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Laboratorium Phantasmatum: Laboratory of Specters  

                                                         Masato Fukushima   
1) Das Gespenst –The specter in capital 
It may have been troublesome for Karl Marx, in Das Kapital (Marx, 1922［1872］), to demonstrate the monstrous nature of the problem behind the plain fact that the commodity does not exist in the natural world. Although the major part of commodities in the market actually do consist of natural ingredients—like foods, furniture, and so forth—none of these can be categorized as “natural.” Even more monstrous for Marx was the fact that human practices such as labor, which are not even things, can also be sold and bought. Behind the very idea of “labor by the hour” lies the spooky mechanism of making these human practices into quantifiable commodities. One of the highlights of Das Kapital is the process of deciphering this mystery by analyzing money. 
The main thrust of Marx’s classical argument lies in how an item that can be exchanged with a diversity of other things can morph into the specific entity we call “money,” which can be exchanged for almost everything else: this is how money starts to exert its omni-potential capacity of changing things into commodities. I read once that Theodore Adorno, one of the major theorists of the Marxist Frankfurt School, had actually read only this part of the voluminous Das Kapital for his criticism of contemporary capitalism. In recent years, Katsuto Iwai, one of the Japanese economists who is reworking the issue of the theory of money, reformulated the argument in a nutshell: “money is so only because people collectively acknowledge it as such.” Iwai points out that this mechanism is based upon a kind of circular argument: money is money because it is believed so (Iwai, 1993).

Summarized as such, the story sounds like a simple wet blanket. This facade of apparent simplicity, however, does not actually reflect the seemingly omnipotent capacity of money, because it is far from being certain if capitalism can actually be cancelled out and if we can indeed be released from the tyranny of commodities simply by our collective effort to abandon this circular argument. In fact, such is most unfeasible; the reality now is that money and commodities are so deeply rooted in our society－like water or air－that life seems unsustainable without them. Perhaps because we grudgingly realize this harsh reality, the mirage of a society without money occasionally surfaces in exceptional circumstances, such as the disasters caused by tsunamis in recent years. At such a time, I happened to observe an architect excitedly claiming the plan for establishing a local society without money－a claim that was egregiously annoying both to me and perhaps to the troubled inhabitants. He should have learned what actually happened when the Soviet Union collapsed and their money truly ceased to work, even if only temporarily. 
I am not certain if Marx himself really believed that such a facile abandonment of a monetary economy for the fancy dreams of a communist society without money could take place, but so far as I understand, he thought the monstrous nature of money pivotal in understanding what capitalism is. This is seen in his use of adjectives for it, which are rather unusual considering his materialist creed: he referred to money as “supersensory” (übersinnich), “supernatural” (übernaturlich), and even “spectral” (gespenstich).    

The circular argument that affording the existence of money easily leads us to understand that money does not require a corresponding physical entity may seem to be proved by the recent currency of Bitcoin. Yet, it is intriguing to reconsider the reason why Marx used such words as “supernatural” and even “spectral.” The German term Gespenst (specter) is a synonym for Geist, which shares an etymological origin with “ghost” in English, but Geist is closer also to the positive act of spirit or even mental processes, as shown in Hegel’s (1988［1807］)Phänomenologie des Geistes (The phenomenology of “spirits”) or more generally the so called Geisteswissenschaften (Geist’s knowledge) meaning “humanities.” The dictionary says that Gespenst has a more negative connotation, closer to “specter,” though its nuance seems not to be confined to fright alone but to some element of attraction, as seen in its origin: spanan, to allure. 
It is intriguing to surmise Marx’s intention in adopting this term, “specter.” Imagine juicy tomatoes on the shelves in a supermarket. Even if a true believer of materialism tried to extract scientifically the ingredient that makes these tomatoes into commodities by putting them into the newest version of chromatography in the biochemical lab, his attempt would be doomed to failure.  To solve this materialist mystery, we must move our gaze from the tomatoes in the foreground to the background to the hazy entourage of the objects themselves. I surmise that Marx’s use of such terms as “supernatural” and “spectral” derives from his observation that the power of money, which cannot be directly observable, can haunt anything anywhere, a condition that Marx may have thought both unsettling and mysterious. In fact, money as specter is haunting: it is true that quite a few are haunted by money. The very fact that we cannot live without money may demonstrate that all of us, in a sense, are haunted by this materialist specter, too. 
It is Jacques Derrida who exposed Marx’s diverse uses of the word “specter,” which is scattered throughout the latter’s major oeuvres, In fact, Marx and Engels also used the term in their well-known introduction to The Communist Manifesto (Marx and Engels, 2002［1872］), which describes communism as the specter that threatened the ancient regime of Europe; however, what Derrida finds in Marx’s diverse view of various specters is the latter’s conviction that these specters after all can be exorcised, so to speak－an idea that Derrida resisted (1993). In fact, the specters of money and capital persist, and even proliferate, proving their uncanny shrewdness despite all efforts at exorcism since the time of our brother Karl (1).
2) Phantom: Specters in science 
In turning our eyes to a quite different field where another kind of specter is similarly said to be haunting, we see Hans-Jorg Rheinberger, a German historian of science, who produced a set of unique works on the specific nature of the experimental process in the laboratory sciences, by way of arguing for the existence of such specters therein, though he did not use the exact term (Rheinberger, 1997). The focus of his work is the meandering process of research in a biochemistry lab before the advent of molecular biology after the war. Although the basic terminology and the approach of the latter are now indispensable for research in biology at large, at one time other approaches to the same issue struggled to decipher the mystery of heredity before the war. It was on biochemistry that Rheinberger focused for his historical analysis. Biochemistry, in a nutshell, is the study of the chemical elements in the constitution of a cell, using centrifuge and chromatography to separate and analyze chemical elements from the lysate. With such methods, quite a few hypotheses were advocated in terms of the mysterious elements that afford heredity in a cell. Rheinberger, himself a molecular biologist previously, closely follows the records from a certain laboratory in terms of the coming and going of speculation on these hypothetical entities, which were eventually fully replaced by the contemporary terminology of molecular biology. 
Rheinberger describes this ephemeral process of the coming and going of these hypothetical entities by adopting Derrida’s (again!) grammatological concept of “trace.” In the scientific process, Rheinberger argues, temporary elements, such as hypotheses, come and go; and the objects of research－like other more general signs－have only traces that change constantly without keeping their original form because research in science keeps moving and shifting. Rheinberger (1997) calls these ephemeral research objects “epistemic things.” Viewed from this impermanent process of scientific research, what is known as a set of stable objects in scientific discourse is, in a sense, a somewhat reified residue of the otherwise ever-changing nature of such epistemic things. 

       Inspired by this direction of argument, Karen Schrader incorporated this perspective into an analysis of a more concrete instance of the “specter,” for which uses the word “phantom,” with her sociological studies concerning the pfiesteria controversy. Pfiesteria is a genus of heterotrophic dinoflagellates that some have believed responsible for the mass death of fish in the 1980s and 1990s on the coast of North Carolina owing to its alleged poison. According to her close observation of the controversy, the story about this mysterious pfiesteria radically meandered in and out of opposing camps of argument. Not only the uncertainty about the very lifecycle of this strange creature but also even the relationship between the alleged toxicity of this genus and the mass death of the fish were questioned by the opposing camp. The sense of uncertainty was further enhanced by the diversity of stake holders—the scientists, regulatory authorities, and concerned citizens—all of whom aggravated the entanglement of the issue. Schrader (2010) adopted the term “phantomatic ontologies” to describe both the essentially suspended nature of this alleged fish killer, whose status swayed between existence and non-existence, and the indeterminacy of the whole matter, even as the argument was advancing. 
Here, the ephemeral nature of Rheinberger’s epistemic things has been assigned a more clearly spectral status in Schrader’s argument, but the major point to be noted is that the “phantom” notion is thought to be something essentially concomitant with any scientific research process. Another point to be emphasized is that the image we have of science is similar to a sketch map, so to speak－drawn largely from textbooks and media representations－which was produced after exorcising all these phantoms of hypotheses and indeterminacies that lie between existence and non-existence. The reason why sociologists of science frequently take up controversial issues is that this is exactly the field where we can observe all these phantoms hovering through the academic skies. And pfisteria in this sense is an intriguing example of this in-between existence that may be likened to a phantom. 
 3)   El Demonio: Specters in Comparative Politics
Specters (or phantoms) may haunt the world of economics and science; but in the world of politics, specters may take slightly different forms. Because of the nature of politics in general, their figures may be more blood-tainted, though. Here we look at specters in the writings of Benedict Anderson, a well-known author on the politics of Southeast Asia and the birth of global nationalism. Anderson’s work actually means “demon” in Spanish－el demonio－but the author adopts the term “specter” for translation. This specter has a definitive form with its use in the phrase “specter of comparisons.” Concerning the origin of this phrases, Anderson relates that it arose when he first heard a speech by Sukarno, the first president of Indonesia, when the former worked as a translator to an ambassador (as noted in the book with the same title). To Anderson, the shocking part of the speech was Sukarno’s positive appraisal of Adolf Hitler’s heritage, despite the fact that Sukarno held undisguised leftist beliefs and should have been familiar with all the evils Hitler had done. This shock forced Anderson to reconsider his conventional view on Europe, as if he were watching it through the telescope with the eye lens and object lens reversed. 
This strange occasion was then given the name “specter of comparisons” when Anderson read a novel by Jose Rizal, a nationalist novelist from the colonial Philippines. In this novel, titled Noli Me Tangere (Do Not Touch Me), (Rizal, 2006［1887］) the protagonist, a young mixed blood, comes back to Manila under colonization in the 1880s after a long stay in Europe. He has a weird experience when he views the botanical garden in the city as strangely overlapping with those existing in Europe; and after that, he cannot view the garden without being conscious of this overlap. Rizal calls this experience of compulsory overlapping “el demonio de las comparaciones”－specters of comparisons－which Anderson (1998) adopted as the title of his collected essays. 

Anderson’s collected essays with this title are haunted with various traces of such political specters. The chapters discussing contemporary politics in Thailand are especially tainted with a spectral atmosphere in their analysis of the political oppression and even political murders therein; and the final chapter, titled “Goodness of Nations,” discusses the potentiality of nationalism in reference to what he calls the “combined ghostliness” between the dead and the yet unborn (Anderson, 1998). 
The impressive existence of the specters in his book is also a consequence of the “specter of comparisons,” as Anderson put it: namely, a certain epistemological compulsion to compare two or more entities. Anderson (2016) provides a few lines of commentary on the issue of comparison elsewhere: in short, the effect of such comparison can be summarized as the simultaneous arousal of a sense of strangeness and of absence—a consciousness of something that should be there. It is intriguing to see that this very sense of comparison insinuates something spectral itself. Anderson provides a specific example of such specters of comparison—namely, the compulsory overlapping of cognitions—when he read Mario Vargas-Llosa’s (1987) El Hablador (The Storyteller), along with the work of Indonesian novelist Pramoedya Ananta Toer, his tetralogy from the prison Island of Buru where he had been detained (cf. Pramoedya, 1980, etc.). The juxtaposition of these two works from Latin America and Indonesia made Anderson muse upon the destiny of magical realism in these areas widely separated in terms of both geography and culture (2). 
４）Kehai (indication): Specters in Art 
As has been shown in previous sections, specters do appear in various places and in diverse ways. Money may be referred to as a supernatural and even spectral entity because its ethereal power hides behind the material basis of its existence. The specters in science lie in the ghostliness of epistemic things that may come and go, as well as behind the facade of scientific realism. The specters of comparative politics also provide us with a subtly uncanny sense of difference and even absence, with their powerful epistemological overlapping. Then, how about the specters in the art? 

In a TV conversation with Tsuyoshi Tane, a young architect with a rising reputation, Hiroshi Sugimoto, one of the most influential Japanese contemporary artists, defined art－rather amusingly－as proof of an indication of something that is sensed as existing; hence art is the embodied practice of insinuation. For describing this sense of indication, Sugimoto uses the Japanese term kehai, which means an indication of something that may exist around us. Whether his unique definition of art is accepted or not, the word kehai is instrumental in reflecting on the meaning of “specters in art.” According to a dictionary of old Japanese, the original term for kehai is kewai, which refers to a vague indication perceived through sound, odor, or even touch, in contrast with keshiki, which is related mainly to vision (3). 

The specters in art, especially those which are expected to haunt this installation, can be construed as an attempt to satisfy both keshiki—the insinuation in vision—and kewai—that of sound—following the older usage of the term kehai. These specters, however, appear more like the rather abstract entities that may hide behind the various sectors of our social life as discussed above, than like the exotic cultural stereotypes of monsters that are the curiosities of anthropologists and folklorists. 
Raf Simons is a Belgian fashion designer who moved to Christian Dior as a creative designer in 2012. In a documentary on his days of launching his haute-couture collections－Dior and I－in one scene the major artisans who have worked for decades in the so-called La Maison (The House), the main atelier of Dior, chatted amusingly on rumors of the apparition of the late Monsieur Dior at night in the building. This allusion to an apparition, however, did not seem to mean that the staff actually claimed to be seeing his very ghost wandering the corridors of the old building; rather, it seems to have been exactly the kehai of historical legacy, with whatever form it might take, that the staff palpably felt at night (4).   
What haunts this very installation, Synchronicity, as a product of the collaboration between Apichatpong Weerasethakul and Takashi Hisakado, is such specters in art, though it should also be regarded as an experimental pursuit of the kehai of specters: namely, to compose them through the act of decomposing the elements in kehai to image, light, and sound. Just like the practices in a synthetic chemistry lab, these elements are organically recomposed to create a rather strange feeling of something invisible out there, which is exactly what defines the insinuation of such specters. 
In fact, a closer observation of this installation reveals a fairly complex and entangled structure of presentation. As the embodiment of the compulsory overlapping of “specters of comparison,” the visual images projected on the main screen are superimposed in various layers. A favorite actor favorite in Apichatpong films is lying on a bed with her image overlaid with that of a burning fire－the resulting effect looking as if she has been set on fire. This frightening image is further overlapped with a completely different one taken from the background screen of Likay, a traditional musical performance in Thailand. 
These background screens taken from Likay, however, also look strange. In one of them, a landscape of exotic mountains and a proportionally big red sun is depicted, somewhat reminiscent of those from Henri Rousseau’s paintings. This picture is occasionally replaced on screen with the other one of a typically traditional Thai Buddhist temple. These disparate images give the viewer an awkward feeling of being suspended because no indication is provided concerning the relationship between these two seemingly unrelated scenes. 
The visual image projected on the wall is intricately related to the whole spatial structure of the room. The white wall in the center has a circular hole through which the audience can glimpse the space behind the wall. Viewers who actually move behind the wall, however, see that the setting is like a backstage: only a naked lightbulb hangs from the ceiling, and there is a bundle of small lights in the corner as well, both of which switch on and off in a mysterious manner. On the wall there, a circular shadow is projected through the hole of the main wall in the center. 
Seen from the front of the main wall, something appears to be going on behind the major image, producing a strange sensation that fluctuates between harmony and disharmony between these two different spaces. The title of the installation, Synchronicity, is probably taken from Carl G. Jung, a Swiss analytical psychologist who was absorbed in deciphering the significance of I-Ching, western occultism, and alchemy from a depth-psychological viewpoint. Jung underscored the cosmic importance of the phenomenon of synchronicity: namely, the incidental co-occurrence of events that were without temporarily organized causal relations (Jung, 1962). 
In fact, this installation provides quite a few occasions for such synchronistic experiences. A typical case is the moment when the major image of a big red sun on the Likay screen, which is projected on the main wall, overlaps with the actual hole on it and, further, with those at the back of the room. Just as scientific “traces” rise and fall in the research process, the overlapping of different layers of circles, which happens only once or twice—just like an eclipse—leaves the audience with a sensation of perplexity. 
Such moments of synchronicity, however, appear to be rather deliberately disturbed by a sense of unease, which Derrida (1993) might call anachronicity. One such example consists of the uncanny sounds inserted here and there in this performance. Like the contrast between keshiki the vision and kewai the soundscape, such feelings can often be aroused more by sounds or odor than by more direct visual apparition. As mentioned earlier, the testimony of the staff about the subtle indication of Monsieur Dior’s “existence” in The House should not be understood as relating to a visual apparition of his ghost. Rather, it can be understood as the outcome of perceiving the almost imperceptible rustlings in the room. It is a fact that the forests at night are dreadful, not only because it might be pitch dark in the trees but also because there is a wild orchestration of rustling leaves, croaking frogs, and chirping night birds.  

The uncomfortable effect of sounds, in fact, is felt all through the performance. For instance, in a couple of scenes when one screen of Likay scrolls to the other, every moment of the switch is accompanied by a rather loud clicking sound that may make the audience wonder what this sound is. At another point, also, in the interval between one scene and another when the room becomes pitch dark, one hears the mysterious howling of a dog or dogs, from afar (5). 
I have titled my essay Laboratorium Phantasmatum (The laboratory of specters) because this installation is an experimental site for synthesizing the indication (kehai) of specters in the manner of light, sound, and visual image. As I have shown repeatedly, the specters here have nothing to do with those one might find in a conventional amusement park “Haunted House” or that crawl out of a TV set with long dark hair and glowing eyes. 

However, a pivotal question has not yet been answered: what is the ultimate purpose of such an effort at synthesizing specters? Hiroshi Sugimoto, mentioned above, might enigmatically reply that it is because the very purpose of fine art is to create such an indication (kehai) of something, though I find this answer slightly tautological, short of a full clarification of the issue. Following the main thrust of this essay, the answer should be that specters, whatever their embodied forms may be, are inevitably concomitant with the constitution of our society (namely, the market, science, and even politics); specters, in that sense, are the kehai of our society at large.  

Still, something is missing here. Perhaps it is related to our own existence within the universe－the plain fact that our being therein, after all, constitutes but the blink of an eye compared to the historiography of our cosmos over tens of billions of years. And we have spent half of such cosmic history as the hazy unborn and the rest of it as the wandering dead. This is probably why some artists are so manifestly charmed with the universe, such as Hitoshi Nomura, a mentor of Hisamatsu in this installation. After all, artists may be eager to deliver this stern reality: that what they describe－specters－are portraits of us. 
Notes

(1) Intriguingly, inspired by Derrida’s reading of haunting specters in Marx’s writing, Nakamasa (2000), for instance, finds similar traces of specters even in the writings of Wataru Hiromatsu, a post-war representative of Japanese Marxist philosophy. 

(2) This book is one of Apichatpong’s favorite works along with such books as those of Oliver Sacks and Ray Bradbury, which are juxtaposed in his exhibition at Tokyo Film Museum.

(3) https://www.weblio.jp/content/%E3%81%91%E3%82%8F%E3%81%84。

(accessed 12 May 2018)

(4) Dior and I, 2015, The Orchard. 

(5) Apichatpong’s passion for the soundscape is well known among followers of his film works. The forests portrayed in his movies are usually marked with such inundations of sound (cf. Anderson, 2011). Even in his recent theatrical work, The Fever Room, the hall was literally overwhelmed by the sound of the storm during the climax of the performance. At one of the most beautiful and lyrical scenes, such as the one about the town being colored with blue and red in the midst of the Cemetery of Splendor (cf. Fukushima, 2017), some even noticed the strange sound of fans turning, which was inserted almost subliminally. His recently published CD Metaphors [HEADZ219] is another witness to the diversity of sounds in his films. In this sense, the subtitle of a recently published collection of essays on his work—namely, The Artist of Light and Memory (Natsume and Kaneko, 2016)— should be replaced with The Artist of Light, Sound, and Memory. On Hisakado’s similar sensitivity to sound, see Tokuyama’s text.  
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