently
engaged in an abstract realm of numbers and fortune, all the more so as
the money has dried up in all other economic forms beyond the quick wins
and losses of gambling on numbers. And there may be, of course, no coin-
cidental relation just at this moment between these two numerical worlds.

But, then again, this is also fiction, because there never was such a
thing as “this moment,” any more than there is a “this moment” now that
itis all over. You can check this for yourself. Just look for the present, and
what you will see is a memory of the near past drifting ever away, crum-
bling, unsteady. There is only the past, and not even that can be grasped.

Still, one might be tempted to cling to something other than time, at
least, as real. One might be tempted to designate these animated realms of
numbers — if we understand Marx’s idea that they are, ultimately, them-
selves also bizarre social containers of labor “time” — as somehow unreal,
yetwith reality effects. What, then, to do with the fact that digital markets
of currency exchange, derivatives, and abstract monetary entities and fu-
tures are traded in nominal volumes that dwarfin thousandfolds the com-
modity economy and occasionally crash with extreme fury to suddenly
scorch people, creatures, land and air and water? Some abstraction, right?
This conjures up something that seems almost an autonomous power: the
notion that abstract time-value exchange realms could be apart in their
nature let alone trickle out from themselves with value.

By contrast, the world of divination, ghosts, and specters is famously
regarded —in certain circles around and about the world — as being wholly
dependent on cultural constitution and only possibly, just possibly, touch-
ing the real occasionally (while many would completely disagree).

But there is, in my estimation, a profound irony involved in a realist
discipline like anthropology as it peers into the realm of fantasy (and this
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is a problem of interpretation compounded by the long-standing associa-
tion of capital with fantasyin critical theory). The problem thatinsists and
intrudes here is how an anthropology of fantasy might tend to cast both
the documentarian of fantasy and the inspected content of fantasy itself
“in the land of the real.” In other words, one presumes that any dream
content that appears before the documentarian’s view is really there, that
is, that the documentarian of fantasy is working with and through “really
existing fantasies” and is not making them up, hallucinating, or even sub-
stantially duped by their own inherent or constructed desires.

Not to mention the belief that we already know that the documentar-
ian, the author, or the writer is her- or himself real, and we already know
very well just what sort of a thing that being is.

No more thought or attention to this matter need detain us. One may
write about fantasy, but what one writes is, on balance, not fantasy but
reality delivered in a realist frame.!

And one knows who or what one is.

This realist frame becomes doubly privileged when we bring fantasy
and capital together, no doubt beginning at least with Marx, or so it seems
to me, and the fanciful images of commodity fetishism that he drew of
men chasing, interacting with, speaking to, and finally bowing down be-
fore animated fantasies of value without seeing that they were, in fact,
their own creations. Of course, in this playful image that Marx causes to
arise, there is a certain sense in which the ardent capitalists imagine noth-
ing but, in fact, accurately perceive the real state of value under a social
regime of commodity fetishism. But what they lack, as Marx makes evi-
dent through his tropes, is a conscious sense of the fantastic to it all, of all
the human creation and the ordering of this codification of desire. Or that
is how I would prefer to phrase it. One could also draw on the colonialist
frame of “fetishism,” the thought-world of the “primitive,” for a trope (or
rather, is it not meant almost literally?) that can capture the lack of enlight-
ened perception into things as they really are.

The extrapolation of Marx’s read on abstract monetary value into other
cultural realms of fantasy has, of course, been much elaborated over the
previous century, especially enabled by Freud’s tactics of dream reading
back to primary messages displaced in dreamwork and all the analogies it
became possible to draw with primary social conflicts and their expression
in the cultural life of groups. Arguably, though, the analysis of dream and
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capital has returned full circle as it contemplates forms of life tendered in
abstract monetary entities; the digitized and globalized realm of financial
communication; and the space, time, territory, and sovereignty it re-forms
and deforms. Figures of the spirit world, the spectral and ethereal, seem
to beg to be used to describe this, and, of course, they have been used,
particularly within critical logics of debt and haunting.

There the spectral functions as metaphor and trope. Famously with
Slavoj Zizek revenants return from death as the “collectors of some un-
paid symbolic debt” and represent “the fundamental fantasy of contempo-
rary mass culture.”? The ethereal is the sovereign metaphor for global em-
pire in the work of Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri.? Cultural geography
hasa “spectral turn” that Emilie Cameron has so pointedly exposed for its
exploitation of spectral imagery that reproduces colonial power relations.*
This tapping into the spirit world in social theory, of course, begins at least
as far back as Marx.

And what if there were a different question than that critically posed
most often to the liberal use of spectral metaphors in thought about the
expanding virtual world? The common reaction to the overuse of spiri-
tualist metaphors to contemplate the digital future is to demand that we
be shown the insides of the black box: the material realities, the precise
wirings and apparatuses, their global routes covered and passed over, and
the social structure that enables their construction in a way that grounds
analyses of the virtual world in actual material relations, networks, or
hardware. In fact, such questions are not inherently inimical to spectral
theory of globalization, as, after all, a notion of an actual physical material
world was, in fact, where Marx seemed to be headed when he first invoked
the images of so-called primitive fetishism and exposed capitalists as new
pagans with occluded vision.

Of course, there was even then, no less than today, nothing entirely
new about the propagation of haunting and scary stories of economic
change, of the bodily and material transmogrification of value into the
fantastical immaterial recomposed into increasingly abstract realms. It is
one of the most common plot movements in the genre of economic horror
stories. Even Adam Smith propagated this fear in his story of money and
its evolution out of barter and trade into equivalency devices of valuable
objects such as gold.” However, that is all backstory; the real story begins
to move at the point where one had to be sure that the gold in the coin was
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pure and was actually the weight claimed. And in order to make this cer-
tain, the sovereign would place his stamp and face upon the gold to certify
its proper value. Eventually, however, what happened was that the stamp
began to become more important than the gold, and the face on the gold
became, with paper currency, value in itself, representing a deposit of gold
held elsewhere. Adam Smith feared the day when value would become all
stamp. .. the face of the sovereign divorced from its material embodiment
like a ghostly visage and trace, seen but not bodily present in the full. At
that point of rupture with the body . ..

an invitation to the wildest speculations. . .

breaks with gravity . . .

without limits, material constraints, while we here, down on earth,
are compelled to live, still in our bodies, and the value we have created is
granted a freedom we can never have.. ..

and then even the ghostly face disappears and only the number re-
mains, virtually without form . ..

and, therefore, a freed human imagination could have the power of
return, to insert itself into the very fabric of the most utilitarian aspects
of human exchange and stake its claim . . .

Insistent and Real

These stories of the Nextworld from the 2500s (the Buddhist era) of ghosts
and numbers, from the times of pre- and postcrashing Thailand, are sto-
ries about something missing, about debt and haunting, about the insis-
tence of a strange hollowness, palpable yet invisible for the most part. This
non-thing that debt and haunting share.

What I mean by that which is missing yet present is not like the status
of reality in fiction, the missing bit of reality-ness in an otherwise convinc-
ing fictional world, that shadowland of narrative where we suspend our
disbelief and therefore experience the strange light of an unreal real. I do
not mean to call attention to similar “fictions” of money and spirits. It is
easy enough to imagine that money has no value apart from that fiction-
ally ascribed to it in a system of convention, commodities, or so-called
fetishism. And it would be easy enough to stress that, at bottom, money,
like ghosts, is empty.
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Of course, when such things are said of money in social science, it is
meant only to heighten our sense of the social reality, that socially, money
is very real, and therefore, in its social space, it impacts people with all the
effects of a socially enforced but therefore also socially changeable reality.

This absence of substance, with all the effects of being substantial,
might be comparable to or even serve as the mirror image of the spirit
world, at least from a certain anthropological perspective. There, too, it is
said, the fictions of spiritual entities are formed in systems of conventions,
shared beliefs, language, and media. For those who believe or inhabit the
“worldview,” there are very real consequences of the agreed fictions of
spirits in social space not to mention in the vibrations of intimate affect.
And this only serves to heighten the reality effect that an anthropological
author can transmit.

But all that social construction, you see, is only one side of the story.
The whole world can seem to be understood with only that side of the
story. Money, persons, the whole world can fit this picture of social con-
struction, with all its people and animals, its forests and seas, its global
connections and disjunctures, its dreamworlds and beliefs, its wired and
wireless networks of information and values circulating over the surface
of the earth. I, too, see that world.

ButI can also see another.

A Haunted Teak Pillar

We all call him Uncle Wua, an old man who listens in on our conversations
under the shade of the stilted house, talk that always makes its way around
to the subject of money. As he is paralyzed, he is laid out there every day
on his bamboo platform to while away the daytime hours. He is always
there, hovering half a meter in the air, an almost-but-not-quite-unnoticed
reminder of the call that ghosts and spirits of the dead have on the wealth
of this world.

Old Uncle Wua had been in good health and spirits back in the 1980s,
when this stilted house was built and the local economy was in the prime
of adolescence and had started to spurt, especially invigorated by those
plugged into the power plant run by the Thai state and staffed by mem-
bers of the most powerful union in the kingdom, the Union of Electricity
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Workers. That was the time when all the building and construction took
off. Years of salaried work had slowly built up in the local economy to what
seemed like a sudden tipping point in the late eighties, when everyone
who could manage would become singularly focused on building the best
house that money could buy.

And nothing was better in the category of best, nothing so signaled the
embodiment of wealth, than wood. Teak, that is. Endangered. Regulated
and therefore usually illegal. Precious beyond compare. You put in an or-
der with the right person (and everyone knows who that is), and the teak
is delivered to the construction site in the middle of the night. No one ever
died at the point of delivery. It was only people out chopping it down in
the forest or people carting it off in pickups or the occasional police officer
who failed to obey the chain of command, pay-oft, and territorial bound-
ary who was offed in some ofthand way, usually by a bullet in the head
and two in the chest, somewhere off in the distance where an ordinary
consumer’s thoughts rarely roamed.

Itis not only the endangered rarity of teak that makes of it such a solid
embodiment of the idea of wealth. It is also that it is, quite plainly, hard.
Solid hardwood that comes from massive, tall trees. Nowadays, as the gov-
ernment has relaxed restrictions on cutting down trees on your own prop-
erty in order to encourage the home cultivation of teak, fields everywhere
in Northern Thailand have become populated with teak trunks arrayed
in something like a military review. You can see almost endlessly into the
depths of the tree grids since the low-lying leaves and branches are shorn
off to encourage faster growth of the trunk, straight up in the air, and for
packing in tighter rows and columns. Before the new government policy,
there was no incentive to plot these graphs of trees since the ordinary per-
son would not risk cutting down teak on his own property, as it would be
obvious who did it, while only the Thai Forestry Department had the legal
right to fell a teak tree.

Of course, teak’s value also derives from its long use and association
with the home, as it makes a great board, hard yet flexible under foot and
weight while also having little expansion or contraction with fluctuations
of humidity compared to many other species. But in matters of building
impressive homes, it is not the usefulness of boards that signals the so-
lidity of value so much as it is the trunk itself. Fronting the home with at
least two columns, like two hard slaps in the face, the solid trunk of teak
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is the only absolutely essential element of an inspiring house. Such pillars
of teak trunk contain the as-yet-unformed potential of the tree and yet are
harvested, in possession, the stored potential of teak wood ready at any
moment to become teak boards, furniture, ornament. It is, in a sense, a
formless, fungible sort of wealth in that it carries the potential to become
many things. For those who can manage, every stilt of the house should
be a big, dense, solid teak trunk, the fatter the better. In the best case, all
the boards of the house should also be teak. Cement should appear only
sparingly, in the bathroom or kitchen perhaps, or perhaps the rear stilts,
or nowhere at all. But most important are the two frontal pillars of solid,
sanded and stained but otherwise uncut trunks of tree.

Few obtain the ideal for the whole house, and Uncle Wua was no ex-
ception, and this is what renders the two frontal pillars all the more im-
portant, as everyone can be sure to be compared there at least. It is there
where you put in your best effort to bring to material fruition the solidity
of your position in the realm of wealth. And as the disciplined rows of new
teak-tree fields have begun to report to duty, it is even more true than ever
to say that, in a sense, one builds one’s house literally out of wealth. Not
just with wealth, but with wealth itself as a building material and the most
important one at that.

Uncle Wua, back in the days when he was in good health, had man-
aged to get two massive teak trunks delivered in the middle of the night.
He was, it turned out, the happiest he ever again would be when he woke
up that morning. They were not tall trunks, as they would only be frontal
pillars to support a small veranda. But they were thick and heavy enough.
Really heavy.

He was, and still is, a nice man, a good man. A guy like that marries
quickly and easily. The mother of the bride likes him as much as her
daughter does and tends to be content with less bride price, or “mother’s
milk” compensation, than she might be were he different. So things like
that go smoothly. But often they do not stay that way because, as with all
good men, there was no avoiding the fact that other ladies would perceive
this good heart as well. And it was not such a bad thing in his mind or in
the minds of most men he knew to occasionally fool around with women.
Or, as it were, many women, or, as it were, rather often, or perhaps the best
way to put it would be practically all the time. His wife would alternate
between knowing it, not wanting to know it, “not knowing it,” getting into
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jealous rages, and gambling here and there in her spare time in quiet des-
peration and treasuring her favorite possessions, most of all a big, thick
gold chain, her favorite piece of jewelry of which she was quite proud.

Things went on like this for her until she died of cancer, as many do in
the area. Soon after, Uncle Wua fell in love. Too soon, it turned out. But he
was sincere enough. He may have even been faithful to her (although he
is not so forthcoming with the personal details the closer the story gets in
time to the incident).

But even after a few years, his wife did not fade from the picture. One
night, a friend came to stay in Uncle Wua’s house for a couple of weeks,
and his wife came as well. Uncle Wua put them up in what had been his
wife’s room. The very first night, as soon as they put the lights out, they
heard creaking footsteps in and around their room but thought nothing
of it as it was probably Wua. But why it sounded like he was in their room,
they could not say. The next night, they went out drinking and on to the
village temple where there was a fair where you could pay to dance with
young women for five baht a dance. Uncle Wua, especially, had a blast
dancing the night away with the women.

But when they all got home, they found, to their great alarm, thatall the
lights, which they had left off, were on brightly in every room. They were
all afraid of robbers, but as they crept up silently to the door and slipped
in, they found no one there. Instead, they found spoons from the kitchen
scattered on the living room floor.

That night, when the couple went to sleep, the husband swore he woke
up, or half woke up, in the middle of the night and saw red eyes peering
at him through the window. The red eyes made him feel faint, and he col-
lapsed back to sleep.

The next day they convinced themselves that it had been a cat, some-
how hanging from a branch, or a dream.

During the next night, the couple woke up together, and with a sudden
shock, they saw looming up over them and right next to the bed the angry
red eyes and the form of a pale woman. At first they could not move away
from the thing at the bedside, the side of the bed that had once been that
of the dead wife. But eventually they regained the use of their muscles
and sprang forth and ran out of the room and out of the house. They had
to be coaxed back in but refused, in any case, to sleep in that room again.

Around that time, Uncle Wua’s new girlfriend came to him, asking him
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