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Haunted

A police car on fire is the perfect embodiment of grief.

The smoke is darker than we are used to. It curls up into a 2 p.m. sky in Philadelphia and I think, This time is different. The burning car is an icon of a pain that feels like it can and will destroy the world, a symbol of the uselessness of power in the face of loss. The world as it is did not protect your love, your son, your sister, so what good is it, anyway? Why not consign it all to the fire?

The burning car is not just an expression of grief for a person or group of people but a release of the idea of America, of a particular consensus that had never really existed but was taught to us nevertheless as though the repetition could make it real. As though there had been a shiny and clean American Dream that was available to all of us if we tried hard enough. The burning spread around the world, because it is not just America in the flames.

The burning will be written off as rage, but the truth is there is so much rage inside of grief. Anger that boils up in your chest and demands to be let out. The target, if there is one, is probably out of reach so it will just come out when you least want it to if you don’t find a way to aim. What no one tells you about rage is that it is overwhelming, but it is not directionless; you can explain exactly why you feel it even as it makes your body shake and twist. Rage, they say, as if rage is for the less-than-human, a base emotion, as if it doesn’t take human comprehension to feel such a powerful thing. Rage is perfectly correct when you have felt a loss this big and when you know in your bones that more are coming. When you know the next one could be your brother sister cousin lover friend, could be you.

The police car afire was the most potent visual symbol of 2020, of a moment when so many people had so little left to lose. But 2020 wasn’t an anomaly or a freak year in an otherwise forward march of progress. The pandemic might have been new, but the unequal exposure to its ravages was formed centuries earlier, and the protests might have been bigger in 2020 than they had been in 2014, in 2016, but the world has never stopped reminding us that things can get worse as easily as they can get better. The crises outlasted 2020, and the pandemic was absorbed into the new normal much as the climate crisis has been, even as the death toll mounts, the heat waves rage, the violence continues. There is so much still to grieve, and we have taken so little time—we are allowed so little time—in which to do it. We are told to return to normal, and yet normal was already killing so many of us.

When my father died, in 2018, I was upended by grief. Nothing I had read or experienced before prepared me for how absolutely undone I would be, how shattered. How physical it was, how it affected my breathing, my heart rate, my ability to sleep and to walk and to be touched by the people who loved me, to make eye contact and hold a gaze. How it took the taste of food from my mouth, how I felt like a child again begging someone to make it all right and at the same time how I felt ancient wisdom at the back of my skull, the knowledge of something that no one could have explained to me, that I had to go through. Years later a friend would say, I am still in the land of the dead, and I would know how she felt. Ghosts walked with me.

It was an absolute break with what had come before, with who I had been before.

It was wrenching. But it also, in moments, opened up a vast space of possibility. Having lost someone I could not fathom a life without, could I picture instead something totally different? Could I imagine my life absolutely otherwise? Could we all, if we acknowledged our grief rather than shambling on like zombies, imagine collectively something new?

As I picked up the pieces of my life, I began to see traces of grief everywhere. And yet the world as we know it makes so little space for mourning. This fundamental contradiction seemed to me suddenly to be at the heart of every rebellion, every political battle, every bit of the spectacular violence speeding up all over the world. I found it at the heart of every story I was covering as a reporter, even before the pandemic began. I went on a journey through the land of the dead, learning about grief, my own and other people’s, and this book you hold in your hands is the result.

It is a more personal story than I have told before, and I remain uneasy with this. Uneasy with taking up space, and uncomfortable with my own vulnerability. I could and indeed have gathered theorists and experts around me, clothed myself in their brilliance and hidden myself from you to a degree, but it was in reporting this book that I found I had to share my story first. It was cruel to sit with a stranger as they told me the most intimate details of the worst moments of their lives and to pretend at objectivity. It was impossible to hold to some kind of journalistic distance, to not reach for a hand when tears came to someone’s eyes, and it was impossible to ask the questions I wanted to ask without offering my own story first, my own pain, so that they knew I was not simply rubbernecking but was a fellow traveler, and that maybe together we could understand our own hearts better. And that I had to offer my story on the page as well, that I had to be brave enough to offer myself up first for examination. To counter, as Saidiya Hartman and Christina Sharpe have written, “the violence of abstraction.”1

My own griefs were, in a word, ordinary. And yet they turned my life upside down. Losing a parent who had been ill a while, the end of a relationship that had long withered, these are the kinds of unavoidable losses in any human life. They attuned me, in a fresher, sharper way, to all the unnecessary grief around me, to the crueler losses by far that other people were living with, to all the premature deaths and violence and dispossession that did not have to happen, not then, not that way. Janet Malcolm famously wrote, “Every journalist who is not too stupid or too full of himself to notice what is going on knows that what he does is morally indefensible.” She may have been right; including my own story in this book is my attempt to be less of a monster.2

I needed to tell this story, to intertwine my own with those of others because, as Cristina Rivera Garza wrote, “We always grieve for someone and with someone. Grieving connects us in ways that are subtly and candidly material.” Because grieving isolates yet it convolutes, too, and writing is oddly similar. Gathering the details for this book was deeply social; it was an excuse to meet so many people, to sit and talk in cafés and offices and living rooms and parks in places I had never been before, to feel over and over the awkward desire to reach through the screen of a video call to comfort, to soothe. And then to sit down and write meant to peel off my own scabs and bleed afresh, to reread those conversations and discover in them not just the stories of others but the story of myself, too, told over and over in subtly different ways as I learned, as I became the person who could do this writing at all. Who could offer this thing to you.3

The bulk of it, though, is about those people who sat with me. About the transformations they have gone through, the ways they made sense of what had happened to them or learned to live with the senselessness. The things they taught me, the worlds they built on the other side of catastrophe. Their stories are grouped roughly into five chapters, five threads of reckoning with the crises of the twenty-first century. There are many, many more stories to tell than the ones I have woven into this book, and I made the choices I did in part simply to hold the scope to something manageable. I was also limited, naturally, by the willingness of strangers and friends to open up to me, to sit and excavate their heartbreak for my recorder. I am and will remain endlessly grateful to everyone who has chosen to tell me their story, for this book and over the years.

I also have five themes, five theses, or perhaps a grammar of grief, to lay out here before we dive into the stories.

1. Grief Is a Rupture

It is a sudden, abrupt, even violent break from the status quo—even if you were expecting it, even if you had felt it before. Before I experienced real grief, I thought that I would be sad for a while. I was not expecting the howling storm, the black hole it opened up around me and inside me. Grief is rage and anger and frustration and sadness and sometimes a kind of horrible joy; it is less an emotion than a state of being. It is a being-undone. It is a realization of one’s own vulnerability. 

It was Judith Butler’s writing on grief that first helped me understand what was happening, that first felt like something other than the terrible cliches that abound. Butler, a philosopher of gender and the body, was able to capture something about the bodily nature of mourning, about the process that was happening unconsciously in my cells and organs. That it was an ecstatic process, like rage or desire, that brought me outside of myself, that seemed to loosen me from the physical world at the same time as my body’s mechanics insisted on my attention.4

I expected too that my grief would lessen by the day, that it would be a sort of process with steps and stages, maybe even identifiable ones, and yet it was profoundly nonlinear. Indeed, it disrupted my very sense of time, my perception of days or hours passing. I experienced some moments at a remove and lived others so fiercely I thought they would be the end of me. I still find it sideswiping me, five years later; it is distant enough now that it takes me a while, when it happens, to recognize it as my grief biting into me again.5

Researchers have documented all of this, I learned, eventually. The brain fog and the unevenness, and the fact that the “stages” don’t work that way in the least; that everyone will experience grief differently, even when they are experiencing the same loss. That other people can help but sometimes their attempts to help will hurt. I learned terms like “disenfranchised grief,” for a loss that “is not or cannot be openly acknowledged, socially sanctioned or publicly mourned,” and “ambiguous loss,” when a relationship is “disrupted or broken due to physical absence or psychological absence,” when the person being mourned is not present but still alive or still present but not themselves, from therapists and grief experts like Jess Kuttner and MaryGrace DiMaria, people who reached out to me after reading my first published attempts at grappling with the subject. Pauline Boss, the woman who coined the term “ambiguous loss,” explained that “closure” is all but impossible, a cruel expectation to place on ourselves. That rather than seeking an end to the process, we could heal by giving it new meaning, by seeking justice.6

The whole thing was outside of my control, and control was the thing I had learned to value the most. It was a lesson my father had taught me, and now he was gone.

It was not the experts who soothed me with their answers (even when their answers were “there are no answers”). It was the writers in whose pages I found my state echoed back to me. Walter Benjamin, a man who knew something about grief. I could not read his works without thinking about the way he’d died, a German Jew fleeing Paris ahead of the Gestapo, sending his books ahead of him, acquiring the visas he needed from the United States but denied an exit visa, trapped, opting to end his own life. Trying to read him without talking to his ghost was impossible. “Didn’t the dead person’s name, the last time you uttered it, sound differently in your mouth?” he wrote, of the moment we learn of a death. “Don’t you see in the flames a sign from yesterday evening, in a language you only now understand?” His books seemed gifts from the community of the dead; as he noted, “Ad plures ire was the Latin expression for dying.” To go among the many.7

“Rupture” is a political term as well as a personal one; as China Miéville pointed out, it is a key term used in the Communist Manifesto. It is the idea that a political transformation must be total, a complete break, a leap into a future we cannot see or even imagine from where we stand. The break that is grief, that is a death, a loss of a home or another pillar of one’s existence, is a similar kind of severance. It is a loss and an opening up simultaneously, an opening up that is terrifying and also necessary.8

In accepting loss we make possible the future.9

This book is animated by the living, but I want to say a few words about ghosts. Ghosts as the people and things that are both here and not here, the dead that refuse to stay dead. That return to tell us something is wrong. Ghosts hover along borders and hide in dark crannies and appear in the corner of your eye. A ghost is a trace of the past that won’t let go. Ghosts trouble the rupture.10

And our world is so very full of ghosts. It has to be, after all, because it is built on foundations of violence. Avery Gordon, in her book Ghostly Matters, makes this clear: “Haunting is one way in which abusive systems of power make themselves known and their impacts felt in everyday life, especially when they are supposedly over and done with (slavery, for instance) or when their oppressive nature is denied (as in free labor or national security).” Haunting is the way those experiences linger and refuse to be erased.11

So grief is a rupture, but the dead do not let go of us cleanly. The haunting demands something of us still, even after a change that we might believe could not possibly be bigger. We carry our ghosts with us everywhere. As Walter Benjamin wrote in his perhaps most famous piece, “On the Concept of History,” the dead have a claim on us. It is not just for ourselves and our children but also for the dead that we fight. So in telling the stories of the people I met in this book, I must also tell the stories of the ghosts that haunt them, the ghosts of loved ones and ancestors and decisions made by people who never loved them but nevertheless shaped their lives and all of our lives too. I have tried to do justice to these people I never met, to refuse in Peter Mitchell’s words to “reduce them to the trauma of their dying,” not to turn them into symbols or fetishes but always to remember that they were people just like me with loves and flaws and ghosts of their own.12

In this book I am writing about individuals’ grief, including my own, but I am also writing about something collective formed out of all those losses. About the way loss and death and destruction shape our society and have done since the beginning of the thing we call capitalism. The particular way it does so now, at this moment of many crises and looming planetary catastrophe. The way so many of us keenly sense our own disposability. I am, then, writing about grief as what Welsh critic Raymond Williams called a “structure of feeling” that because grief is multiple can be seen in varying ways all across our world. It is threaded through our politics and our personal lives, the ways we behave and the things we repress. It is wound throughout our common sense. It is within all the moments of rupture that have taken the establishment pundits by surprise over the past few decades. To see this structure of feeling, one has to let go of a comfortable set of rules about the way the world is and open oneself to the possibility of it being undone. The comfortable struggle to do this; it is the grievers who see it first.13

2. Grief Is About the Future

When my father died I was prepared to be very sad, perhaps for a long time. I was prepared to cry racking sobs and to be unable to move. But the most striking part of grieving was that it wiped out my ability to see the future. The world as I had known it was gone. I could barely imagine the next sunrise, let alone a month, a year down the line. Grief, I had thought, would be about the past, about memories that would wash over me and bring tears and anguish. I was stunned by how much grieving was about what came next and learning how to believe in a future that would not be like my past had been.

When someone dies far too young, it is easier to understand that loss in the future tense. The death of a child leaves the mourners with almost nothing to hold on to but their imaginings of the future that would have been. When journalist Dawn Foster died aged just thirty-four in 2021, everyone who loved her or valued her work mourned the books and articles she would never write. I, who did not know her well, still wonder what she would think or say about this or that. The loss of Dawn filled me with anger and a determination once again to break open the particular pieties of our field. Journalism flatters itself that it is about “speaking truth to power” and a hundred other saccharine lies but did not give her the recognition for doing so—and more importantly the money, the stability, the care she deserved. We are poorer for the lack of her voice. This is true of Dawn in particular, and it is true of everyone who dies too young.14

In “Mourning and Melancholia” Sigmund Freud described the process of grieving: “Reality-testing has revealed that the beloved object no longer exists, and demands that the libido as a whole sever its bonds with that object.” The process of mourning is of severing an attachment to the past; though Freud mentions “expectation” connected to the lost object, he misses almost entirely the way that grief is future oriented. In this, he also misses the transformation it effects, the way mourning is filled with ambivalence and flux and nothing about it resolves so much as it becomes a piece of you, a metal street sign around which a tree has grown. I did not recognize anything about my own experience in this much-cited piece.15

Recent psychological research on what some call “complicated grief” (similar, I think, to what Freud called melancholia) confirmed what I had experienced, what people had told me of their own experiences: research subjects struggled to imagine a future, particularly to imagine a future without their lost loved ones. Such difficulty, the researchers added, “may contribute to a sense of lost identity.” The need, I think, to delineate a kind of bad grief, a pathology, from Freud to the present, is a distraction, a distinction without meaning when you are stranded in the fog, trying to learn to move forward all over again.16

I spoke with psychoanalyst and author Josh Cohen about Freud and grief, and he pointed out the way that grief is excess, that the process of mourning is not linear, not short, not resolvable; it will be with us in some way for the rest of our lives, it will be us for the rest of our lives. It will be our future. And it is not a bad thing, to not want to detach. It is not a bad thing, sometimes, to be haunted.17

We make our futures but not in circumstances of our own choosing. We carry the dead with us, but we have not had the time to mourn them properly, our attention sapped by the proliferating demands of work, families, debt, more work, social media, and yet more work. Politicians seem unable to offer us more than slight improvements or threats. We live in a stretched-out present.18

Today the challenge we face is a sort of centrist melancholia: an insistence that nothing after all needs to change that much. The declaration of the “end of history” was bad enough, but to cling to this non-change or perhaps anti-change now when it is abundantly clear that the future will not look like the past, if for no other reason than the climate is now rapidly changing, feels disconnected from reality. It is the refusal to believe in transformation that worries me now, the refusal to admit that the future we were promised was better than this. The “slow cancellation of the future” is the dominant structure of feeling now for all but the wealthiest, a feeling of possibilities ebbing away.19

Mourning may wipe out desire for a time, as it wipes out anything future oriented. But within disappointment, defeat, and loss, a space is opened up for the radically new if we can hold on long enough to begin to see it.20

3. Grief Is Not Work

We often talk about grieving as though there is something one must do to grieve. As though we must apply our conscious effort to the process like it is a job. I expected that, when my father died after a year of illness, I would be somehow prepared to be good at grief. That it was something I could learn the way I had learned to be a good listener, to meet deadlines, to write other people’s stories in ways that felt correct to them. That I could apply myself and get through it faster.

I could not. Because grief is not work.

The writer Namwali Serpell pointed me to an essay on drift and the middle voice, which has, I think, colored everything I have written since then. It was called “Drift as a Planetary Phenomenon” by Bronislaw Szerszynski, and it concerned movement and the way the earth was built and suggested a different way of understanding time. Szerszynski pointed to the “middle voice” largely missing from modern European languages, from English, something between the active and the passive: “Passive and active voices both divide the world clearly into agent and patient, and just differ in which they make the subject of the verb: thus we might use the active-voice formulation ‘the wind drives the snow,’ or the passive-voice version ‘the snow is driven by the wind.’” Active voice is the voice of volition, of capitalism, of the explorer, the powerful; we are warned as writers not to use the passive voice, not to skip over the agent of the action, though this is routinely violated in what scholars have called the “exonerative tense,” for example, when a police officer shoots someone. There is assumed (see what I did there?) to always be an active person involved, one we can point to. But what of the middle?21

Many languages, Szerszynski explained, have a middle voice, which is less concerned with agency. In the middle, “the subject does not ‘do’ or have something ‘done to’ them; neither can they simply opt out from or reverse the action of which they are a part. They undergo change while engaged in interactive processes from which they cannot simply withdraw; they are not and cannot be exterior to the process.” This, Serpell suggested, is what grief is like. You are grieving but grieving is also doing you. A transformation is happening from which you cannot withdraw, in which you are a participant but you are out of control.22

I hate being out of control as much as anyone raised by my father would have. I was raised to believe in hard work, that it would bring me success and that there was nothing I could not do if I put my mind to it. Yet I had to let go of this and learn to drift. And in doing so to be more sensitive to drifting things.23

Szerszynski noted that drifting can be a state that comes from marginality—the vagrant or “drifter”—but it can also be a pleasure. I learned too to let my aimlessness be a kind of luxury. I had enough money put aside to take some time away from work to let grief wash over me. I learned to let the people who loved me just love me, to accept, eventually, that love too was a middle voice, that I did not have to earn it in order to be cared for.24

What I needed most of all was to be able not to work when the waves came for me, to let myself float.

Josh Cohen, himself the author of a book on work or rather nonwork, suggested that the pause, the break from work, of grief or otherwise, can be a political act. With him, I believe that, rather than productive (or even counterproductive), releasing and mourning is in fact defiantly anti-productive, the opposite of work and growth. That it is profoundly social as much as it is physical and embodied, and that it demands time out of the everyday flow of life, a respite from labor rather than a form of it, a period where we are allowed to simply be human and experience the darkest parts of what that means.25

Forcing ourselves back to productivity and false happiness is a thousand times more destructive than what we might feel and learn and do if we were allowed to stop. If we were given the time to grieve properly, what might we decide to change?

Working people barely get any time off for bereavement, though. The labor movement has fought at times for the right to grieve, but it has mostly been unsuccessful because, Erik Baker suggested, “grief is a threat to the peculiar way capitalism expects workers to relate to their time.” Grief resists being contained, and this makes mourners troublesome workers. If we get bereavement time at all, it will be strictly delimited: this family member but not that one, a partner but only if you’re married. Not time to grieve, only to attend a funeral.26

Because of course grief does come with rituals, which are something to do that requires time away from work. There is the Jewish practice of sitting shiva, a weeklong period where mourners abstain from work and accept calls from the community; callers bring food and accompany the bereaved as they feel the loss. Mourning rituals are numerous, practiced by all cultures, though in so many different ways. There is silence and there is keening; there are prayers and dances; there are burials and burnings; there are many processes of preparing the dead.27

The rituals exist precisely because productivity is impossible but following rules is just about doable. In our secular world the rituals too are often individualized, centering the story of a particular life, perhaps with directions left behind by the dead. (My grandmother laid out specific instructions that she would be buried in her favorite hot-pink pantsuit.)28

Since Walter Benjamin’s time Western society has been losing its familiarity with the dead. Benjamin noted, “In the course of the nineteenth century bourgeois society has, by means of hygienic and social, private and public institutions… [made] it possible for people to avoid the sight of the dying.” Dying has been pushed even further from us in the years since; deaths happen in hospitals and nursing homes, specialized locations that sterilize grief. Colonial occupiers liked to “civilize” the people they dominated by stifling grief rituals that seemed too unruly. Public lamentations, particularly by women, were banned in India under British rule; before India they had been suppressed in Ireland as well. Funerals became sites of resistance, places where political communities could form. Elegies were often written as political propaganda.29

Grief rituals have long been the province of women, the home the place where grief is held. The home the opposite of the workplace and women’s domain, and women’s work long considered not-work. Women’s assumed proficiency at caring extended to caring for the dead. In the nineteenth-century United States, Spiritualism became a religious and political movement based on direct communication with the dead; there were a variety of ways that ghosts could talk, but mostly they talked to—and through—women. Queen Victoria even embraced it; the Victorian era was perhaps the last period of splashy public mourning in the West, when the dead could be romanticized rather than hustled offstage. When mourning was a respected occupation, rather than an indication one was skiving off work. Books offered detailed rituals; mourning fashion was available for purchase; locks of hair taken from the dead were made into mourning jewelry.30

But even today, while mourning publicly is mostly abjured, women are still the ones who accompany the ill and the dying, who administer medicine and food and sponge baths and love. This work that is not considered work is undervalued even when done for a wage, shaped by hundreds of years of expectation that the work of care, for children or for the dying, will be done out of love. Emotional life is drawn into the workplace and the logics of the workplace in turn into our emotional lives. Care work is devalued under capitalism, left to the lowest-paid and most easily exploited workers (often immigrant women of color), and those with status tend to avoid it. Even care for children—to whom at least lip service is paid as “the future”—is undervalued; care for the dying rates hardly at all. And so often we who set aside productive labor to sit at the bedsides of the dying want, rather than to be paid for that time, to have time that does not require such scrupulous accounting at all.31

In my writing about labors of love and my grieving, I came to desperately want to reclaim love from work. There is something real in the tension between love and money, paid and unpaid labor, the demands for genuine love from paid laborers and unpaid work from those who love. This is, I think, why I embraced the concept of the middle voice, a tense that capitalism cannot assimilate, for grief and for love. Because these contradictions do not have easy solutions in the world we inhabit, and that makes them potentially rebellious.

4. Grief Is Anathema to Capitalism

A friend who knew I was writing a book about grief sent me a screenshot via Twitter of a stack of brochures for something called “Dove Actually.” It appeared to offer a service where you could “release a dove in memory of a loved one” as “a way to say goodbye.” The terrible pun struck me as a useful example of how impossible it is to sell products to ease the pain of loss.32

Funerals, obviously, are a business and can be quite expensive; death doulas and counselors and support groups can provide much-needed care; but when it comes to commodities, there just isn’t much that you can buy that will make it less awful that your person is gone. And yet so many keep trying. Though Freud himself argued that mourning was normal, its cure simply time, these days, you can get a diagnosis and a prescription to help you through. In 2022, the latest set of updates to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders included “prolonged grief disorder,” which the New York Times pronounced “an answer” to the question, “How long should it take to grieve?” The answer, apparently, was, “a year.” While DSM inclusion often has more to do with clinicians’ ability to bill insurance companies for treatment, the decision still angered many practitioners, who “fear grief will be seen as a growth market by drug companies that will try to persuade the public that they need medical treatment to emerge from mourning.”33

There’s nothing wrong with getting help, in therapeutic or even pharmaceutical form, when it feels impossible to go on. But the pressure to treat grief as an illness has more to do with the needs of capitalism than the needs of the human heart. People are not interchangeable, let alone replaceable by things, and it is not pathological—as Freud correctly noted—to mourn a death for what seems a long time, in some ways for the rest of your life. Grief reminds us that we are intertwined.34

The gap, the strangeness exposed by the “Dove Actually” is a kind of haunting. It exposes a basic truth of capitalist social relations: in this world, though we are deeply reliant on other people’s labor and love to survive, so much of that work comes to us disguised in things. In commodities.35

A coat (or magazine, or video game, or meal delivered to your door) hides inside it all the people who worked on it, people we are prevented from caring about directly by supply chains and processes we mostly know little about, people whose lives and deaths occur somewhere else but whose presence enlivens the things we buy and sell. This is what Marxists call the fetishism of the commodity.36

It is a short step from experiencing human relations mediated by commodities to treating humans as commodities ourselves, replaceable, interchangeable. Such commodification shows up all over if we are looking for it. Employee injury law, where prices are assigned to body parts and to entire lives, is one place to see it. Legal scholar Nate Holdren, who studied the process of assigning prices to human bodies, wrote that commodifying people “requires overlooking the individuality, singularity, and, so to speak, infinitude of human persons. Commodified persons are in a sense always nameless and faceless, which is to say, unrecognized.” And if unrecognized, ungrievable. Injured or just aging workers are simply discarded as surplus, replaced by younger or faster or just cheaper people, maybe people somewhere else.37

The moments when we see through the veil that shelters these processes from view can be disorienting, troubling. But they also create the potential for change. How did we come to treat human bodies and lives this way? This is the question at the heart of this book.38

To make the claim for the value of an individual human life is on some level to go beyond the rational, to appeal to emotion, at the very least, and often to something spiritual. It is also to challenge us to see ourselves, once again, in one another. Max Weber famously spoke of “the disenchantment of the world,” the process of extracting the mystery from our lives, treating the world as a subject to be dissected on a table. This was not simply the progress of rationalism against religion; it was, rather, a deeper sense: if life has no meaning, it has no value; if it has no value, it has no meaning. We might use the old term “alienation.”39

The process of disenchantment, of alienation from the world, the land, and each other, has been going on for centuries. The Black Death, the fourteenth-century plague, turned life upside down; familiarity with death, Silvia Federici wrote, “undermined social discipline,” as people preferred to enjoy their lives rather than dedicate them to work. The beginnings of capitalism in the subsequent centuries required workers to be re-disciplined, removed from the land and means of self-sufficiency, directed into the workplace and into productivity. The discipline of the body was key to this process. But rationalization did not eradicate the anxieties around death.40

Religion was there to offer a solution: work hard in this world, and you’ll get your rewards in the next one. But religion itself was made and remade into more austere forms, more individualized, more suited to Enlightenment science and to capitalist production. Nineteenth-century mourners fought this change by intensifying their own mourning in what would be a losing battle, but they also turned to politics and social reform efforts that concentrated on uplifting the living.41

There is a reason that Karl Marx used so many gothic metaphors, wrote of werewolves and vampires and specters, when he was describing capitalism. It is not just because he, like me, loved spooky stories; it was an attempt to denaturalize the processes of the system, to awaken his readers to its monstrosities. Most famously, of course, he wrote, “Capital is dead labour, that, vampire-like, only lives by sucking living labour, and lives the more, the more labour it sucks.” Vampires may not be real, but dead labor certainly is, as are the bodies of those drained of blood by the system.42

But Marx and his coauthor, comrade, and best friend Friedrich Engels also used a spooky metaphor for the change that they aimed to bring: the infamous specter of communism, haunting Europe in the opening of the Communist Manifesto. As China Miéville noted, Marx and Engels “revel in that foreboding spectrality invoked, that flattering vesting in communism of dread powers.” The specter of the Manifesto is not a ghost of the past but a glimpse of the future that hovers just out of sight, teasing us, daring us to make its prophecy come true.43

Marx, the supreme rational analyst, encouraging “ruthless criticism of all that exists” nevertheless understood the ways that the irrational is always present in our choices and our actions. Walter Benjamin sought to make those irrationalities visible, to show us the ways that capitalism is haunted and to remind us that its haunts are worth understanding. That the cracks in the structure are where the ghosts hide, and they can help us figure out how to bring the thing down.44

Because capitalism is happy to exist without most of us. It is a system that requires workers in order to create value, and a system that requires us to work in order to get the money we need to buy things to survive, but it is also a system that is looking at every turn not just to pay us less than we need to survive but to replace people with robots, algorithms, and other forms of dead labor.45

At the beginning of wage labor, the choice was simple: work or starve. And yet many people chose to become vagrants rather than to get a job. It took punishment, violence, witch hunts, hangings to convince people that work was the preferable option. In the eighteenth century, the proletariat was caught between, in historian Peter Linebaugh’s words, “the organized death of living labour (capital punishment) and the oppression of the living by dead labour (the punishment of capital).” Some of the deaths intended to send a message; others merely incidental, the cost of doing business. Both sent a message that was received loud and clear. Yet all that punishment broke people, and humans don’t work if we’re broken. Labor reforms were won through workers’ struggles for freedom but aided by the fact that capital needed workers to function—even as the workplace disposed of people faster than they could be replaced. The contradiction at the heart of the system, which remains true today: it needs us but it kills us.46

So capital conceded, allowed for shorter working hours or banning child labor or a raised wage or health care, publicly or privately funded, as needed to maintain the workforce, but it never ceased trying to win the overall war. Winning entailed either replacing human labor with machines or forcing humans to become so machinelike that the difference doesn’t matter.

The system was designed for endless accumulation, and it turns out that can happen whether many of us live or die. The COVID pandemic proved this to us, but it was already broadly true. Capital can even find a way to make money off our deaths: financiers have turned life insurance into securities, sources of profit. Money does not have to “produce” anything to find a return; income can be generated without any social value. Or it can appear to be doing socially necessary work—as in the care economy—while in fact squeezing both workers and recipients of care for every last penny. It is a system for making the unbearable profitable.47

The unbearable takes many forms. It adapts. We will follow many threads of it through this book; follow the slave ship and the colonizers, the police force and the prison, the plague and the industrial workplace and the pollution heating the world.

The modern state is built on what Achille Mbembe called “necropolitics”: it finds its “ultimate expression of sovereignty” in “the power and the capacity to dictate who may live and who must die.” Linebaugh, thinking along similar lines, referred to it as “thanatocracy,” rule by the spectacular dealing of death. The state is justified not just by its use of violence (war, policing, execution) but also by the division of humanity into groups more or less susceptible to death. More or less disposable.48

But there is also the ordinary unbearable, the way we are ground down too by being incorporated into the process. The workplace can kill spectacularly—about five thousand people a year die of workplace injuries in the United States, or about one every two hours—but more often it just shortens your life in a thousand imperceptible ways. The classic workplace struggle over the length of the working day, Marx wrote, is a struggle for life: capital “extends the labourer’s time of production during a given period by shortening his actual life-time.”49

It was Engels who named the process, or rather discovered the name, as he credited the term to the workers themselves, the workers who spoke to him for his book The Condition of the Working Class in England. The son of a factory owner himself, Engels studied the homes and workplaces, the streets and shops where the English workers spent their days and often died young, and deemed it “social murder”:50

But when society places hundreds of proletarians in such a position that they inevitably meet a too early and an unnatural death, one that is quite as much a death by violence as that by the sword or bullet; when it deprives thousands of the necessaries of life, places them under conditions in which they cannot live—forces them, through the strong arm of the law, to remain in such conditions until that death ensues which is the inevitable consequence—knows that these thousands of victims must perish, and yet permits these conditions to remain, its deed is murder just as surely as the deed of the single individual; disguised, malicious murder, murder against which none can defend himself, which does not seem what it is, because no man sees the murderer, because the death of the victim seems a natural one, since the offense is more one of omission than of commission. But murder it remains.51

The world has changed since Engels’s day, and yet capitalism has never managed to banish the slum and the sweatshop entirely. It has rearranged the structures of social murder, in response to crises and protests and regulation, but it never stopped the killing. Holdren, who spent the pandemic years examining the concept and process of social murder, told me, “There’s a throughline of continuous death, but there’s not a requirement of death by machinery or a requirement of death by overwork. So, what capitalism will do is it will move the death and destruction around.”52

The killing is often moved offscreen, as it were, out of sight. Our contact with it returns to the indirect, through the food or clothing or cars we buy rather than our own experience. The deaths happen elsewhere: more than 1,100 people died in the 2013 Rana Plaza factory collapse in Bangladesh. They happen here but to migrant workers: 59,000 meatpacking workers in the United States got COVID in the first pandemic year, and 269 died. The air and water kill slowly: nine million deaths per year from air pollution worldwide, the hundreds worried about their water after a train carrying chemicals derailed in East Palestine, Ohio. Other deaths are fast: seventy-two died when the Grenfell Tower in London burned, its destruction accelerated by flammable cladding put up on the cheap.53

The most recent reshuffle, though many would argue we’re undergoing another one right now, was called “neoliberalism.” (Some prefer “late capitalism,” though I have come to think that term far too optimistic, foreshadowing as it does the thing’s possibly imminent end.) Political theologian Adam Kotsko explains neoliberalism as “a combination of policy agenda and moral ethos,” a push not just toward maximal privatization of resources but also toward justifying the system’s inequalities by generating blame. “Neoliberalism,” he wrote, “makes demons of us all, confronting us with forced choices that serve to redirect the blame for social problems onto the ostensible poor decision making of individuals.” Freedom, the ultimate good that neoliberals gesture to, means being free to suffer the consequences of our actions, free from protection and a safety net. Free the way a tightrope walker is free.54

Freedom, in this way of thinking, comes with costs, costs that we must always be assumed to understand in advance. The cost of taking a certain job, of having sex, of moving or socializing or anything we might enjoy, measured against its potential fallout, our ability to make more money. Neoliberalism expects us to be happy and tells us that it is entirely our own fault if we are not. Yet it has grown increasingly punitive in recent years as it fails to provide the happiness and freedom it promised. Dealt a death blow by the 2008 financial crisis, the system staggers on, a zombie that offers only to eat you faster or more slowly.55

This demonization renders so many of us ungrievable, at fault in our own deaths: Gay men were assumed to have chosen the risk of HIV and therefore deserved to get AIDS, and Black men who do not submit to police officers in a way the officers deem sufficient are deserving of a bullet. The freedom they are presumed to have is only the freedom to die.56

Social worker and organizer MaryGrace DiMaria linked such blame to disenfranchised grief: “If someone dies from an overdose, that is disenfranchised completely. The blame is on the family: ‘why didn’t you do more? You could have done this and that and that.’” The obsession with who is worthy of support, of a job and social payments and a home, she said, leads to a lot of shame and hidden grief, to a hierarchy of lives and of deaths.57

Those who cannot be mourned remain with us as ghosts. We, the living, are constructed by the ghosts we choose to see, to honor. We are haunted by hundreds of years of history, by the ghosts within the objects we buy and the relations we are subject to. Capitalism cannot mourn; it can only continue the circuit, the production of profit, and whether we live or die is meaningless to it unless our lives or deaths are making money.58

5. Grief Is a (Collective) Becoming

We are denied the particularities of our lives and deaths in a world that makes us interchangeable, but by making us interchangeable, capitalism has also made us dangerous. If we are so alike, why should we not band together? With so little to lose, why not turn the whole thing upside down? As drifting things, we are blown together by forces that seem outside of our control, but if we can find the role we play in the process, we can turn collective mourning into revolt.59

Grief is so singular, particular, bodily. Each person lost is a whole universe, yes, but each person who mourns them will do so differently. Grieving alone will be necessary, and yet doing so together also necessary. We have to, Holdren suggested, create a space to value our own lives—our day-to-day existences, victories and losses, pleasures and small luxuries—a space that is also public and politicized and part of something bigger than ourselves. “What any individual can do about this feels like it would obliterate the individual,” he said, “which is why it can’t be an individual response.”60

This is why my friends who had lost a parent all reached out to me when my father died and I in turn have reached out to others who have been through it since. Because the strange bodily-ness of grief, the way that it takes you, wherever you are—in the middle of crowds, once moderating a panel, so many times while sitting in front of your computer desperately trying to write—is frightening unless someone else tells you, me too. Unless they tell you, as Jess Kuttner told me, trying to suppress it will not work; it will come out somewhere else in the body, sometimes as pain or even illness.

To claim time for grief is to claim time for a whole spectrum of human feeling otherwise banished from public life. What people might call the darker emotions, or what Andrea Long Chu memorably called “negative passions,” are still significant and worth feeling even as they are discomfiting. That is precisely their value. They teach us to experience the world differently.61

Cat Salonek told me a story about a friend of hers from high school who was stabbed after their senior year. Salonek had “squeaked by” in school and gotten accepted to college; she was white and her friend was Black. “I just didn’t understand why I made it out and other people didn’t,” she said. But she began to learn about the structures of power that exposed some more than others to violence and premature death. She became an organizer: “My mission is to make it a world where all the angsty teenagers can actually live into their potential despite whatever angstiness they’re going to get themselves into.”

Grief does not necessarily make us better. It can and will make us angry and bitter, despairing and isolated. These are phases, maybe, but we can get stuck there. As Olúfẹ́mi O. Táíwò wrote, “Pain, whether born of oppression or not, is a poor teacher. Suffering is partial, shortsighted, and self-absorbed. We shouldn’t have a politics that expects different.” Loss and trauma, he suggested, are building blocks. We can build different things of the same materials. They can connect us to others, if we let them, or we can turn inward and let them fester. We can let the knowledge of our own vulnerability that grief brings open us up to one another, recognize that vulnerability in the people around us, reach outward for connection. Or we can cling to the uniqueness of our pain and use it as a weapon to wield against others, see in their humanity a threat to our own.62

This is precisely why collective mourning is necessary. Because it is an assertion of a different logic, one that says that these lives matter—that asserts their value over the value of profits. To take the space and the time to sit with what has happened, to talk about it in public, is to challenge the logic of productivity that hustles people back into the workplace after a loss. It is to share what we have learned. It is, as nurse Elizabeth Lalasz told me in the midst of a COVID-19 wave, to look at reality and also to wonder how we might change it.

To call for public, collective grieving is not simply to call for emotional catharsis. Rather, it is to say that this lack of attention to our losses in all their layers both springs from and leads to concrete failures of public health, safety, and care. If we do not grieve what we have lost, we will simply remain stuck in this doom loop, repeating cycles of death, and this will only get worse with the accelerating climate crisis.63

We lose so much in this life before it ends: loved ones, homes, jobs, entire communities. Some of those things we will grieve deeply, others we will leave behind gladly, many we will relate to as some kind of in-between. We are haunted by the ghosts of the choices we didn’t make, yes, but also haunted by the choices made for us, the choices made sometimes before we were born and sometimes by distant, powerful others. By the kinds of impersonal decisions that quietly kill. In this book I try to tell many of those stories, and while I am sharing my own story too in these pages, I do so not to overshadow the others but to make myself vulnerable alongside them. If this book is different from the ones that I have written before, it is because I am no longer the person who wrote those books. I share some of her obsessions and her passions; some of the people who loved her still love me. But I have been changed by grief, and I cannot write exactly as I have before. Writing, Hélène Cixous suggested, begins with the dead; I do not know whether this is true, but I do know that I started this book alongside ghosts.64

I know that grief ended my ability to be in the world in a certain way. It eroded my capacity for bullshit, my tolerance for lies, my patience for people who want only to extract. The awareness that life is too fucking short became very real to me. It also taught me to love better and harder and to accept the love I was offered; it taught me to take risks and to beware the pleasures of doom. To cling fiercely to hope. Hope is a discipline, my friend and organizing hero Mariame Kaba says, and I try to remember that when everything feels dark.65

Because the universe is perverse and sometimes magical, I fell in love with someone who was deeply grieving while I was writing this book. Before he ever kissed me, I read something he wrote about grief, and unlike so much of what I read it felt true in my chest, and when he kissed me he asked if I was there because of his book and the answer wasn’t yes but it wasn’t no either and anyway he broke my heart before I finished the writing and taught me even more about grief that way. One of those things is that Freud’s description of mourning is closer actually to heartbreak, to ambiguous loss. That in heartbreak you will struggle to let go, to detach your future from the one you planned together or even just the one you fantasized alone. And still it is not work, because love is not work any more than grief.

Nor is solidarity. It exists in the middle voice, something that you do, kind of, that is done to you, sort of, that is both at the same time and thus somehow bigger. It is impossible to do it one way; it exists as a relation, a reminder that we are never truly alone. We are remade by desire as well as by grief. We are remade together even though our losses are specifically our own. Mourning is, as Cristina Rivera Garza put it, a way of unknowing our individual selves. A becoming.66

A becoming, together.

Walter Benjamin wrote that “the spark of hope” can be fanned only by those “firmly convinced that even the dead will not be safe from the enemy if he wins. And this enemy has not ceased to be victorious.” That solidarity with the dead who came before is part of his project and mine; his understanding that “the ‘state of emergency’ in which we live is not the exception but the rule” is necessary in order to turn the current crises to our advantage. We have to at once understand the specificities of today’s grievances and their roots in structures past, in order to approach something like justice, for the dead and the living alike.67

In his addendum to the “Philosophy of History,” Benjamin suggested, “Perhaps revolutions are an attempt by the passengers on this train—namely, the human race—to activate the emergency brake.” When I first began to think politically about grief, sometime deep in its fog, I thought of this line. In its halting of everything, in its particular rupture, grief, I think still, could be revolutionary.68

I have covered social movements for the better part of two decades, and one thing that the ones that stuck had in common was that they provided solidarity in a material way. They offered care that was physical: food, a place to sleep, masks and hand sanitizer during COVID-19. They offered life, even when protesting a death. We lack a word in English for this kind of life making, like the missing middle voice. I have struggled in writing this book with the need for such a word, one that encapsulates the kind of world I want to live in and the way I want to live in it. It does not exist, I think, because we are not there yet.69

But in the streets and the camps that I visited while working on this book, in the spaces we made when I sat with someone and told them of my grief and they told me of theirs, I glimpsed it. In the struggles that did not shy away from public mourning as well as political militancy, I began to feel it.70
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