HOSTING THE GHOST:
ON LIMBO AESTHETICS______

I am a ghost. – “I am a ghost. I am the one who says: ‘I am a ghost.’ Believe me
or not. That’s not a problem of belief. That’s not even a problem of faith. That’s an
existential problem. The problem of existence itself. The problem of being alive and
being able to speak, that is to say to be spoken—to have been spoken before having
been able to speak. My voice bears the traces of words that were said about me
before I was born, before I was even able to hear them, to understand them. My
voice is the channel through which ghosts speak. And they speak to me as if I were
a ghost, a member of the Guild of the Specters. They speak to me in my voice as if
my voice was an echo chamber.
Listen to my voice. Listen to my voice that is not only my voice, but a recorder, a
recorder and a player, playing what was engraved and engraving what was played,
records and utterances spiraling around the void that engulfs and projects the rumor
of the world, of the world and the non-world, the human world and the inhuman
dimension, the future and the past, the dead and the unborn, the virtual and the
actual. Listen to the low ghost, the logos hosting the gossip of the loss, of the low
return of what seemed to be lost but was just asleep, waiting to be redeemed, saved
thanks to the resurrection of my voice, of your voice, of any voice for which justice
first concerns the voiceless, the ones whose lives have been shortened, the ones
whose hope for emancipation was brutally annihilated. Listen to the low ghost
asking the high Angel of History to cling to branches to withstand the storm called
extinction, the storm called climate change, the storm called liberal nationalism, the
storm threatening ghosts to not exist any longer in the future, for lack of future, for
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lack of living beings able to die.”
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Only ghosts exist. – I am a ghost. I am the one who says: “I am a ghost.” I don’t
say: “I am dead.” To utter “I am dead” would be very problematic, because as Kant
wrote,

the thought I am not simply cannot exist; because if I am not then I cannot be
conscious that I am not.… To negate the subject itself when speaking in the first
person, so that the subject destroys itself, is a contradiction.1
Kant was neither the first, nor the last philosopher to warn us that “the thought
I am not cannot exist,” Epicurus did the same when he argued that

death is nothing to us, since so long as we exist, death is not with us; but when
death comes, then we do not exist.2
And for Heidegger, like for Epicurus, death—as a fact, as an event that will
necessarily happen in the future—is nothing to us. What is something to us is the
fact that we are mortal, that Sein-zum-Tode defines us, here and now, and not in the
future. Death is not an “ontic” fact, an object that I can measure or experience, death
is the milieu from which any human experience can occur. Death, to follow Georges
Bataille’s line of thought, is what drives me out of myself—the self being only a
retroactive effect of this dis-placement: what comes first is the displacement, the
fact of being outside, that is to say the fact of existing—as to exist means,
etymologically, to be outside, to stand outside. Death is therefore where or from
where we exist; it does not mean that we are already dead, turned into non-living
things; it means that we are always already turned by our capacity to be dead into
existing beings. Only ghosts can speak about death, about the certainty of death.

1

Kant, Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2006),
60.
2
Epicurus, ‘Epicurus to Menoeceus’, in Epicurus: The Extant Remains (Oxford, The Clarendon Press,
1926), 85.

5/2/2021

Only ghosts really exist. Believe me or not.
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Experiencing death as alive. – When we are deaf to Epicurus, Kant, and
Heidegger, when we try to imagine the possibility of experiencing death as such, to
experience death while alive, we get the disturbing situation that Edgar Allan Poe
describes in “The Facts in the Case of M. Valdemar.” Poe’s story deals with a
mesmerist who decides to put a man in a suspended hypnotic state just before he
dies. As the mesmerist asks Valdemar whether or not he is sleeping, Valdemar
replies:
Yes; — no; — I have been sleeping — and now — now — I am dead.3

Valdemar is now both dead and alive. Death, as the narrator explains, “had been
arrested by the mesmeric process.” After seven months, the mesmerist decides to
awake Valdemar. “M. Valdemar, the mesmerist asks, can you explain to us what are
your feelings or wishes now?” And Valdemar replies:

For God’s sake! — quick! — quick! — put me to sleep — or, quick! — waken me!
— quick! — I say to you that I am dead! (79)
As a dead person, Valdemar’s body should be decomposed, but it’s not the case,
as if his body were in a state of quantum superposition, dead-and-alive, a very
painful state as Valdemar begs the mesmerist to quickly put him back to sleep or to
wake him. As Valdemar shouts “Dead! dead!” repeatedly, the mesmerist takes
Valdemar out of his mesmeric trance; then, and only then, Valdemar’s entire body
decays into a “nearly liquid mass of loathsome—of detestable putridity.” (79)
Experiencing death in a living body is painful. Rather than being a living dead person,

3

E. A. Poe, “The Facts in the Case of M. Valdemar” in The Portable Edgar Allan Poe (New York,
Penguin Books, 2006), 77.

5/2/2021

it’s better to disappear enough to make way for ghosts.
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Ghosts and the living dead. – We should not confuse ghosts and the living dead.
Structurally, they are opposites: while the living dead are dead and alive, ghosts are
neither dead nor alive. The figure of the living dead is the embodiment of the denial
of death: manifesting the signs of putrefaction, greenish and bloody, the living dead
is undoubtedly material, revealing his skull behind flesh in pieces, his typical kind of
slow motion demonstrating his uneasy embodiment, her laborious rebirth. But the
neither-dead-nor-alive ghost attests to the presence of an absence—death—that
concerns each Dasein: ghosts come back to tell us that death is for real. They tell us:
“Do not believe in the living dead. The more you believe in the presence of the living
dead, the less you will feel the uncanny wind of absence that death blows from the
future.” Under their white sheets, ghosts warn us, there is nothing—but nothingness
needs to be outlined.

What haunts us. – Despite what Epicurus argues, death is not completely
severed from life: death haunts life and gives a form to the transcendental condition
of being mortal. When I anticipate my death, I open the door to a ghost, my own
ghost, the ghost of myself. My ghost, the ghost of myself, is the emissary of my own
death, the news I sent from the future to myself, the constitution in the present of
the past that my future will generate. I am a ghost when I listen to the spectral
dimension that already constitutes my life, the spectral dimension proving that I am
alive.
As a ghost, as a being able to listen to the white noise of the ghostly outline of
my own existence, I am sensitive to other ghosts: I anticipate the death of the ones
I love, I already receive the news coming from a future in which they will not exist
any longer. I am a ghost among other ghosts, a specter in communication with other
specters, a member of the community of those haunting the community of those

But the community of those who are going to die is nowadays threatened to
death. Not only are they threatened to death because they are going to die, but also
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who are going to die.
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because their descendants are not going to die. Their descendants are not going to
die not because they will be immortal, not because they will become post-humans,
not because they will have uploaded their brains on computers, but because they
will not have existed, because they will not have been born. What haunts us is the
possibility of no longer being haunted.

The great depopulation. – It’s not the first time in history that the possibility of
humanity’s extinction is taken seriously. Let’s think about Günther Anders,
highlighting humanity’s capacity to produce its self-destruction thanks to the
atomic bomb; let’s think about Hans Jonas, warning us that “the peaceful and
constructive use of worldwide technological power” could jeopardize the existence
as such of future generations.4 Nowadays, the ecological apocalypse is a welldocumented reality dubbed the Sixth Extinction. The Sixth Extinction does not
consist first, as we could believe, in a dramatic fall in the number of species, but in a
general decline in animal populations, this de-population is preparing a
disappearance of species even greater than what we can already see. What I call the
“great depopulation” jeopardizes human life, for human beings will not survive the
collapse of the living world.
The great depopulation does not only threaten life, but also death: if the socalled future generations don’t exist, then they will not be able to become ghosts. If
they cannot become ghosts, they will not be able to send emissaries in the present.
Something seems to vanish, the image of the future is blurred, its outline disappears
day after day, and my voice feels something like a void, like the absence of an
absence, the echo of words that I cannot remember. I feel like the ghost of a ghost,
believe me or I will not even have the possibility to speak to you any longer, I will
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become some sort of naked nothingness, a gloomy version of Alice’s Cheshire cat:
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two dark eyes without a shroud. I need to find another form, another medium,
another aesthetics.

Vanishing ghosts of the Earth. – As Derrida famously said, “the future belongs
to ghosts (l’avenir est aux fantômes).”5 The more we record images, the more we
open the door to specters, because we set up the possibility of playing these
recordings in the future, of conjuring up the images of the past. Recording
technologies are resurrection technologies. Cinema is par excellence the medium
through which specters can display their autonomous form of life, as the
supernatural horror film series Paranormal Activity demonstrates: strictly speaking,
nothing happens in this film, except that a video camera records … but records
what? Nothing, or more precisely, traces of nothingness—some footprints in the
flour, a door opening all by itself. These traces are not the signs of the presence of a
ghost, they are and only are recorded traces: in Paranormal Activity, we never see
ghosts, but rather what will come back, that is to say their anticipation. What should
only be visible in the future, that is to say the traces of something that happened in
the past, is displayed in the moment of the recording. In other words, what we watch
is not the recording, but the recorded, the future specter who is already present, a
revenant coming back before being able to come.
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Paranormal Activity, 2007 (screen shot)
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However, if now the future belongs to the absence of ghosts, how are we going
to record life? In a devastated future, on a planet clear of human beings, the only
intact recording of human life will be in the Earth’s strata, as famous geologist Jan
Zalasiewicz argues in The Earth After Us: What Legacy Will Humans Leave in the
Rocks? In his book, Zalasiewicz imagines, in a far remote future, extraterrestrial
creatures excavating in the Earth’s depth the evidence of elapsed human civilization.
But geological strata balk at releasing specters, their rigid structure firmly traps
images, and erosion definitively erases data, destroying forever a part of the Earth’s
memory.

Squared melancholia. – “Something is missing,” to cite Ed Atkins’ universe6 –
but what exactly? The problem at the core of melancholia, as Freud argued, is the
difficulty to identify the lost object. In Ghosts of My Life: Writings on Depression,
Hauntology and Lost Futures, Mark Fisher analyzed what he called the “slow
cancellation of the future.” By this, he meant that some promises of the past have
not been held:

What haunts is the specter of a world in which all the marvels of communicative
technology could be combined with a sense of solidarity much stronger than
anything social democracy could muster.7
What happened is that communicative technologies were used to erase the
possibility of what Fisher calls “popular modernism.” (26-27) If the modernist project
can be understood as the creation of “innovative cultural forms adequate to
contemporary experience,” (11-12) then popular modernism means the offering of
these cultural forms to everyone, the people, and especially the working class, all
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those who were able to get their “cultural capital” more thanks to the institutions of
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the state, public radio and television, than thanks to their parents or class
belongings. But the privatization of every social space, the disappearance of the
public, and the impossibility to withdraw from the Internet-of-everything, lead to
the end of the concrete conditions of possibility of popular modernism, its spacetime: what could have been possible did not happen, the “not yet” of the popular
modernist project was never materialized, except as ghosts haunting the present
culture, except as “specters of lost futures.” (27)
Fisher’s specters come from the incomplete past of culture—but what about the
ghosts coming from a future completely devastated by human culture and its
rejection of nature? In the end, the problem is maybe less that the future did not
arrive than too much of it arrived. Fisher’s melancholia concerns the unfulfilled
promise of the past; but we also need to understand the sort of melancholia in
dealing with the fulfilled threat of the future. At first sight, the result is the same: in
both cases, the present is amputated. For a present to be, and not be the empty
repetition of the past, or its nostalgic worship, what is required is a way of thinking
and living commensurate to the forces giving rise to the present, a singular form able
to express these forces. Fisher lamented the passing of this form, paying attention
to the popular culture able to mourn the missing form of the present, when lost
futures’ specters decide to put on the costume of the abandoned past.
What my analysis adds to Fisher’s interpretation is that even the ghosts have
begun to fade. If a present is lacking, it’s because there is, right in the middle of it, a
wide-open gap, a black hole holding all the white shrouds back: not only do we
experience a difficulty with projecting us in a future, but the future is not able to
resend phantoms any longer. The cycle of retro-projections and projections, thanks
to which the present gets its form by retroceding to the future what its emissaries
have lent to us, is damaged. Squared melancholia. Squared melancholia for scared
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ghosts.
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Limbo aesthetics. – The temptation would be to fill the gap of the present with
the simulacrum of an eternal presence. The past being betrayed, and the future
saturated with death, the fantasy would be to produce a computer-generated space
disconnected from any promise of emancipation as well as any relation with the
coming environmental collapse, a virtual sphere with purposeless becomings,
offering an arch of pseudo survival in a world not even able to recognize death any
longer—let’s think about Ian Cheng’s “live” simulations. Welcome to the age of
limbo aesthetics.

Ian Cheng, Something Thinking of You, 2015 (screen shot)

In limbo virtual world, people are not sinners, they seem to have nothing to
reproach themselves, they are neither in Paradise, nor in Heaven, or even in
Purgatory (as they believe they have nothing to purge), they’re just waiting for the
redemption of the Last Judgment. They stand on the edge, as the etymology of the
word limbo suggests (limbus). But they turn the edge into a vast domain in which
they could safely wait for uploaded brains, successful trans-humans, genetically
modified zombies, and neo-colonial androids.

from the status of anticipated reality to augmented reality, from a “consensual
hallucination” (William Gibson) to an individualized solicitation, virtual reality is
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Virtual limbo’s vast domain is not outside of society. Since cyberspace passed
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trapped in actual reality – objects, spyware, smart homes, and cellular phones
answering calls you’ve never initiated. Virtual limbo stands for an inside that could
make us believe that nothing is missing.
To generate this belief, virtual limbo needs to exploit the source that can give
rise to ghosts: limbo aesthetics seems to be spectral, conjuring up entities that are
neither here nor there, neither in Paradise nor in Heaven; but the neither/nor that
defines the entities inhabiting limbo is the expression of the rejection of everything
that lies beyond, or below, limbo’s edges. Limbo aesthetics captures the spectral
neither/nor and turns ghosts into virtual entities whose characteristic is the fear of
any outside, any unaccomplished past as any call to endure the absolute negativity
of the future. Limbo aesthetics fears ghosts more than anything else, because
ghosts refer to another place, a place of radical otherness: ghosts come back, they
are revenants (Wiedergänger), they attest to death, to the incompleteness of any
inside; sometimes they need to become poltergeists when they want living people
to acknowledge them, when living people are too deaf to listen to them.
Listen to the ghosts, to those of them able to foretell the future: the coming
ontological war, they say, will oppose the virtual and the spectral, limbo and the call
of the outside, undefined entities and determined specters. And the world to come
will depend on the way we’ll answer, or not, this question: will the virtual dry up the
spectral, or will the spectral turn the virtual into a power? Will limbo aesthetics
succeed in maintaining everything into its edges, in filling the gap opened by the
collapse of the future with the entities it keeps conjuring up, or will revenants be able
to blow the wind of the outside until we agree to exist?

Spectral is the world. – How could spectral forces turn the virtual to its
advantage? Kiyoshi Kurosawa’s 2001 film Pulse imagines ghosts using the Internet
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to invade the world of the living because the world of the dead is overpopulated.
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Pulse (screen shot)

But this overpopulation seems to be the effect of a global wave of
disappearances, people dying and becoming ghosts on the internet: the
actualization of ghosts as ghosts forced to find a new home is the effect of a process
of virtualization of the world, people dying and becoming virtual ghosts, trapped in
the Internet world. One could consider the ghost invasion as something horrible, a
nightmarish scenario; but one could also argue that the hellish dialectic, the quasiDeleuzian double process of actualization and virtualization, is one step outside
limbo aesthetics: a gate is open, a communication is possible between distinct
worlds, life and death.
Understood as the reverse of limbo’s phagocytizing of the spectral, Liam
Young’s Where the City Can’t See conjures up spectral entities through which the
outside is still visible: the specters’ edges do not delimit an inside severed from the
outside, they are unfinished, topologically porous, they serve as mediations
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between what is close and what is distant.8
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Where the City Can’t See (screen shot)

Instead of demarcating hermetic objects, they reveal the depth of field of the
city landscape. At last, they show that the spectral is not only a human feature, but
also a dimension that is inherent to the world. We can see specters everywhere,
because a spectral dimension haunts every place. We can see the end of the world
as something that already happened. And if we listen carefully, if we find the ghosts’
frequency, perhaps we’ll be able to transmit what they say through our voices: we
say, they say that we say:
“We are the wretched of the planet Earth, we are the
proletarians of death. Space-time is endangered and we ask
for the politicization of the transcendental. We don’t want
to be lost in the mine of time: we need an art of impossible
communications, revealing death in life and life in death
without confusing them; we need hosts; we need living
bodies able to repeat what they already said when the world
collapsed; we need to record right now what will never
Ghosts of all futures, unite!”
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happen.
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