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As Alan Klima writes in Ethnography #9, “there are other possible starting places than the
earnest realism of anthropological discourse as a method of critical thought.” In this experimental
ethnography of capitalism, ghosts, and numbers in mid- and late-twentieth-century Thailand,
Klima uses this provocation to deconstruct naive faith in the “real” and in the material in
academic discourse that does not recognize that it is, itself, writing. Klima also twists the
common narrative that increasing financial abstractions in economic culture are a kind of real
horror story, entangling it with other modes of abstraction commonly seen as less “real,” such as
spirit consultations, ghost stories, and haunted gambling. His unconventional, distinctive, and
literary form of storytelling uses multiple voices, from ethnographic modes to a first-person
narrative in which he channels Northern Thai ghostly tales and the story of a young Thai spirit.
This genre alchemy creates strange yet compelling new relations between being and not being,
presence and absence, fiction and nonfiction, fantasy and reality. In embracing the speculative
as a writing form, Klima summons unorthodox possibilities for truth in contemporary
anthropology.

About the AuthorAlan Klima is Professor of Anthropology at the University of California, Davis,
and author of The Funeral Casino: Meditation, Massacre, and Exchange with the Dead in
Thailand. --This text refers to the hardcover edition.Review“Alan Klima's ethnographic writing
releases a middle zone, an in-between that haunts the kind of thought accreted by Euro-
enlightenment. And it is beautifully done, unfolding, cascading, easing a shift in realism that
starts by troubling a conventionally recognized real, material world and ends up dominated by
the voice of a double, a possession. Ethnography #9 is an amazing and wonderful book by a
masterful and compelling writer.” -- Kathleen Stewart, coauthor of ― The Hundreds“In
Ethnography #9, ghosts dance with social theorists, and the spirit-possessed author juggles
global financial tips along with winning lottery numbers. In Thailand after the financial crash, loan
godmothers, gambling, and unhinging ghosts share the stage with World Bank prescriptions and
market-hogging mega-marts. Alan Klima and his spirit familiar stage a wild experiment in telling
the real by moving out of common sense.” -- Anna Tsing, coeditor of ― Feral Atlas: The More-
than-Human Anthropocene“Ethnography #9 is not about Islam, but the book, the ethnography,
the ethnographer, the possessed writer, and the haunted reader are all confronted by Islam in
the very first instance, by its potential, its catastrophe, its capacities, and its ghosts.... Klima’s
approach is meditative, soulful.” -- Tanzeen Rashed Doha ― Milestones Published On:
2021-01-16“Klima’s brilliant, fantastically moving and seriously haunting book...[is] not just a
book about numbers.... His is, in sum, the story of an uncertain present.” -- Gil Anidjar ―
Milestones Published On: 2021-01-16“Ethnography #9 is, among so many things, a book about



media, mediums, and mediation.... But where media scholars might talk about television as a
window on the world, or about how media disrupts geography by binding near and far, Klima
guides our attention to something else...a gothic ethnography of the screen.” -- Erica Robles-
Anderson ― Milestones Published On: 2021-01-24 --This text refers to the hardcover edition.
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Bibliography IndexACKNOWLEDGMENTSI OWE A TREMENDOUS DEBT, which will
never be repaid, to Bank of America. (Note that parts of this acknowledgment, not to mention the
text that follows it, may be false, and no acknowledgement of actual debt—or intention of
repayment—is intended or implied.) Of course, as will become eminently clear in what is to
follow, the greatest debt of all is to my, as it were, “visitor,” with whom I have struggled for so long.
Rather than cover that debt up by using seamless continuities to selectively write her into the
text, or writing her out for that matter, I leave within the text the traces of our exchanges and
negotiations, the abrupt disjunctures in our conflicting purposes, to remain as material evidence
of this debt to her and to our struggle.I also greatly appreciate the feedback from Joe Dumit,
Marisol de la Cadena, Chris Kortright, Jacob Culbertson, Adrian Yen, Cristiana Giordano, Tarek
Elhaik, anonymous reviewers, and Gisela Fosado, and I especially acknowledge their
recognition that there is value in sometimes contemplating the kind of thought that cannot be
directly stated, but that can be said.1 · THE GHOST MANIFESTOTHERE 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 everywhere 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 instantiation 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 fetishism 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 NumberstreamYou 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 inscriptions 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 notice. 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
Hollywood 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 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 political nightmare stories and future scenarios (which, it so happened, paled in
comparison to reality). I am comforted by Kamnoi’s combination of assurance 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 decoding her TV set and 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 consensus, 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 numbers. 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 district 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, opportunities 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 neoliberal 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 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 deterritorialized 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 coincidental 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 it is 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, crumbling, 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, themselves also bizarre social containers of
labor “time”—as somehow unreal, yet with reality effects. What, then, to do with the fact that
digital markets of currency exchange, derivatives, and abstract monetary entities and futures are
traded in nominal volumes that dwarf in thousandfolds the commodity 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, touching 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 is a problem
of interpretation compounded by the long-standing association of capital with fantasy in critical
theory). The problem that insists 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
substantially duped by their own inherent or constructed desires.Not to mention the belief that
we already know that the documentarian, 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.1And 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
before 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 nothing but, in fact, accurately perceive the real state of value under a
social regime of commodity fetishism. But what they lack, as Marx makes evident 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 enlightened 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 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 Žižek,
revenants return from death as the “collectors of some unpaid symbolic debt” and represent “the
fundamental fantasy of contemporary mass culture.”2 The ethereal is the sovereign metaphor for
global empire in the work of Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri.3 Cultural geography has a



“spectral turn” that Emilie Cameron has so pointedly exposed for its exploitation of spectral
imagery that reproduces colonial power relations.4 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 spiritualist 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.5 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
pure and was actually the weight claimed. And in order to make this certain, 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
remains, 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 RealThese stories of the Nextworld from the 2500s
(the Buddhist era) of ghosts and numbers, from the times of pre- and postcrashing Thailand, are
stories about something missing, about debt and haunting, about the insistence 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 convincing 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 fictionally 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.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
construction, 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.But I can also see another.A
Haunted Teak PillarWe 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 members of the most powerful union in the kingdom, the Union of Electricity 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 order 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-off, and territorial boundary who was offed in some offhand 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.It is 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 government has relaxed
restrictions on cutting down trees on your own property 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
person 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 solidity 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 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 exception, and this is what renders the two frontal pillars all the more important, 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 managed 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 jealous rages,
and gambling here and there in her spare time in quiet desperation 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, that all 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 collapsed back to sleep.The next day they convinced
themselves that it had been a cat, somehow 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
permission to sell the gold chain he had given her. In fact, it had been his former wife’s favorite
chain, and he had had bad dreams from the moment he had first given it to his girlfriend. Now
she wanted to sell his wife’s gold chain to help with the debt payments she was in for with a local
moneylender, which she had contracted in building her own new house. As Uncle Wua was in
the midst of building his, he could hardly fail to sympathize and quickly agreed to the idea.His
wife, apparently, felt differently. The dreams became worse. At the end he could not sleep. He
would lie on his back and stare at the ceiling. Every night, after an hour or so, he would become
aware of a figure standing beside him. He could not turn his eyes toward it, so he would close
them for a while, hoping it would go away. But when he opened them, it would still be there. He
definitely was not sleeping or dreaming, he says, because he was too scared to sleep. He would
open his eyes again, and the thing would still be there, and he would see it from the corner of his



eyes, staring at him. Then, as the night wore on, it would try to touch his face, and he would go
into a frozen-still frenzy. Finally he would become weak and faint, fall asleep, and then wake
again in early dawn with a twitch of his whole body and a gasp of cold, wet morning air.One day,
soon after the sale of her gold chain, while Uncle Wua was looking around his construction site
and talking to the builder, one of his big teak pillars fell down, hard, on top of him. The dense,
heavy tree trunk pinned him down at the small of the back, and he was screaming and pounding
the ground with his palms.They eventually rolled the teak trunk up off him, though he himself
never did get up ever again, at least not without being pulled up by others. The bad dreams and
visitations stopped after that, but the punishment has worn on to this day, every day, as poor
uncle Wua lies paralyzed on his bamboo platform while the really living live out their lives around
him.An injustice, perhaps, in some worldly calculus of economical punishment. But the ghost of
his wife was operating with otherworldly anger about her gold. It is dangerous and unpredictable
to ignore the hold that is placed on valuable things. As the seemingly material embodiment of
value, such things already seem in their nature embedded in two places at once, as idea and as
matter. If matter is something that is even possible. For if the universe is actually made of this so-
called matter, and if ideas are simply notions inexactly correlated to this material universe, then
this reach of the idea to topple upon a man is impossible.Yet, if it happens, could it be that it is
the material world that is the mere notion?At least we can say that when a ghost lashes out,
available to it are other things that seem to be in two places at once, things of value, no matter
how seemingly solid, no matter how apparently dense. In this case it is precisely the density of
teak that embodies the traversing hold of wealth.But that is not the only sense in which the ideas
of matter and bodies of this world are seized by a beyond, by autonomously consensual value,
or by the possible impossibility of this divide being real.The Suicide TreeIt is impossible to walk
past a “luscious tree,” a don cham chaa, without wondering whether anyone has ever hanged
himself there. Or if someone will one day.“Cham chaa” is expressive of juicy, vibrant green life, a
long-living tree with exposed roots like a shaggy dog paw, thick branches and leaves. A perfect
shade tree for the increasingly barren and hot countryside of Northern Thailand. But not a soul
would seek a cham chaa tree for relief. You walk past just as fast as you can, try not to look, try
not to wonder.Once, in the 1970s, there used to be a cham chaa tree that everyone had to walk
past when entering or leaving Jai Village. It was not far behind the ornate red gate of the village
that fronts what is now a busy road to the power station. It grew tall in the cremation area that
flanks the village temple, which was what made the tree even more creepy.This is the area
where the dead are burned. Corpses are placed on a pile of wood but also mixed with old tires
so that the oily burn is hot enough to melt sinews and cartilage, which do not give up easily.
Sometimes the heat is too little, such that it merely pulls on the body’s strings, and the corpse
sits up suddenly in the fire, raising its arms stiffly and hissing a crazed shower of black
ash.When the corpse sits up, naturally many people scream and some run all the way home.
But, of course, a sudden reanimation on the pyre is not itself real haunting. Lek, the funeral
groundsperson of Jai Village, says that to him, it is old fare. There is nothing especially scary



about a cremation grounds for him, and the sight of corpses burning could never become
associated in his mind with the sight of a great cham chaa tree hovering over the dispatches of
the dead. But the emotions were different for the others. He had been in the grounds a long
while, and he was even there watching with his father, who was also a funeral groundsperson,
when the entire village marched into the charnel ground to chop down that luscious tree and
then madly hack up its stump and burn its roots until there was no trace.They do not always do
that to a cham chaa tree, which is why you have to wonder when you walk past one. Maybe
someone hanged himself there, maybe not. It is dark under the tree, even in the day. Its scraggly
branches are strong, hang low to the ground, are easily climbed and inviting. That may be part of
the reason people always seem to choose it in which to kill themselves.Chopping down a
haunted tree is usually a last resort. The first recourse is a powerful ritual to “suck” the spirit out
of the tree. The tree is wrapped round and round with blessing string, a simple white twine, and
the blessing string is held in the palms of nine Buddhist monks who stand, encircling the trunk,
chanting for hours around the suicide tree until they have the spirit drawn out of the wood and
back into the proper, intermediary realm for the recently dead, neither completely passed nor
completely here. But something had happened with that cham chaa tree of Jai Village that roiled
things to another level.Back then, Mr. Gongkam had been a truck driver. Perhaps more often
than anyone else, he drove past that cham chaa tree in front of Jai Village. Gongkam had his
own truck in a time, the early 1970s, when few had more than a bicycle. He would hire himself
and his truck out for the long hauls over the mountain passes to the northern border towns and
outposts of the kingdom. It was rough riding before they started carving big paved highways into
the mountains as an anticommunist strategic policy, years later.Actually, the story of the tree all
started round about then, in the 1970s, when his life on the road seemed like it was about to get
a whole lot smoother. But his truck broke down to an extent beyond his economic means to
repair. Gongkam was already in trouble with debts, and people were angry with him about that.
He did have a sister, who had become relatively wealthy as the main groceries dealer in Jai, who
was, however, notorious for her stinginess even, or even especially, among relatives. Gongkam
beseeched his elder sister to borrow the money to fix his truck. After all, he had a family riding on
this. For several days he talked and talked about his troubles with everyone, getting more and
more visibly unhinged. How could his own blood do this to him? His own sister was sucking the
life from him, for without the cash, the whole scheme would crash: no truck, no hauling fees, no
sending his kids to school in Lampang Town, no paying down his debts, no more respect from
anyone, completely dry in every way. To cut off the flow of this money was to cut off everything in
his life. Often he recounted his woes, helplessly, to anyone who would listen. And he visited his
sister every day as well. He had never borrowed from his sister before, and as he heatedly
pointed out to her, she had rarely shared anything at all with him, ever. Finally she reluctantly
gave him a ten-baht note to make him go away. That was about enough for a bottle of rice-grain
alcohol. So Gongkam bought a bottle of it from his sister with the money she had just given him
and was last seen storming off toward the cremation forest.The next day, early in the morning,



children on their way to school and monks on their way to alms were the ones who found
Gongkam, dead and dangling from the cham chaa tree in the charnel ground.Gothic
EthnographyThat is not the end of the story of Gongkam. It is only getting started. There will be a
ghost. And this, too, marks the ending of what may have seemed like it was going to be an
ordinary enough ethnography about abstraction, immateriality, finance, and ghosts and the
beginning of something else.Because that is what is due, at least literarily if not intellectually:
these relations between idea and matter, fiction and nonfiction, construction and reality, holding
their formation throughout the marching, incremental progress of the conquest of the unknown
by the known. Is allegiance to this fantasy ever unwarranted?Great respect is due to the
ontological turn in anthropology for its ingenious alternative to this question. To characterize this
turn—if you can abide a sweeping simplification (and whether the ontological turn itself is a
thing, I will not debate)—one could say that it has, among other things, sought the admission of
ontologically inadmissible entities into narrow academic discourses in order to destabilize rigid
ontological assumptions, open conversations, and disrupt academic business as usual. “Taking
seriously” in this context has often meant to allow previously barred things to enter into
participation with the seriousness of academic discourse (perhaps also secular materialist
discourse). Academic discourse can admit into its menagerie of real things more real things to
be taken seriously.Seriousness has appeared to be central to the ontological turn in
anthropology, prompting Tom Boellstorff, for one, to comment in his meditation on the digital real
and the ontological turn that it is almost “conflating ontology with ‘taking seriously.’ ”6 To be sure,
there are many ways in which to take things earnestly in anthropology that do not require
specific kinds of ontological parity. But that is an easy out that Boellstorff does not take because
it forecloses the productive avenues that the ontological turn provides for his work:
destabilizations of the assumed difference between the digital as somehow unreal on the one
hand and the so-called real world that is more real on the other.One could also say that there are
ways of taking certain things earnestly in the turn that have not necessarily equated to a
demonstrable ontological shift. Yet this distinction between seriousness and ontology has even
another possibility, which is not to question the ontology side of it so much as the seriousness
side of it. This seriousness itself, its very form, literarily as the performance of academic truth, is
not as questioned and remains more stable. It is not like Viveiros de Castro and Phillipe
Descola’s thought—as writing—looks any different in form than any other standard anthropology.
That is on purpose.And if we just keep on this slight focus/emphasis on writing as such, then we
might shift the interpretation a little bit toward what can be done with this: that the ontological
turn’s main disciplinary effect could be not so much to admit previously unacceptable entities
into anthropology but to expand what could possibly count as acceptable writing.Those two
alternatives might sound as if they are almost the same thing, but they are not quite. In fact, the
first—the admission of barred entities—is not so easy as it seems. It requires another kind of
work, work that cannot easily or ever be done outside a recognition of and alteration in the
medium.Perhaps—and for now, let us just gently initiate this here, not insist, and merely follow



up with the stories to come—there are other possible starting places than the earnest realism of
anthropological discourse as a method of critical thought.So, it is not a better starting place here
but a different one: Why take spirits more seriously? Why not, instead, take less seriously the
form of knowledge delineation and resultant image of what is real in academic writing?This can
start with nothing less than recognizing writing as writing. For example, need we really take
seriously sentences like the following (published) ones?Forms of political power and influence
created through the public redefinition of certain emotions in Thailand can be neither completely
understood through local categories and conceptions nor can be accounted for as simply an
extension of globalization, nor likewise can they be understood as simply assertions of local
resistance nor an enfoldment into the global order of things. Instead, these rituals of national
sentiment and value embody the power, tensions, and unstable points of opportunity for
liberation and domination that are inherent in the phenomena of globalization.7Leave it to an
anthropologist to manage to write a lot that does not say a thing. And I was the one who wrote
that (not that “I” means much here). Although the register of the prose is as reference to real
things—as it is in many such sentences in anthropology—looked at carefully as writing, it is not
really pointing to anything but conceptual creations, is it? Yet this can count as “serious” and is
about the real simply by virtue of it being written in the form that signifies the real.I realize this is
a simple idea, yet strangely, I feel the need to pause here, because it seems sometimes that so
many academics do not get this simple idea, or do not really take it in. There is a way of writing,
of diction and syntax, that itself signifies the real, seriously. That is, it is not the referents that the
content of writing is pointing to, whether understood naïvely as real things or understood as
signified, but the form and style themselves that signify seriously realness.Take this example,
chosen almost at random and yet also so typical in prose style (but which may be more skillful
than the previous example). Here, Karen Barad is positioning the aim of a project in distinction to
the “linguistic turn” and to go beyond how, in the linguistic turn, “even materiality … is turned into
a matter of language or some other form of cultural representation.”8 In other words, opposing
the situation where “language has been granted too much power.”9 To simplify things quite a bit,
it can be said that Barad is joining an ontological turn with an astute call for admitting an entity
that seems to have been rendered inadmissible into scholarly discourse: matter itself! This is
more interesting and pot-stirring, obviously, than the piece of my own text quoted above, which
tells us more about dull routines than it does about ontology. Barad’s text breaks a hole in the
wall for others who are refugees from cultural construction, and in some ways this present text is
in alignment with that. But while I would caution against founding anything on an unexamined
belief in matter, and note that faith in matter is anything but in need of rescuing, I would not
disagree about the turn from constructivism and cannot fault anything for its primary story
concept. The point of the story is to bring this barred thing, “matter,” back. Without that, there is
no story. And so instead, it is specifically about ways of writing and reading themselves and their
aims that I am wondering about in passages like the following:What is needed is a robust
account of the materialization of all bodies— “human” and “nonhuman”—and the material-



discursive practices by which their differential constitutions are marked. This will require an
understanding of the nature of the relationship between discursive practices and material
phenomena, an accounting of “nonhuman” as well as “human” forms of agency, and an
understanding of the precise causal nature of productive practices that takes account of the
fullness of matter’s implication in its ongoing historicity.10Wow. Is that all?And remember, this
text is calling for going beyond a “representationalism” that seeks to correlate words to reality.11
Looked at in a certain way, as intended seriously, as a conquest of the unknown by the known
and the transcendence of language in a project for precise understandings and robust
accounting of “matter” that would be accurate about the workings of the processes and
phenomenon named, present and accounted for, and which are presumed to actually exist …
who wouldn’t want all that? I would like some fries with that, too. And yet is this prose really up to
the task of exiting from representationalism when it clearly borrows so heavily from its stylistics,
departing from that style not one bit? Or, by contrast, is it academically required that it have this
serious realness and will-to-knowledge, performatively, to launch a contestation?But such prose
could be read another way. This signification of serious realness through diction and syntax
could also seem humorous in its reach, and ironically so given its position as “countering” a
preoccupation with language and a critique of representationalism. What if, instead, we were to
take it as a kind of sci-fi fantasy, intentionally wacky in its will to a thorough and direct knowledge:
does it not now look kind of cool and funky?Yet what seems to underlie the serious believing-in-
its-own-thoughts of this literary form so common in the social sciences and anthropology is the
tie to the performance of itself as a document of the real, expanding the territory or precision of
our knowledge over the unknown or over the wrongly known things there. But rather than leaving
the reference to the seriously real relatively intact as academic literary form, might one possible
alternative—not a methodological requirement but a possibility—be to create a need to
destabilize these forms of writing themselves?What follows, therefore, is a twisted-reality
balance that might shift the attention to a somewhat different reach, in this case for spirits. And in
this case it is a question of how to work with these spirits as more—or at least differently—than
either merely as a source of metaphor to be extracted in social theory’s service, or “granted” a
realness or seriousness whose status is officially stamped in the currency of social theory’s own
forms of knowledge and value.Perhaps, for now, we could think of this as an in-between—a
subject upon which Derrida and other writers of ghosts have alighted upon with some
enthusiasm: the category of the specter provides an ontological-like category that hovers
between being and nonbeing, real and unreal, present and absent. Not quite ontological but
hauntological.Perhaps nowhere is the drawing upon the spirit world for inspiration more curious
than in Derrida’s essays on justice and Marx, where there has been a strange flicker, like a
sudden switch to photographic negative, in the notion of hauntology. It starts with Marx’s
“spectropoetics,” as Derrida called it: the fairly constant availing of images, tropes, words, drawn
from the Victorian literatures of ghosts, spirits, phantasms, revenants, werewolves, and
vampires, all recollected in Specters of Marx.12 For although Derrida does take these with



tongue in cheek, as they seem to have been meant by Marx, he moves toward something
greater in his contemplation of this inheritance, that the image and economy of ghosts are not
merely tropological and, instead, that inheritances of past injustice are manifest in ghosts as a
kind of trace-like presence of the call of justice that we can neither accept nor discard and
instead need to learn to live with, which is not a question of law or human right, but of
responsibility, that in order to live, we must learn from the dead. What justice do ghosts
require?“So it would be necessary to learn spirits,” as Jacques Derrida has said of hauntology:To
learn to live with ghosts, in the upkeep, the conversation, the company, or the companionship, in
the commerce without commerce of ghosts. To live otherwise, and better. No, not better, but
more justly. But with them. No being-with the other, no socius without this with that makes being-
with in general more enigmatic than ever for us. And this being-with specters would also be, not
only but also, a politics of memory, of inheritance, and of generations.13Pay particular attention
to the qualification in the last words here, almost ungrammatical in English translation, “not only
but also.” We see the trace of this most important carefulness that is so easily skipped over: not
to override the being-with via an absorption into a prefabricated grid of political consciousness.
Being-with specters is not only a politics of memory, inheritance, and generations and cannot be
reduced to that.It would be easy enough, I suppose, to dismiss the shift to hauntology in Derrida
as disingenuous, that where Derrida means to emphasize the importance to be with and relate
to spirits, what he really means is to extract from spectral tropoii some abstract, neither/nor
conceptual category standing for philosophical indeterminacy within deconstruction. I can’t fully
disagree with that interpretation. For instance, as Colin Davis has put it, minimally:Hauntology is
part of an endeavour to keep raising the stakes of literary study, to make it a place where we can
interrogate our relation to the dead, examine the elusive identities of the living, and explore the
boundaries between the thought and the unthought.14A fair enough aspiration, and no doubt
valid to the source, yet potentially too easy and welcome for uptake. If Of Grammatology was
where a recognition of writing became the deconstruction of philosophy, then hauntology might
be simply a kind of modified and softened adjustment to this critique of the metaphysics of
presence and its nihilistic potentials, a kind of not-quite-presence that works as a safety valve to
release the nihilist pressure such that, in the end, there really is no other call beyond
deconstruction except perhaps to a sort of academic conformity to radical common sense about
current events.15Not that it has not been taken that way. Fredric Jameson, widely quoted on this,
was careful to insist that hauntology had nothing to do with whether or not one believes in ghosts
(for instance, quoted in Colin Davis precisely to accomplish the function of drawing the
implications safely back to an abstract notion of indeterminacy and uncertainty):Spectrality does
not involve the conviction that ghosts exist or that the past (and maybe even the future they offer
to prophesy) is still very much alive and at work, within the living present: all it says, if it can be
thought to speak, is that the living present is scarcely as self-sufficient as it claims to be; that we
would do well not to count on its density and solidity, which might under exceptional
circumstances betray us.16The spectral is now expertly and safely diffused into nearly nothing.



Phew!A close call, yet not a foreclosure exactly either. Hauntology has lived on, eagerly
embraced in at least some quarters in literary studies not only for the authorial trace of Derrida
but because it became apparent that the idea of ghosts could have an important role in how one
might mediate the understanding of writing and texts with an openness to that which exceeds
fossil knowledge.
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