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Jean Comaro6 and John L. Comaro6 *

We  live  in difficult time s , in time s  of mons trous  chime ras  and e vil dre ams  and criminal follie s .

Jos e ph Conrad, Unde r We s te rn Eye s

Slouching Toward Bethlehem

The  g lobal triumph of capitalis m at the  mille nnium, its  S e cond Coming , rais e s  a numbe r of conundrums  for
our unde rs tanding  of his tory at the  e nd of the  ce ntury. S ome  of its  corollarie s --"plag ue s  of the  'ne w world
orde r,'" Jacque s  De rrida (19 9 4: 9 1) calls  the m, unable  to  re s is t apocalyptic  imag e ry--have  be e n the  s ubje ct
of c lamorous  de bate . Othe rs  re ce ive  le s s  me ntion. Thus , for e xample , populis t pole mics  have  dwe lt on the
plane tary conjuncture , for g ood or ill, of "homog e niz ation and di6e re nce " (e .g ., Barbe r 19 9 2); on the
s imultane ous , s yne rg is tic  s piraling  of we alth and pove rty; on the  ris e  of a "ne w fe udalis m," a phoe nix
dis fig ure d, of worldwide  proportions  (cf. Conne lly and Ke nne dy 19 9 4).  For its  part, s cholarly de bate  has
focus e d on the  confounding  e 6e cts  of rampant [End P a g e  2 9 1] libe raliz ation: on whe the r it e ng e nde rs  truly
g lobal flows  of capital or conce ntrate s  circulation to  a fe w major s ite s  (Hirs t and Thomps on 19 9 6 ); on
whe the r it unde rmine s , s us tains , or re inve nts  the  s ove re ig nty of nation-s tate s  (S as s e n 19 9 6 ); on whe the r it
fre e s  up, curbs , or compartme ntaliz e s  the  move me nt of labor (G e s chie re  and Nyamnjoh, in this  is s ue ); on
whe the r the  curre nt fixation with de mocracy, its  re s urre ction in s o  many place s , be s pe aks  a me as ure  of
mas s  e mpowe rme nt or an "e mptying  out of [its ] me aning ," its  re duction "to  pape r" (Ne g ri 19 9 9 : 9 ; Comaro6
and Comaro6 19 9 7).  Equally in que s tion is  why the  pre s e nt infatuation with civil s ocie ty has  be e n
accompanie d by alarming  incre as e s  in c ivic  s trife , by an e s calation of c ivil war, and by re ports  of the  dramatic
g rowth in many countrie s  of dome s tic  viole nce , rape , child abus e , pris on populations , and mos t
dramatically of all, criminal "phantom-s tate s " (De rrida 19 9 4: 83; Blane y and Pas hs a 19 9 3). And why, in a like
ve in, the  politics  of cons ume ris m, human rig hts , and e ntitle me nt have  be e n s hown to  coincide  with puz z ling
ne w patte rns  of e xclus ion, patte rns  that infle ct olde r line s  of g e nde r, s e xuality, race , and clas s  in ways  both
s trang e  and familiar (G al 19 9 7; Yudice  19 9 5). Ironie s , he re , all the  way down; ironie s , with apolog ie s  to  Je an-
Paul S artre , in the  ve ry s oul of the  Mille nnial Ag e .

Othe r fe ature s  of our pre s e nt pre dicame nt are  le s s  re marke d, de bate d, que s tione d. Among  the m are  the
odd coupling , the  binary comple me ntarity, of the  le g alis tic  with the  libe rtarian; cons titutionality with
de re g ulation; hype rrationaliz ation with the  e xube rant s pre ad of innovative  occult practice s  and mone y
mag ic, pyramid s che me s  and pros pe rity g os pe ls ; the  e nchantme nts , that is , of a de cide dly neolibe ral
e conomy whos e  e ve r more  ins crutable  s pe culations  s e e m to call up fre s h s pe cte rs  in the ir wake . Note  that,
unlike  othe rs  who have  dis cus s e d the  "ne w s pe ctral re ality" of that e conomy (Ne g ri 19 9 9 : 9 ; S prinke r 19 9 9 ),
we  do not talk he re  in me taphorical te rms . We  s e e k, ins te ad, to  draw atte ntion to, to  inte rrog ate , the
dis tinctly prag matic  qualitie s  of the  me s s ianic, mille nnial capitalis m of the  mome nt: a capitalis m that
pre s e nts  its e lf as  a g os pe l of s alvation; a capitalis m that, if rig htly harne s s e d, is  inve s te d with the  capacity
wholly to  trans form the  unive rs e  of the  marg inaliz e d and dis e mpowe re d (Comaro6 and Comaro6 19 9 9 b).
[End P a g e  2 9 2 ]

S uch inte rrog atory obs e rvations  point to  anothe r, e ve n more  fundame ntal que s tion. Could it be  that the s e
characte ris tics  of mille nnial capitalis m--by which we  me an both capitalis m at the  mille nnium and capitalis m in
its  me s s ianic, s alvific , e ve n mag ical manife s tations --are  conne cte d, by caus e  or corre lation or copre s e nce ,
with othe r, more  mundane  fe ature s  of the  conte mporary his torical mome nt?  Like  the  incre as ing  re le vance  of
cons umption, alike  to  citiz e ns  of the  world and to  its  s cholarly cadre s , in s haping  s e lfhood, s ocie ty, ide ntity,
e ve n e pi-s te mic re ality?  Like  the  concomitant e clips e  of s uch mode rnis t cate g orie s  as  s ocial c las s ?  Like
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the  "cris e s ," wide ly obs e rve d acros s  the  g lobe , of re production and community, youth and mas culinity?  Like
the  burg e oning  importance  of g e ne ration, race , and g e nde r as  principle s  of di6e re nce , ide ntity, and
mobiliz ation?  The  point of this  e s s ay lie s  in e xploring  the  pos s ibility...
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