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ABSTRACT

This article identifies and examines a cultural phenomenon
which dwells within the liminal fissures of apocalyptic discourses:
“ibidinal millenarianism.” This force is at once diachronic, rhi-
zomatic and mimetic, in that it constitutes an historical constant
which is nevertheless always in flux; a “red thread” which effects
new generations in a viral fashion, each era witness to a differ-
ent strain. | argue that the erotically articulated apocalypse is
such a paradigmatic concept in Western eschatological thought
that when one talks of “libidinal miltenarianism” one is not dis-
cussing a specific form of millenarianism but rather its funda-
mental structure. It is according to such a libidinal economy that
History itself demands a climax.

Beginning with the case of the Heaven's Gate mass-
suicide, | focus on the legacy which informs the “popular secular
apocalyptic” texts of today—whether it be found in magazines,
on the Internet, in cinemas or on dance—floors. With reference
to Derrida’s exegesis of the apocalyptic tone, as well as Bau-
drillard's observations on the asymptotic trajectory of history,
“After the Orgy” examines why the twentieth century in the West
has swung between the two poles of anticipation and anticlimax.

This article comes to the conclusion that contemporary
millenial tension is inseparable from the technology through
which it regenerates, and is indistinguishable from the libidinous
cathexis which surges through its circuits. Technology is thus
both the apotheosis of Apollonian achievement and a Trojan
vector for Dionysian profiferation. In emphasizing an ever-
present “psychology of belatedness” (along with the inevitable



44 Tamkang Review, Vol. XXX, No. 4

historical hangover accompanying the dawn of a new century), |
conclude that Pan is the goat in the machine, iving—like us—in
the miraculous political space between the (always-almost)
apocalypse and the (always-after) orgy.
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It may comfort you to know that I am still not participating
in any sexual acts.
From a letter by Heaven’s Gate cult member Gail
Maeder, to her parents in 1997.
—Jerry Adler, “Far from Home” '

These monks that just took their heads in San Diego,
they’re way behind the times,
Charles Manson to his parole board at Corcoran State
Prison.
—-Elizabeth Gleick, “The Marker”?

On March 26, 1997, 39 members of the Heaven’s Gate cult were
found dead in Rancho Sante Fe, San Diego, their Nike shoes sticking
conspicuously out of their purple shrouds. They had taken their lives
in the belief that the Hale-Bopp comet was shielding an alien space-
craft which was to take them to the Level Above Human. The ensuing
media frenzy focused on several angles, separating what was unique
about the cult’s mass suicide from what it shared with other extremist
apocalyptic groups. The followers of Marshall Herff Applewhite (aka
“Do”) were almost uniformly portrayed as deeply repressed and gul-
lible innocents who had trouble distinguishing science-fiction fantasies
from “reality.” Editorials around the world could not resist puns in-
volving these “alienated” individuals and their particular brand of X-
Files-meets-Revelation rhetoric. In the following weeks, America
(and its syndicated subsidiary-nations} became obsessed with the
voyeuristic revelation that six members, including Applewhite him-
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self, had voluntarily castrated themselves n a surgical procedure
designed to eliminate sexual urges-—a serious offence to the neo-
gnostic ambitions of the sect. In the process, Heaven’s Gate has be-
come one more hyperreal co-ordinate on the psycho-social map of
(pre)millennial America, where John Wayne Bobbitt was re-
membered only to be instantly forgotten by a public whose hunger for
the extreme devoured news of Aum Shinrikyo, Waco, Ruby Ridge,
the Order of the Solar Temple, and the Oklahoma Bombing, in a
globally expanding feast of apocalyptic proportions.

Motivation, as usual, was the question which gave this story
such momentum: why did they do it? Applewhite was presented as
being tortured by “sexual demons.” His idiosyncratic religion was
viewed as the psychological escape route from his earthly desires, and
more specifically from those homosexual impulses which compromised
his career as a music teacher. His followers were paired off in a sur-
veillance strategy which, when combined with various hormones,
bolstered the cult’s doctrinal policies on the need for celibacy. (In-
deed, at one point the group founded “The Anonymous Sexaholics
Celibate Church.”) Such rigorous libidinal constraints are common-
place among both fringe and established religions. The media, how-
ever, seized on its unprecedented intersection with popular cuiture,
high technology and voluntary mass-suicide.

In a sense, Heaven’s Gate inhabited Bill Gates® slipstream by
using the Internet as its major informational vector to spread its gos-
pel of ascension to the Level Above Human, They were described as
an “Internet Death Cult,” adding to the already prevalent fear that the
World Wide Web is populated by insidious spiders just waiting for
children to stumble across their path, While the hysteria surrounding
sexuality and the Internet is not unrelated to my topic, at this early
stage I wish merely to spotlight the way in which certain metaphots
and discourses are mobilized in support of moral panics exacerbated
by the liminal temporal space of the year 2000. (Prophecy has often
been attracted to round numbers.} Newsweek, for instance, finds an-
swers to the Heaven’s Gate riddle in not only Applewhite’s charisma
and the “uncertain times we live in” but also the “pull of millenmal-
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ism through the ages.”™

In its most general and abstract sense, this “pull” is the focus of
this paper, especially as it relates to the interpretation of twentieth-
century millenarian movements and moments. Taking as read the
libidinal connection between messianic figures and their followers,
I'd like to say a few things about the seductive power of the year 2000,
and its capacity to “pull” people out of their normat lives and into that
highly charged psychic space which Kermode fleetingly refers to as
“the erotic consciousness” inscribed within the moment of crisis.’
This paper represents an inquiry into the magnefic propetties of a
transcendent “floating signifier,” and the way in which prophecy and
eschatology have filtered into our daily consciousness.

The year 2000, the Millennium, the Eschaton, Utopia, Heaven,
the Level Above Human: however we describe the object that lies at
the end of history, it inevitably becomes the focus for intense ca-
thexis—the libidinal transference of value. We project our most pow-
erful fantasies onto the symbolic logic of these utopian artifacts. Just
as the black monolith is stroked by early simians in Kubrick’s version
of 2001: A Space Odyssey, so too the apocalypse is invested libidi-
nally with a neo-Freudian reconfiguration of desire and transcendence.
The millennium has become the ultimate seductive model, beckoning
us towards the exquisitely elusive process of revelation.

In the days following the morbid discovery in California, Time
magazine’s Richard Lacayo identified two developments which have
fostered the spread of apocalyptic cultism. One is the “strictly free-
market and technological” phenomenon of communications technolo-
gies (what I call the “modem world™), while the other is the “end of
communism’™: “Whatever the disasters of Marxism, at least it
provides an outlet for utopian longings, Now that universalist im-
pulses have one less way to expend themselves, religious enthusiasms
of whatever character take on a fresh appeal.”® Newsweek also
laments the fact that rampant millennialism will find other outlets for
its cathartic expenditure than Heaven’s Gate. It seems Freud’s notion
of the “return of the repressed” is alive and well, given the media’s
continued reliance on the established formula of accumulation and
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release.

The Fanus-face of what I call “libidinal millenarianism” is thus
produced by morphing images of Freud and Marx, Twentieth-century
developments have unfolded in the shadows of these two utopian
thinkers, including various poststructuralist attempts to transcend
them, so that everything up to and including Heaven’s Gate continues
to be popularly conceived of in terms of repression, liberation, trans-
gression and transcendence. I do not pretend to operate outside these
conceptual co-ordinates, and I would suggest that such terms are part-
and-parcel of the apocalyptic dynamic.

Another canonical name should be invoked at this point: that of
Charles Darwin, whose notion of the survival-of-the-fittest has be-
come (in an ironic twist) the model for the natural selection of ideas.
In his article on “Viruses of the Mind,” Geoffrey Cowley appeals to
the new science (and I use that term guardedly) of memetics when
speculating that the actions of the Heaven’s Gate cult members could
be put down to a virulent strain of millenarian ideas:

Medical epidemiologists can sometimes predict the scope
and course of a disease outbreak just by analyzing the
structure of a virus. Memetics hasn’t achieved such preci-
sion, but that is its mission: to explain how beliefs gain
currency, and to predict their ebb and flow . . . . Unfortu-
nately, as the Heaven’s Gate tragedy reminds us, hosts who
swallow both the heaven-is-ours and the end-is-near me-
mes may conclude the end is theirs to hasten—and hasten
it.

But a virus that kills its host doesn’t always kill itself. If
the fluids flowing from a dying Ebola-virus victim infect a
half-dozen nurses, the bug still comes out ahead. Likewise,
if even a small minority of the TV viewers now following
the Heaven’s Gate story responded to the cult’s message,
the message might survive.’

Such a metaphor speaks volumes about current obsessions with
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mental hygiene and its breakdown into culturat euthanasia. The viral
rhetoric of the cold war has only increased since the dissolution of the
Soviet Union, intensifying the paranoia that the enemy is not only
within, but unknown—an amorphous enigma,

Daniel Dennett describes the brain as a “meme nest,” and in his
panic text, The Hot Zone (1994), Richard Preston writes that, “[wle
live in a kind of biological Internet in which viruses travel like mes-
sages, moving at high speed from node to node, moving from city to
city.” The key image here is “mmessage,” which evokes the appro-
priation by genetics of terms like “code” and “messenger” from
communications theory. The suggestion here is that the body can un-
derstand its vulnerability only through the vocabulary of technology.

The New Age messiah prophet and fringe schotar, Terence
McKenna—who attempts to occupy the problematic position of both
mystical prophet and scientific rationalist—has mueh to say on the
topic of libidinally inscribed end-of-time scenarios. That the “end is
mgh” is taken for granted by messianic figures who preach transcen-
dence, and McKenna (like Applewhite) is no exception. However, he
is canny enough to couch his own UFQ-related agenda in pseudo-
sociological terms. And indeed his oracular predictions bear a striking
resemblance to the “machinic desire” of the Heaven’s Gate cult. “One
dimension of the culture crisis,” McKenna notes, “is a collective
erotic desire for a connection with the other.” And while this could be
seen as a universal constant, “it is as though the Father-God notion
were being replaced by the alien-partner notion.”"

This observation is borne out not only in the realm identified by
Malcolm Buil as the “popular secular apocalyptic™'—including the
The X-Files and countless other sf-inflected texts—but also in the
metamorphosis of angels into aliens. In the case of Heaven’s Gate,
sexual sublimation was transferred on to the sublime alien, so that
salvation was figured as a chaste version of St Theresa’s rapture.
(“Beam me up!” chirped one recruit on the videotaped suicide note.)
Although the sublime Other remains a genderless creature from the
Kingdom of Heaven, it now looks more like something from Steven
Sprelberg’s design department than from the brush of Botticelli. In-
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deed, in the popular mind it has usurped the role of Walter Benja-
min’s exterminating angel, overseeing the progressively unfolding
catastrophe which we call human history.

In considering the pulp-fictional futurism of modern American
pseudo-religions, McKenna goes on to say that

[t)he previous concerns of salvation and redemption are
shifting into the background for the great majority of peo-
ple, and what is driving religious feeling is a wish for con-
tact—a relationship to the Other. The alien then falls into
place in that role; the alien fulfills it. I believe that if re-
ligion survives into the long centuries of the future, this
will be its compelling concern—an attempt to define a
collective relationship with the Other that assuages our
yearning and our feeling of being cast out or, as Heidegger
says, “cast into matter, alone in the Universe.”'?

However, it seems to me that McKenna dismisses the drive for
redemption a little toc early, considering it can still inspire thirty nine
people to kill themselves.

The collective desire for fusion is identified by Georges Bataille
as the base-note of eroticism, a sharp irony in the case of Heaven’s
Gate. McKenna completes a psycho-social feedback loop by stating
that “the appetite for this fusion . . . is propelling global culture to-
ward an apocalyptic transformation.”" In dismissing the social and
political stratifications of ever day experience (that is, in employing
sweeping generalizations which conflate the destiny of an out-of-
work coal-miner and a Silicon Valley executive) McKenna is guilty
of peddling reductionist explanations and psycho-babble solutions.
Heaven’s Gate, however, is an unsettling testimony to the possibility
of such a shared destiny: people of different ages, sexes and economic
backgrounds swallowed apple-sauce and barbiturates in a final act of
solidarity.

Freud saw Eros (the god of love) as a social binding-agent,
feeding the appetite for construction. But he also sensed the destruc-



After the Orgy 51

tive potential of its symbolic exchange with Thanatos (the god of
death) in a yin-and-yang process. McKenna fudges the ambiguity of
Eros, seeing it as the catalyst for an apocalypse which banishes
Thanatos in favour of the benign Alien, who shepherds us in the man-
ner of a Jew who roamed the earth 2000 years ago. It is thus impor-
tant to identify libidinal millenarianism as the result of a constant
interplay between the ur-myths of Armageddon and their re-writing in
the present.

The Dating Game

Only the brain of a child or of a savage could form the
clumsy idea that the century is a kind of living being, born
like a beast or a man, passing through all the stages of ex-
istence, gradually ageing and declining after blooming
childhood, joyous youth, and vigorous maturity, to die with
the expiration of the hundredth year, after being afflicted in
its last decade with all the infirmities of mournfui senility.
—Max Nordau, Degeneration"

At this point it may be useful to ask what exactly this “Millen-
nium” is that I'm talking about. The answer may be that it isn’t any-
thing, exactly, but rather a “free-floating framework,” or a giant slid-
ing signifier which hovers ahead of us like a carrot in front of a don-
key. Norman Cohn, the traditional authority on these matters, notes
how the word “millenarianism” has “in fact become simply a con-
venient label for a particular type of salvationism,”” linked to the
Millennium itself, which is indeed how I employ the term.

Thus in trying to pinpoint some kind of working definition, we
must concede that the Millennium is a symbolic concept tied to a
symbolic measurement of time, which potentially is as contingent as
the human population itself. It is a blank screen on which we project
our own fantasies for the future, present anxieties, and regrets about
the past. Yet the images which flicker across its surface have a the-
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matic consistency and coherence which belie the randomness of cal-
endrical fetishism. In simpler terms, #ow it is represented as occurring,
and with what effects, are far more significant than wher it happens,

Throughout history, prophets have predicted the very day of the
dawning millennium, each date both a reflection of current events and
a magic-marker cross on Focillon’s “perpetual calendar of human
anxiety,”'® Although the debate continues as to whether or not the
year 1000 AD bore witness to feverish millennial activity, the com-
mon feeling is that it passed almost unnoticed, perhaps because the
general population was ignorant of systems for measuring the times.
The fact that significant millennial eruptions occurred in the seem-
ingly irrelevant years of 1260, 1420 and 1666, indicates the domi-
nance of sociological over astronomical patterns,

The frequency of prophetic failure, however, seems only to in-
flame the desire for new estimates of the impending existential termi-
nus, thus confirming Stevens’ observation that “the imagination is
always at the end of an era.”'” As Kermode notes, “Apocalypse can be
disconfirmed without being discredited. This is part of its extraordi-
nary resilience.”'® And indeed the regenerative resources of the Ja-
panese Aum Shinrikyo sect—after the disgrace of failed prophecies
and legal prosecution—is but one recent case of this phenomenon.

In a passage which forms the epigraph to this section, the nine-
teenth-century anti-Decadent Max Nordau affirms the random nature
of temporality, and chastises those who impose metaphysical system
onto its mathematical branches. He goes on to make the important
point that

[T]he arbitrary division of time, rolling ever continuously
along, is not identical amongst all civilized beings, and that
while this nineteenth century of Christendom is held to be
a creature reeling fo its death presumptively in dire ex-
haustion, the fourteenth century of the Mahommedan
world 1s tripping along in the baby-shoes of its first decade,
and the fifteenth century of the Jews strides gallantly by in
the full maturity of its fifty-second year."”
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Throughout the Christian era, a timeless and cyclical infra-
structure has lurked beneath the progressive, linear superstructure,
Norman Cohn atfributes the initial emergence of a linear chronologi-
cal mode to a figure whose name would come to represent the mortal
pinnacle of historical evolution: the Iranian prophet Zarathustra, who
is more commonly known by his Greek name, Zoroaster, which
means “he who has active camels.”

Zoroaster’s is the first recorded instance of a narrative which
tells of a “coming consummation,” in which an unhappy situation will
be replaced by a utopian one. This positive apocalyptic scenario,
known as “the making wonderful,” was certainly something to lock
forward to in times of strife. Cohn thus identifies Zoroaster as “the
earliest known example of a particular kind of prophet—-the kind
commonly called ‘millenarian.””*®

According to Camille Paglia, the linear modetl of history—being
a metaphysical projection of the phallus—is patriarchal, whereas cy-
clical history reflects a more “female” perspective. Millenarian mo-
ments are thus characterized as the teleological thrustings of Pan (ex-
perienced as “panic”) rather than the wandering “womb-madness”
known as hysteria. Because Paglia models temporal consciousness on
the body, genital destiny informs historical destiny, and the Apoca-
lypse itself is interpreted as a masculinist genre:

Man is sexvally compartmentalized. Genitally, he is con-
demned to a perpetual pattern of lincarity, focus, aim, di-
rectedness, He must learn to aim. Without aim, wrination
and ejaculation end in infantile soiling of self or sur-
roundings. Woman’s eroticism is diffused throughout her
body.”

The western idea of history as a propulsive movement into
the future, a progressive or Providential design climaxing
in the revelation of a Second Coming, is a male formula-
tion. No woman, I submit, could have coined such an idea,
since it is a strategy of evasion of woman’s own cyclic
nature, in which man dreads being caught. Evolutionary or
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apocalyptic history is a male wish list with a happy ending,
a phallic peak.*

If we look past the essentialist trappings of Paglia’s formulation,
we see an anti-phallic critique of western metaphysical models shared
by post-structuralist feminists such as Lee Quinby.” According to
such a critique, the majestic parabola of human History—from ca-
dence to decadence-—follows the bell-curve of male urination. This
golden arc which, on its downward trajectory, has the apocalyptic
connotations of annihilation, 1s traced by Thomas Pynchon in Grav-
ity’s Rainbow (1975), John Updike’s Disposable Rocket (1993), and
Bob Dylan’s Cuban Missile Crisis song, “A Hard Rain’s a Gonna
Fall” (1963).

Baudrillard agrees that history is witness to the final moments of
this curve towards a terminus:

All we have left of the millenarian dateline is the count-
down fo it. For this century—which can do nothing more
than count the seconds separating it from its end without
either being able, or really wanting, to measure up to that
end—the digital clock on the Beaubourg Centre showing
the countdown in millions of seconds is the perfect symbol.
It illustrates the reversal of the whole of our modernity's
relation to time. Time is no longer counted progressively,
by addition, starting from an origin, but by subtraction,
starting from the end. This is what happens with rocket
launches or time bombs.*

As Paglia has implied, the orgasmic model of history enjoys a
profound hold over the westem imagination. The eternal jouissance
of polymorphous “female” sexuality is contrasted with that genitally
focused male “quickie” which lasts merely a millennium. However,
things are never as black and white as Paglia’s crude distinctions im-
ply. Emest Lee Tuveson tells us that, in response to the prophet
Joachim, St Thomas “concludes in effect that the Church is static, as
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is history. No purposive change, no climax in a historical plot is to be
expected.” This edict would have suited the Adamites, an heretical
Christian sect which “sought to recapture in this tife the innocent
eroticism of Adam before the Fall, [and] practiced coitus reservatus,
intercourse without orgasm, that is to say, pure forepleasure.”?®

The Coming of the Lord

Q: What’s white and hangs off telephone wires?
A: The Second Coming.
—Old School Joke

If you do not stay awake,

I shall come like a thief:

you will not know at what hour 1 shall come upoen you.
—St. John’s Book of Revelation

So it is a matter of the secret and the pudenda.
—Jacques Derrida?’

Apocalyptic rhetoric, from the book of Daniel through John's
Revelation to present-day adaptations, is saturated by sexuality, Be-
ginning with the allegorical Whore of Babylon and her violent de-
struction, Eros and Thanatos have persistently stalked narratives of
the End:

I saw a woman sitting on a scarlet beast, full of blasphe-
mous names, having seven heads and ten horns. And the
woman was clothed in purple and scarlet, and adorned with
gold and precious stones and pearls, having in her hand a
gold cup full of abominations and of the unclean things of
her immorality, and upon her forehead a name was written,
a mystery, “BABYLON THE GREAT, THE MOTHER OF
HARLOTS AND OF THE ABOMINATIONS OF THE
EARTH."*
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And he said to me, “The waters which you saw where the
harlot sits, are peoples and multitudes and nations and
tongues. And the ten horns which you saw, and the beast,
these will hate the harlot and will make her desolate and
naked, and will eat her flesh and will burn her up with
fire.”

The sexual subject matter here makes explicit the usually ob-
seured erotic subtext of eschatological fables. As we know, the word
“apocalypse” derives from the Greek apokalupsis and apo-calyplein,
meaning to “uncover,” “unveil” or “reveal’™ hence Revelation. In this
sense the breaking of the Seven Seals anticipates a “hymeneutic”
dance of the Seven Veils, choreographed around the deferred promise
of disclosure.

In his essay on “An Apocalyptic Tone Recently Adopted in
Philosophy,” Jacques Derrida teases out the venal logic of Armaged-
don: “Apokalupto, I disclose, I uncover, 1 unveil, I reveal the thing
that can be a part of the body, the head or the eyes, a secret part, the
sex or whatever might be hidden . . . man’s or woman’s sex.”™ He
goes on to argue that “the gesture of denuding or of affording sight . ..
[is] sometimes more guilty and more dangerous than what follows
and what it can give rise to, for example copulation.”“

Leaving aside the voyeuristic aspect of libidinal millenarianism,
here I wish merely to draw attention to the assuniption that copulation
is a logical, or at least possible, consequence of striptease and/or
Revelation. Both follow the same highly ritualistic pattern. In this
context, even the smutty schoolboy joke which introduces this section
plays on those earty millenarian myths which conflate—or rather
recognize—the libidinal logic of apocalyptic prophecy.”

By exposing the sexual subtexts and historical agendas which lie
curled within the apocalyptic tone, Derrida returns to the metaphoric
motif of ¢jaculation:

What effect do these noble, gentile prophets of eloquent
visionaries want to produce?. . . . To seduce or subjugate
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As Agamben notes, “At this point there is salvation—but not for

whd
us.’

Y2Care

The tropic tension that exists between orgasm-as-sacrifice (pe-
tite mort, nuclear war) and orgasm-as-insemination (reproduction,
immortality) aiways depends upon the panic dynamic. Accordingly,
those three zeros contained in the year 2000 begin to acquire a por-
nographic gloss. In the phallic economy of apocalypse, each zero
becomes either an orifice used in the game of political withdrawal, or
a womb to return o in a mass movement of redemptive regression.

Indeed, every cliché in history has been made to jump through
the mesmerizing hoops of those three zeros in the year 2000. Com-
puter scientists and corporate executives await the date with dread
because they have a self-made apocalypse on their hands, known as
the “millennium bug” or the Y2K problem, As we are tired of hearing,
possible scenarios include everything from minor inconvenience to
total system breakdown, including nuclear dysfunction. We are told to
brace for the Infocalypse, which will begin in New Zealand and
sweep west across the globe with the dawning of the millennium. The
Y2K problem is thus a perfect fable of modern myopia, a prosaic
twist on the Frankenstein myth that our technology will destroy us. It
seems that the corporate demand for “Y2K compliance” is a warning
to us all—upgrade or freeze,

2000 (or more specifically 2001} is more than a date. It repre-
sents a future which was never supposed to come, or at least not so
soon. We are now in the position of someone who has lusied after a
sex-object for so long that consummation seems undesirable because
it will be inevitably disappointing. Not being able to resist, however,
we envisage an awkward awakening: “after the national orgasm a sort
of collective melancholy.”” Or even worse, feeling a sharp twinge in
our loins—the location of the Last Judgement**—we realize we have
all caught the millennium bug, a virus with the potential to seize the
entire system.
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To invoke Bataille, this imminent orgy is “by nature a dangerous
excess whose explosive contagion is an indiscriminate threat to all
sides of life.”” And yet we know that the Y2K prophecy—Ilike alt
others before it—will turn out to be a hoax, just another in a long line
of anti-ciimaxes (although you won’t catch me in a plane come mid-
night, just in case). “The worst of it all,” writes Baudrillard, “is pre-
cisely that there will be no end to anything, and all these things will
continue to unfold slowly, tediously, recurrently, in that hysterisis of
everything which, like nails and hair, continue to grow after death,”**

Anybody more obsessed with origins would be driven to dis-
fraction in trying to determine whether the ur-myth of apocalypse
stems from the sexual act, or history itself. | have tried to demonstrate
that not only is it impossible to decide, but that it is misleading to
separate the two. Although Paglia thinks that “the sex act cruelly
mimics history’s decline and fall,” we could easily provide evidence
for the contrary.” For as McLuhan remarks, “[ilnstead of asking
which came first, the chicken or the egg,” we could entertain the idea
that ““a chicken was an egg’s idea for getting more eggs.”*

As a conceptual model, the orgasm mimics and invokes the an-
ticipated Millennium, being in equal parts both apocalyptic horror and
divine bliss. Both “sexuality” and “history” seem to require a climax.
To promote a “non-orgasmic” and “anti-phallic” model of history—as
many of my colleagues do—barely counters the fact that the drive for
transcendence dictaies much of what we call “culture.” In the last
couple of centuries, tales of salvation, redemption, revelation, tran-
scendence and transfiguration have been incubated in sexual meta-
phores. Consequently, they are now saturated in the “libidinal econ-
omy” of our age, so that apocalyptic tension has become both ter-
minable and interminable. In such a situation there seems little evi-
dence to counter Baudrillard’s claim that political solutions are help-
less against the symbolic.

Anti-apocalypticians like Donna Haraway, Lee Quinby and
Michael André Bernstein maintain that the power of self-fulfilling
prophecies is evident in the myopic politics of everyday life, whether
conducted in Congress, the library or at home. The more we “fore-
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shadow” the future in apocalyptic terms, the more we create the con-
ditions for its arrival. If we are continuously portrayed as waiting for
the thanatic asymptote to cross the line and land on our heads (like the
nuclear witnesses waiting at the end of Pynchon's nuclear rainbow, or
the masses gazing up at the Genitron clock) then the chances of its
actually occurring, sooner or later, increase. The apocalypse thus be-
comes apocryphal, spread around like an urban legend which then
becomes “true.” As Steven Shaviro remarks, “[o]ur incessant waiting
for catastrophe to happen itself enfolds or embedies the catastrophic
event.”'

This point is crucial, for who knows when the next Reagan will
come to power, or indeed if s/he will be such an obvious agent of
God’s will? Yet those who write off the apocalyptic mode as intrinsi-
cally fundamentalist and dangerous unwittingly confuse “the truth of
the revelation” with “the revealed truth.”** This peint is equally cru-
cial, Anti-apocalypticians choose to ignore or devalue Derrida’s in-
sight that “[n]othing is less conservative than the apocalyptic
genre.”™ Indeed, “apocalyptic thinking can open up spaces for the
enunciation or utterance of hitherto silenced and matginalized
voices,”*" We must therefore remember that the radical indeterminacy
of time is not only the source of metaphysical anguish, but also the
political site of potential tomorrows. It represents the refusal to limit
future directions through prophetic or utopian foreclosures.

Anti-apocalyptic philosophies also fail to take account of the
imaginary politics inscribed in many end-time scenarios. A glib ex-
ample occurs in the movie Ghostbusters (1984), when the city of New
York is under attack from thousands of poltergeists. Dr. Peter Venk-
man (Bill Murray) describes the ensuing chaos as “cats and dogs liv-
ing together—mass hysteria!” Old antagonisms are dissolved in that
moment of panic when we confront the possibility of Armageddon.
More literary examples could be multiplied if I had more time, but I
would point to Alan Lightman’s Einstein's Dreams (1994), who states
that “a world with one month is a werld of equality.”” The point of
saying so, however, is not to bring such a situation into being, but to
remind modern amnesiacs that different attitudes to time call for dif-



62 ~Tamkang Review, Vol. XXX, No. 4

ferent definitions of community.

Those who see the End in negative and absolutist terms may
find themselves awkwardly aligned with the religio-scientific logic of
capital, in which life is replaced by survival. In other words, it is not a
matter of being “for or against” the apocalypse, mainly because only
a handful of humans has any real influence over the matter, anyway.
Instead it involves exploiting the ironic aspects of the millennium in
such a way as to incorporate Dionysian insights (while avoiding the
Joyless trajectory of their conclusions). Here I’'m thinking particularly
of Baudrillard, but also of “fascoid” residues in Sadistic neo-
Nietzschean schools of thought.

Anti-apocalypticians remain oblivious to the irritating grain of
truth in Baudrillard’s observation that oppositional tactics become
obsolete if based on the political rather than the symbolic economy.
While I admire their attacks on the ideological subtext of doom-
mongering, [ believe these people fail to acknowledge the inescapable
fact that apocalypse has become the only post-revolutionary model of
radical change for an entire generation. Although this is unfortunate,
the unstable properties of millenarianism allow for a theoretical space
in which to address the future as a crooked continuum rather than a
final culmination,

The apocalypse, deconstruction, postmodernity, Millennium,
Eschaton—call it what you will—is motivated by the desire for a
progressive future, a making new. These ideas often represent a uto-
pia which is more pragmatic than programmatic. This desire is sus-
ceptible, of course, to market-orientated manipulation, but it is also
open to the seduction of dissent. The apocalyptic tone cuts both ways
because it is capable of being manipulated in the interests of opposing
prophetic agendas. As Richard Dellamora puts it, “[o]racular utter-
ance needs to retain ‘enough apocalyptic desire’ to motivate both the
pursuit of social renovation and the continuing critique of ‘the
apocalyptic discourse itself.””** Hence Don DeLillo’s recent reference
to “the hope that grows when things surpass their limits,”*” itself a
reflection of Michel Maffesoli’s vision of a politics beyond the satu-
ration of contemporary political systems.*®
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Bernstein believes that “the literary excitement of imagining an
apocalyptic breakdown of all social restraints is usually thrilling in
direct proportion to its improbability.”” While it may be true that
media moguls, safe in their mansions, get some perverse thrill from
reading the House of Usher or watching Armageddon (1998), others
less fortunate may genuinely relish the social levelling of apocalypse.
Millenarian fantasies have always nourished those with the least to
lose and the most to gain: the poor, the disenfranchised, the margi-
nalized and the exploited.

To defer the orgasm via genderless foreplay is merely to mimic
the capitalistic Christian strategy of “tomorrow never comes,” which
Sontag describes as the “future which is already here and always be-
fore us.”* The historical subject suffers the risks and frustrations of a
millennia-long coitus interruptus, a method discouraged by most
health professionals on account of its unreliability. It therefore be-
comes paramount that we abandon the equation between progress and
evolution, anticipation and salvation, sexuality and satisfaction. In
Ballard’s terms, we need to invent a myth of the future which does
not pre-empt, foreclose, or dictate its unfolding. We need a “predic-
tive mythology” which is not a blue-print for the engineering of to-
morrow, but “an operating formula by which we can deal with our
passage through consciousness.”'

When the climax is simultaneously an anti-climax—as it will be
ingvitably in the year 2000—we forget that it could be otherwise. For
when the future is completely inscribed by the present, we are already
history.
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