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That life is complicated may seem a banal expression of the obvious,
but it is nonetheless a profound theoretical statement—perhaps  the
most important theoretical statement of our time. Yet despite the best
intentions of sociologists and other social analysts, this theoretical
statement has not been grasped in its widest significance. There are at
least two dimensions to such a theoretical statement. The first is that |
the power relations that characterize any historically embedded society |
are never as transparently clear as the names we give to them imply.
Power can be invisible, it can be fantastic, it can be dull and routine. It
can be obvious, it can reach you by the baton of the police, it can speak
the language of your thoughts and desires. It can feel like remote con-
trol, it can exhilarate like liberation, it can travel through time, and it
can drown you in the present. It s dense and superficial, it can cause
bodily injury, and it can harm you without seeming ever to touch you.
It is systematic and it is particularistic and it is often both at the same
time. It causes dreams to live and dreams tO die. We can and must call it
by recognizable names, but so too we need to remember that power ar-
rives in forms that can range from blatant white supremacy and state
terror to “furniture without memories.”

One day, the students in my undergraduate course on American cul-

t9re and I made a thorough list of every possible explanation Toni Mor- |
rison gives in The Bluest Eye (1970) for why dreams die. These ranged |

3



4
her shape and hjs hand

her shape and his hand 5

tired and some are just plain lazy. Complex personhood means that
groups of people will act together, that they will vehemently disagree
with and sometimes harm each other, and that they will do both at the
same time and expect the rest of us to figure it out for ourselves, inter-
vening and withdrawing as the situation requires. Complex person- |
hood means that even those who haunt our dominant institutions and
their systems of value are haunted too by things they sometimes have
names for and sometimes do not. At the very least, complex person-
hood is about conferring the respect on others that comes from presum-
ing that life and people’s lives are simultaneously straightforward and
full of enormously subtle meaning.
That life is complicated is a theoretical statement that guides efforts
to treat race, class, and gender dynamics and consciousness as more
dense and delicate than those categorical terms often imply. It is a
theoretical statement that might guide a critique of privately purchased
rights, of various forms of blindness and sanctioned denial; that might
guide an attempt to drive a wedge into lives and visions of freedom
ruled by the nexus of market exchange. It is a theoretical statement that
invites us to see with portentous clarity into the heart and soul of Ameri-
can life and culture, to track events, stories, anonymous and history-
making actions to their density, to the point where we might catch a
glimpse of what Patricia Williams calls the “vast networking of our so- -
ciety” and imagine otherwise. You could say this is a folk theoretical |
statement. We need to know where we live in order to imagine living |
elsewhere. We need to imagine living elsewhere before we can live there. /
The Alchemy of Race and Rights by Patricia Williams (1991) is a
book that captured my attention because, among other things, here is
a woman who does not know if she is crazy or not, who sees ghosts and
polar bears and has conversations with her sister about haunted houses
and writes all of it down for us while she is sitting in her bathrobe with
disheveled hair. Patricia Williams is a commercial lawyer and a profes-
sor of contract and property law. Her great-great grandmother was a
slave, property. Her great-great grandmother’s owner and the father of
her children was Austin Miller, a well-known Tennessee lawyer and ju—<

rist. What is Patricia Williams looking for?

I track meticulously the dimension of meaning in my great-great-grand-
mother as chattel: the meaning of money; the power of consumerist world |
view, the deaths of those we label the unassertive and the inefficient. I try
to imagine where and who she would be today. I am engaged in a long-
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relationship to the subaltern women “over there.”! [ look for her shape

and his hand.

Ghostly Matters is about haunting, a paradigmatic way in which - ;g
more complicated than those of us who study it have usually granted. |

Haunting is a constituent element of modern social life. It is neither pre- |,

modern superstition nor individual psychosis; it is a generalizable social ?
phenomenon of great import. To study social life one must confront the |

5
ghostly aspects of it. This confrontation requires (or produces) a funda- |

mental change in the way we know and make knowledge, in our i

of productiomstly Matters is a theoretical and 'coﬁéép’fuaf'bOT)‘kf /

that I hope demonstrates the utter significance of well-placed (as op-
posed to misplaced) concreteness and conveys the relevance of ghostly
matters to the sociological enterprise, an enterprise at once in sociology
and eagerly willing to make it into something entirely different. Ghostly
Matters is an interdisciplinary work and in this sense representative of
our times and needs. But it is Roland Barthes’s notion of interdiscipli-
narity that it strives to instantiate: “Interdisciplinary work, so much
discussed these days, is not about confronting already constituted disci-
plines (none of which, in fact, is willing to let itself go). To do some-
thing interdisciplinary it’s not enough to choose a ‘subject’ (a theme)
and gather around it two or three sciences. Interdisciplinarity consists
in creating a new object that belongs to no one” (quoted in Clifford and
Marcus 1986: 1). Not owned by anyone yet, this interdisciplinarity is in
the public domain, which does not guarantee anything except that there
is still some room to claim rather than discipline its meaning into exis-
tence. Ghostly Matters looks for a language for identifying hauntings
and for writing with the ghosts any haunting inevitably throws up.
Ghosts are a somewhat unusual topic of inquiry for a social analyst
(much less a degreed sociologist). It may seem foreign and alien, mar-
ginal to the field that conventionally counts as living social reality, the
field we observe, measure, and interpret, the field that takes the mea-
sure of us as much as we take the measure of it.2 And foreign and alien
it is, for reasons that are both obvious and stubbornly oblique. There is
a long story of how I came to write a book about ghostly matters, much
of which is relevant to an engaged sociology of knowledge and some of
which is even perhaps interesting, but a good deal of it is not what my

colleague Harvey Molotch would call news.
I came to write about ghostly matters not because I was interested in
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with holographic scanners, they cannot decode the secrer of every item,
infallibly, Indeed, what is at st

ake here is the political status and func-
tion of systematic hauntings.

If the ghost is a crucible for political me

diation and historical mem-
ory, the ghost story has no other choice th

an to refuse the logic of the

it does not invite us to make contact with haunting, to engage the
shadows and what is living there, it does not help us to develop a form
of historical accounting distinct from the diagnostics of postmodern
hypervisibility. The purpose of an alternative diagnostics is to link the

politics of accounting, in all its intricate political-economic
tional, and affective dimens;j

been done and what is to be

, institu-

ons, to a potent imagination of what hag
done otherwise.
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them, are the victims of the same condition and the same disappointed
hope” (215). One wonders what a completed theory of ghosts would
have looked like had Horkheimer and Adorno actually written more
than the note.” I have not written the Theory of Ghosts, a far too singu-
lar proposal for my purposes, but Ghostly Matters does attempt to de-
scribe, in homage to the viability of a Marxist concept of haunting, the
ghostly haunt as a form of social figuration that treats as a major prob-
lem the reduction of individuals “to a mere sequence of instantaneous
experiences which leave no trace, or rather whose trace is hated as irra-
tional, superfluous, and ‘overtaken’” (216).

And a problem it remains despite all that we can claim now to under-
stand in the wake of what are, without doubt, major changes in who is
permitted to make public knowledge and in the assumptions that direct
and underwrite much contemporary inquiry. We have taken the legs out
from under that fateful and deceptive Archimedean standpoint, substi-
tuting the view from somewhere for the old view from nowhere. We
have become adept at discovering the construction of social realities
and deconstructing their architecture, confounding some of the distinc-
tions between culture and science, the factual and the artificial. We have
rethought the relationship between knowledge and power, between text
and context, highlighting the relationship between authorization and
modes of authority. And we have made considerable representational
reparations for past exclusions and silencings, making the previously
unknown known, telling new stories, correcting the official records.

These are major accomplishments for
change slowly and which, despite their id
like too much of it. Yet I have wondered s
ple, we have truly taken seriously that the intricate web of connections
that characterizes any event or problem is the story, Warnings about
relativism to the contrary, truth is still what most of us strive for. Partial
and insecure surely, and something slightly different from “the facts,”
but truth nonetheless: the capacity to say “This is so.” But truth is a
subtle shifting entity not simply because philosophy says so or because
evidentiary rules of validation are always inadequate, but because the
very nature of the things whose truth is sought possesses these qualities.
To tell the partial deconstructive truth of the thing that is the complex
relation between subjection and subjectivity requires making common
cause with the thing, requires what Michael Taussig calls sympathetic
magic, that is, “granting . . . the representation the power of the repre-
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own reckoning with how we are in these stories, with how they change
us, with our own ghosts.

Doing so is not easy because, among other things, knowing ghosts

facts; the slightly mad one who kept saying, “There’ something in the
room with us,” as thoge bloodless reified categories became animated
through wonder and vexation. But it is also trye that ghosts are never
innocent: the unhallowed dead of the modern project drag in the pathos
of their loss and the violence of the force that made them, their sheets
and chains. To be haunted and to write from that location, to take on
the condition of what you study, is not a methodology or 4 conscious-
fess you can simply adopt or adapt as a set of rules or an identity; it

which you are located. It is about putting life back in where only a
vague memory or a bare trace was visible to those who bothered to

ditions under which 4 memory was produced in the first place, toward
a countermemory, for the futur}g b

~ Sociology, in particular, has an extraordinary mandate as far as acad-
emic disciplines 80: 10 conjure up social life. Conjuring is a particular
form of calling up and calling out the forces that make things what they
are in order to fix and transform a troubling situation, Ag 4 mode of

\

procedural, the imaginative, and the effervescent. But we have more to
learn about how to conjure in an evocative and compelling way. If
haunting is a constitutive feature of socia] life, then we will need to be
able to describe, analyze, and bring to life that aspect of social life, to
be less fearful of animation. We ought to do this not only because it is

ought to matter, we need to be more in touch with the nature of how
“the pieces of a world . . - littered all over a sociological landscape”
(D. Smith 1987 99) affect people. And we do not usually experience
things, nor are affects produced, in the rationa] and objective ways our
terms tend to portray them. The counterpart to reification, the conjur-

-,
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we have to grasp the fullness of its life world, its desires., and its stand-
point. When a ghost appears, it is making contact with you; 3.111 its
forceful if perplexing enunciations are for you. Offer it a hospitable
reception we must, but the victorious reckoning with the g.}losF always
requires a partiality to the living. Because ultimately vhguntmg is aboyg
how to transform a shadow of a life into an undiminished life whosge
shadows touch softly in the spirit of a peaceful reconciliation. In thig
necessarily collective undertaking, the end, which is not an ending at

all, belongs to everyone.

Notes
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1. This list is not complete. Others who could be added include Felman and
Laub (1992), Haraway (1989), Minh-ha (1989, 1991), and M. B. Pratt (1984).
If we were to include Silko (1977, 1991) or Wideman’s recent work (1994) or
Baldwin (1985) or Du Bois ([1940] 1984, [1903] 1989) or Ellison ([1952]
1981, 1964) or . . . well, then, a whole field begins to emerge whose broad ex-
panse is cause for a serious analytic pause.

2. See Charles Lemert’s recent book Sociology after the Crisis (1 995), espe-
cially chapters 5 and 8, for a wonderfully thoughtful discussion of taking the
measure of the social world.

3. My focus on social practices is written in the spirit of a crucially impor-
tant point Harvey Molotch makes in his excellent article on the state of sociol-
0gy, “Going Out” (1994: 222, 224): “One of the things wrong with sociology,
in our country, is that we need a better country. . . . We really have to change
America to change us.”

4. There is a certain degree of repetition to this sentiment, even if one takes
a fairly short historical perspective. Here is C. Wright Mills, in 1959: “We are
at the ending of what is called The Modern Age . . . 50 now The Modern Age i
being succeeded by a post-modern period. Perhaps we may call it: The Fourth
Epoch.

ties. I do not mean merely that we feel we are in an epochal kind of transition. |
Mean that too many of our explanations are derived from the great historical
transition from the Medieval to the Modern Age; and that when they are gener-
alized for yse today, they become unwieldy, irrelevant, not convincing” (236).

That Mills’s statement was written at the height of the New American Cen-
tury is not without a certain significance since one persuasive periodization of

209



210 Notes to Chapter 1

postmodernity links it to the end of the century, most usually indicated by the
OPEC oil crisis of 1973. Mills’s statement should be read in the context of then
current debates on postindustrialism, to which he contributed significantly with
his seminal work on class, White Collar (1951), and that bear a striking resem-
blance to current attempts to define the contours of a late capitalism. It should
also be read in the context of the 1950s version of the politically motivated
claim, most prominently made by Daniel Bell in The End of .Ideology (1960)
and repeated in the 1990s by Francis Fukuyama (1992), thgt history had ended
and ideology become bankrupt, the proof being the preeminence of worldw@e
U.S. hegemony. Mills’s most direct and pointedly acerbic response to Daniel
Bell was “The New Left” (1960 [1963]). o

5. Taussig (1993a: 98-99) and Pietz (1993: 141-43) offer intriguing specula-
tions on “communist fetishism” and postcapitalist animism that have poten-
tially interesting implications for haunting’s future. To.quote Tau§sig, “qut-
capitalist animism means that although the socioeconomic exploitative fgncpon
of fetishism . . . will supposedly disappear with the overcoming of capitalism,
fetishism as an active social force inherent in objects will remain. Indeed, it must
not disappear, for it is the animate quality of things in post-capitalist society
without the ‘banking’ mode of perception that ensures what the young Marx en-
visaged as the humanization of the world” (1993a: 99). See also T. Keenan
(1993) on commodity fetishism and ghosts.

6. In this respect, Ghostly Matters differs from the important work ‘by
James C. Scott (1990) on domination and resistance. But his very potent notion
of the “hidden transcript” that “helps us understand those rare moments of po-
litical electricity when, often for the first time in memory, thg hidden transcript
is spoken directly and publicly in the teeth of power” (xiii) is clearly necessary
to understand haunting. Indeed, one could argue that the ghost mediates be-
tween the public and hidden transcripts, producing a particulaf kﬁnd of val'ence
to the operation of and “study of power that uncovers contradictions, tensions,
and immanent possibilities” (xii). 1y

7. Jacques Derrida has now written a theory of the specter in direct engage-
ment with Marx’s texts in a moving and beautiful book about Marx’s ambn{a~
lent yet obsessive relationship to ghosts. Specters of Marx (1.994) is a very sig-
nificant book of philosophy and a crucial political intervention by Perhaps the
most influential European philosopher living today. But it is not, I think, despite
its similarly motivated distress at the claim of history’s end, quite the theory of
ghosts Horkheimer and Adorno would have written. See Jameson’s (1995) gen-
erous and learned review essay of Derrida’s book. .

8. The history of the origins of American sociology (sc?e Ross 1991 M. Smith
1994) could be reconceived such that what I am here calling tbe fictive wguld be
more central to our historic mission. Acknowledging and incorporating the
foundational role of W. E. B. Du Bois would be a first step (see the virtually un-
paralleled efforts of Lemert 1993, 1994, and 1995, especially ch.apters,. 6 a.nd 8).
Although this is not the place for an extended review of Du Bois, which in any
event would have to account for the developments and refinements in his
thought subsequent to his early and heavily emphasized work, The Souls of
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Black Folk, suffice it to say that the profession might have developed otherwise
had Du Bois’s notion of double consciousness become sociology’s common
sense, rather than its suppressed history. Double consciousness is a sociological
imagination, in the most profound sense in which Mills deployed the term. It is
an imagination bound to a dialectics of shadows and acts, approaching our
gravest social problems from the “second sight” of “being” the problem itself
and thereby confounding, in that very moment, the boundary between subject
and object (see the especially astute conclusion to chapter 5, “The Concept of
Race,” in Dusk of Dawn [1940] 1984). Double consciousness is a sociological
imagination that fixes its sight on that very remainder of the tangible or the fac-
tual that haunting signifies and that an attention to its sign-work captures: “But
after all that has been said on these more tangible matters of human contact,
there still remains a part essential to a proper description of the South which it is
difficult to describe or fix in terms easily understood by strangers. It is, in fine,
the atmosphere of the land, the thought and feeling, the thousand and one little
actions which go to make up life. In any community or nation it is these little
things which are most elusive to the grasp and yet most essential to any clear
conception of the group life taken as a whole. What is thus true of all communi-
ties is peculiarly true of the South, where, outside of written history and outside
of printed law, there has been going on for a generation as deep a storm and
stress of human souls, as intense a ferment of feeling, as intricate a writhing of
spirit, as ever a people experienced. Within and without the sombre veil of color
vast social forces have been at work,—efforts for human betterment, move-
ments toward disintegration and despair, tragedies and comedies in social and

economic life, and a swaying and lifting and sinking of human hearts which
have made this land a land of mingled sorrow and joy, of change and excitement

and unrest. . . . But if he lingers long enough there comes the awakening: per-

haps in a sudden whirl of passion which leaves him gasping at its bitter intensity;

more likely in a gradually dawning sense of things he had not at first noticed.

Slowly but surely his eyes begin to catch the shadows of the color line” ([1903]
1989: 127-28).

2. distractions '

1. Freud 1919: 242—43. All further references to Freud’s essay “The Un-
canny,” trans. James Strachey, in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psycho-
logical Works of Sigmund Freud, vol. 17, London: Hogarth Press, 1919, will be
given in parentheses as U.

2. See Freud’s extended discussion (U 220-26) of the meaning of the word
heimlich, homely, “a place free from ghostly influences” (225) and how its
“meaning . . . develops in the direction of ambivalence, until it finally coincides
:Vith its opposite, unheimlich” (226), “‘seeming quite . . . ghostly to him’”

2044,

3. On “phantom objectivity,” see Georg Lukdcs (1971: 83, 100) and Karl
Marx (1976: 128).
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