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. .often goodness involves looking forward to a posthumous time when one may look back upon the
present with the emotional neutrality and possibly even disinterested and generally-adhesive goodwill of
death.

Michael Cisco

Dr. Bondi’s Methods

In the small hours of 20 September 2020 after the MCs had exited the main stage at the Sanam Luang
occupation, the first mega protest for thai democracy with turnout numbering in the hundred thousand in
recent years, the banned documentary Democracy After Death by director-in-exile Neti Wichiansaen was
screened, on a gigantic stage monitor, for the first time in the country since its release in 2016. The film follows
the narration of an unnamed and lost soul, a shade of man with no coordinates but the story he tells in which
he has no place and whose progress is measured in the increasing degree of Neoliberal globalization
characterized by the releases of new iPhone models against the number of coups and Red Shirt casualties in
Thailand between 2006 and 2016. Stuck in limbolike landscapes shifting from campfire in oppressing dark to
calm seaside to hellish trek across endless sand dunes, the shade constantly addresses and ever chases one
that has gone before: an apparition of loong' Nuamtong Praiwal, the taxi driver who on 30 September 2006,
after the coup d’état by the military junta under general Sonthi Boonyaratglin, drove his toyota corolla taxi at
full speed into a royal thai army M41 Walker Bulldog tank.

For many occupiers that night, this would be the first time that they ever heard of Nuamtong and so were
much entranced by his commitment. For some others, his final defiance against the junta’s totalizing remark
on his survival from the literal driving towards death — ‘No one is willing to die for their ideology’? — already
was an ending familiar and so evental that varied interpretations have emerged as a result in both the
revolutionary and reactionary consciousness: ‘He was a hero for democracy before his time!’, ‘He shouldn't
have gone and done that. Who's going to look after his family now?¢’, and so on. These rationalizations lead us
nowhere beyond Nuamtong as a historical object. Subjective facts disconnected from real truth. Here | argue
for a weird return to Freud. When considered in isolation, both his concept of death drive and the death of
Nuamtong Praiwal are incomprehensible from certain subjectivities; but taken together, and supplemented by
a reading of cosmic angst central to the philosophy of weird fiction, they form a picture incomplete in just the
right places.

" Loong/Uncle (trans: av; equivalent to ‘uncle’) is a Thai honorific that may refer to an older acquaintance, usually of middle age or above, who is not necessarily
genealogically related to the addresser.

2 spoken by the junta deputy mouthpiece (of shit) at the time.
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Performer at Nuamtong Praiwal’s remembrance on 30 Oct 2020.

Anastasis: Buddhas Die Twice

Much of the narrative and structure of Democracy After Death directly harks back to Nuamtong's
last words ‘I hope that in the next life there won’t be anymore coup d’'Otat.”® Engaging one sided with the
dead, addressing the traumatic real that can never answer, the narrator muses at one point how ‘if uncle
entered the cycle of rebirth immediately after his death, he would be ten years old by now’. But what
exactly is the afterlife, this time after death where the reincarnated Nuamthong may at last get to live
the democratic experience foreclosed in his previous life? In a Theory and Psychology article*, Kazushige
Shingu and Tetsuo Funaki elaborate on the link between this cycle of rebirth, afterlife and samsara, and
what Herr Dr. Sigismund Schlomo Freud refers to as death drive. Reading psychoanalysis alongside the
teachings and practices of various japanese buddhist sects, Shingu and Funaki highlight the two basic
structural features of an afterlife often glossed over in theistic religions: that it involves another death
beyond the physical and that, in the final instance, its ex-sistence relative to the two deaths is not
chronological. One facet of death drive can be understood through the subject’s dynamics within this
structure.

We can well imagine the following everyday Leninist scenario involving the salaryman:

a senior civil servant finds himself caught between two colleagues debating the excessive
use of force by the state to disperse a crowd of protesters the day previous, to which the senior
throws up his hands, shakes his head and says, “Look, we're not supposed to talk politics in this
building while wearing this uniform. I've got a family who rely on my income and benefits, and |
don't want to ruin it for them or lose my pension. After | retire I'm going to play as much pool as
I want and that’s all that matters.”

The psychoanalytic death drive consists in this indefinite postponement and repetition — that is,
the senior’s placement beyond a future point in time of a period in which he could at last live life on his
own terms and the hobby or activity that sustains this structure in the eternal present®. Freud regards
the pleasure-principle, the drive towards a pleasurable resolution of the subject’s inner tensions, as
ultimately subserving ‘a certain function . . .but we note that the function so defined would partake of
the most universal tendency of all living matter — to return to the peace of the inorganic world.”®
Following this particular logic, we can see then that the retiree’s life the senior civil servant imagines for
himself is actually not the object of his pursuit as such, that to attain a life of our own means in truth to
attain a life in which we could start coming to terms with our own physical first death, whether we are
aware of this process or not. And there is no guarantee that the structure will not repeat itself in some
other outwardly different form — finding religion in old age, taking up a new daring pastime, and so on
— even after the senior manages to reach retirement without a hitch.

This coming to terms with our own first and, objectively speaking, only death is virtually the goal of
all religions. But it is in the buddhism as originally taught by Gautama Buddha, the religion that seeks to
help the subject free itself from the language of death’s desirability/undesirability, that the structure of
afterlife is most accurately depicted. In a supremely Lacanian maneuver, Gautama Buddha achieved
nirvana, the second death of suffering caused by the fact of our mortality, before passing away, both
reversing and collapsing conventional chronology. The hereafter is finite and ends before it can begin.

Democracy After Death is not a story of Nuamtong’s afterlife but of our own, his second death
having already been achieved and discernible at least in his resigned acceptance of reincarnation. The
narrator and the audience both are the ones still caught in samsara, awaiting the coming of democracy
like the civil servant awaiting retirement, sustained by some perpetual repetition.

Subjective Immortality

The reader may now ask at which point did Nuamtong effectively attain enlightenment? The
monumentality of his driving towards death seems to suggest that he either attained it prior to getting

3 This is Nuamtong’s farewell to his family in the suicide note.

# Kazushige Shingu; Tetsuo Funaki (2008), ‘Between Two Deaths’: The Intersection of Psychoanalysis and Japanese Buddhism, Theory and Psychology, https://doi.
org/10.1177/0959354307087885.

5 Perhaps today we can find some of the most acute manifestations of death drive in the Hikikomori social-hermit phenomenon endemic in the late capitalist
urbanscapes of East Asia. Contradictions in such cases are able to present themselves so sharply primarily because the subject has opted out of a certain
process of reproduction of labour power: a complete retreat from social life is required, as it were, so that some kind of life could be imagined at all.

© Herr Dr. Sigismund Schlomo Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Section 7. Those familiar with the work of Robert Pirsig may recognize this inherent tendency
as the “immoral” atavistic descent from the biological/organic to inorganic pattern. How does such a totalitarian concept as the metaphysics of quality resolve
this contradiction?
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in his taxi that day or after surviving the crash. | do not think that the exact location of this moment
matters overmuch, since a subject caught in death drive experiences the present as an immortal, i.e.
their afterlife lies always in an indefinite future. Contrary to what is taken for granted in popular
psychologic ideologies, death drive is anything but violent. It operates beyond, not antithetically to, the
pleasure-principle; when pleasure has been exhausted what remains is not violence but melancholy. We
should even resist reading violence in symbolic suicide — and I'll show later that suicide can only be
symbolic — since this is how the Thai state characterizes Democracy After Death and justifies its ban to
avoid an encounter with Real trauma.

N
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Mukoda after a really good night’s sleep.

Similarly, by reading beyond the genre’s horrific imagery and traditional horror tropes, can we get
at the true character of contemporary weird fiction; and this applies perhaps most of all to the manga
of Junji Ito, whose visual grotesqueries may prove too much for some weird fiction enthusiasts, especially
the Lovecraft purists’. Known for such frightening, stomach-churning, anxiety-inducing® series as
Uzumaki and Gyo, the height of Ito’s weird originality can be found in the short story Long Dream from
The Junji Ito Horror Comic Collection, Vol. 9. In Long Dream, neurosurgeon Dr. Kuroda treats two
patients: Mami, afflicted by a death anxiety more severe than her illness warrants, and Mukoda, whose
subjective experience of time’s passage inside a dream seems to grow longer with each passing night.
Mukoda at first experiences one night’s dream as lasting roughly one year. As this subjective time grows
exponentially, and the content of his dreams more outlandish, he soon struggles to recall events of the
previous waking day. His physical appearance grows hideous and inhuman, and he once wakes from a
century-long dream speaking in dialects of nonexistent peoples. The two patients cross paths when one

night Mukoda walks the hospital corridors to keep himself awake. He enters Mami’s room as he passes
and hears her agonizing over her inevitable death. But because of Mukoda’s barely human visage, Mami
thinks he is the grim reaper and suffers a breakdown, after which her death anxiety considerably
worsens. After waking from a thousand year-long dream in which he is married to and living happily with
Mami, Mukoda, no longer able to distinguish between transient reality and illusions that last countless
lifetimes, voices his greatest fear,

‘What happens to the man who wakes from an endless dream?”

In their parallel, Mami and Mukoda share a fundamental melancholy: neither the dying patient nor
the subjective immortal can contemplate their own end. Their suffering arises out of language’s
inadequacy, the fundamental failure to metaphorize the disappearance of the subject itself, no matter
how much time they may think they have. And we can perhaps derive from Mukoda’s apprehension an
understanding of the practical operation of death drive: eternity in a single finite moment is okay so long
as it never arrives.

Towards a Weird Humanism

In his short story What He Chanced to Mould in Play®, Michael Cisco adds a unique twist to the
Dunsanian eschatological formula of reality being nothing more than a dream of a sleeping god. The
denouement sees the two characters Mr. Thoth and Mr. Arlath completing the names of the dreamer
and the dreamer’s messenger, thereby bringing the dream to its culmination, by simply adding a few
letters to the legal names they have harmlessly borne all their lives. Cisco is not here concerned with the
outcome of Azathoth's awakening, that is, the end of reality itself, but with the nature of this awakening.
Instead of the usual trope in which lesser gods lull Azathoth with music — a possible mechanistic
materialist metaphor for the inevitable triumph of entropy — Azathoth in What He Chanced arrives out
of the unconscious as a signifier.

Language, then, is our death. The advent of consciousness brings a condition unique to the human
creature. Psychoanalytically speaking, what distinguishes the human is the symbolic order which allows
us to contemplate our own somatic death, to fumble evermore with inadequate metaphors, a blessed
impossibility for other animals who function only at the level of images. And if we are to take seriously
the christian doctrine that we were created in god’s own likeness, we should come to the same
conception that Thomas Ligotti, master weird fictioneer, reads from Philipp Mainlander’s philosophy of
a god as articulate, as alienated, as agonized as we are by the mere existence of his ability to think
infinitely in a finite reality. Seen thus, the Nietzschean platitude God is Dead appears to oversimplify the
truth of the matter:

7 The debate on the merit of Ito’s visual presentation belongs to the larger nascent discussion on what weird fiction is in the context of thai supernaturalism. At
the 2020 annual Lovecraftian Thailand meeting in August, one of the often cited rules of thumb for telling Lovecraftian horror apart from conventional horror is
that the former does not rely on overtly grotesque visual scares. The rule is obviously inadequate. The point is not that the images are too much, but that they
are never quite up to the task despite the shock factor.

& What makes Ito’s work so effective, in my opinion, is that it contains all three elements related to neuroses briefly discussed in Freud’s Beyond the Pleasure
Principle: apprehension, in that every turn of the page is potentially a window into an everyday world bepopulate by horrors without antecedent; fright, in that
the reader, though expectant, is never prepared for the revelations; fear, in that the revealed monstrosities do not lose their horror momentum even so divested
of their earlier mystery.

? Michael Cisco, ‘What He Chanced to Mould in Play’, Secret Hours, (Mythos Books, 2007). Also, see Cormac McCarthy’s seminal novel Blood Meridian (1985) for
the character judge Holden who in his ledger sketches and records lifeforms and objects he comes across in his journey, then destroys the very things the
material properties of which he has inscribed so that their existence may consist only in the written words of his accounting: ‘Whatever in creation exists without
my knowledge exists without my consent.” The moment all of creation receives his consent is also the selfsame moment it no longer is.
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God has killed himself. And from him, caught as he is in endless samsara, we have inherited suicide.®

This is why | must disagree with Bruce Fink who takes the middle road of the liberal atheist, sides
decisively with ‘the patient’s life drive against death drive in all its forms’, and tries to summarily sweep
this aspect of human contradiction, this divine inheritance, under the rug." Fink, who reduces death
drive to fixation on political; religious; and other ideals, would struggle to explain the conditions of
Nuamtong’s suicide on 1 November 2006, and would dismiss the drive’s potential as a coping mechanism.
It was clear from the interview that Nuamtong did not feel anything close to favoring a next life; he simply
felt no particular attachment to this one. The enlightened subject has no object to fixate on in the
course of imminent death.

For good honest communists, humanism is a contentious subject. Liberal ideologies attempt to
enforce a consensus on human rights at every turn; ineffective if not downright hypocritical NGOs tackle
‘humanitarian’ crises like overfunded charities, unable or never intending to address local contradictions
within global capitalism. Humanity is jerrybuilt from egalitarian demands — right to housing, right to
healthcare, right to work, right to speak freely, and so on — around a core of being that remains
undefinable, nonhuman. The loud sensible cry for the right to fully live, the right to enjoy life, rendered
vulnerable by its own positive language, drowns out a fundamental madness that begs to be heard. ‘The
living and the dead jabber inside you. You cannot understand them.”? This madness alone is ours. And
to deny it in ourselves and in others is to deny the human essence, which of course does not exist.

Thus, any meaningful discussion involving humanism, | think, should proceed from this ‘negative’
aspect of the human instinct. Should proceed from the image of the real human, the narrator of
Democracy After Death. Not any chaser of dreams driven onward by hopes, but a despairer after some
Nuamtong of our own. Any dictatorship — feudal, bourgeois, proletarian — can give anyone a good life.
And just as the good life is in particular relative to the subject’s material conditions and is in a sense
universally solipsistic, then maybe it’s time for us to overtake Nuamtong’s ghost. Maybe it’s time to look
beyond the theoretical affirmation of proletarian subjectivity, beyond the reality of labour itself.

10see Ligotti's discussion on Mainlander’s Will-to-die in The Nightmare of Being chapter in The Conspiracy Against the Human Race.
"Bruce Fink, Lacan on Love, (Polity Press, 2016), 147.

2 Thomas Ligotti, The Conspiracy Against the Human Race, (Hippocampus Press, 2010), 224.
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