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Apocalyptic �ictions abound in contemporary culture, multiplying 
end-of-the-world fantasies of environmental collapse. Meanwhile, 
efforts toward global sustainability extrapolate from deep-past 
trends to predict and manage deep-future scenarios. These narra-
tives converge in “eco-eschatologies,” which work as phantasms 
that construct our identities, our understanding of the world, and 
our sense of responsibility in the present. I critique eco-
eschatology’s reliance on an interpretation of deep time that treats 
every temporal moment as interchangeable and projects the future 
as a chronological extension of the past. This enacts what Jean-Luc 
Nancy calls the “catastrophe of equivalence” by domesticating the 
future and obscuring the incommensurability of what resists substi-
tution, conversion, or exchange. By contrast, the renewal of our re-
sponsibility toward the future, without apocalypse or apotheosis, 
requires an intuition of deep time that respects the singular ana-
chronicity of the present and refuses the framing of existence 
against a background of annihilation. 

 
 

Our culture is obsessed with imagining the end of the world, repeat-
edly and in endless variation, as any trip to the bookstore or box 
of�ice will demonstrate.1 Apocalyptic narratives are not new, of 
course; they may be as old as civilization itself and probably exist in 
some form in every culture. But secular doomsday �iction is more 
recent, with Mary Shelley’s ��	� novel, The Last Man, usually consid-

                                                                 
1 An earlier version of this essay was presented as part of a plenary panel on 
“Future Earth, Future Life, Future People: Environment and Values” at the 
Canadian Society for Continental Philosophy, Concordia University, � October 
	��. I thank David Morris for the invitation and my fellow panelists, Matthias 
Fritsch and Lorraine Code, for their insightful remarks. A longer and substantial-
ly different version of this essay will appear as “Thinking After the World: 
Deconstruction and Last Things,” in Eco-Deconstruction: Derrida and Environ-
mental Ethics, (ed.) Matthias Fritsch, Philippe Lynes, and David Wood (Bronx: 
Fordham University Press, 	��). 
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ered the first major example.2 Critics hated Shelley’s novel at the 
time, and it was soon forgotten, but the genre gained wide popularity 
in the 1890s that has continued to the present. At the turn of the 20th 
century, most doomsday scenarios imagined that humankind would 
be wiped out by natural causes: plagues, earthquakes, floods, giant 
storms, and so on. But since the first world war, most have imagined 
us destroying ourselves, usually in wars with technologically ad-
vanced weapons. 

Since the 1960s, in the wake of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, our 
fictional visions of the end of the world have been increasingly 
inspired by anthropogenic ecological disasters, and with the end of 
the Cold War, these seem to have displaced nuclear catastrophe as 
our favorite doomsday scenario, with the currently popular sub-
genre of “cli-fi” as the latest flavor. A long list of recent films might 
begin with Mad Max, Waterworld, The Day After Tomorrow, Elysium, 
Snowpiercer, Into the Storm, Interstellar. Many other films surely 
come to mind, and many more are sure to follow well after this 
writing. 

Why do we take so much pleasure in these doomsday scenarios 
that we return to them again and again for yet another variation on 
civilization’s collapse? The answer is undoubtedly complicated and 
layered. There may be a bit of Schadenfreude at work, repressed 
hostility or misanthropy finding an outlet, or some righteous sense of 
retribution when the obligatory deniers get their “told you so” mo-
ment. But we also identify with the typically rag-tag band of survi-
vors, the ones who get to start civilization over with a clean slate and 
finally get it right, as they rediscover true community in the face of 
overwhelming odds (much like the real-life disaster communities 
that Rebecca Solnit describes in A Paradise Built in Hell3). Suddenly, 
our idiosyncratic skills and training, our unique contribution to the 
survival of the group and the species, our personal memories of what 
came before take on a magnified importance—if we are, indeed, one 
of the last humans left alive to rebuild the world. Or, at another level, 
perhaps, as Warren Wagar puts it, “Stories of the world’s end are 
something like Grimms’ Tales for grown-ups,” therapeutically build-

                                                                 
2 Mary Shelley, The Last Man, (ed.) Morton D. Paley (Oxford: Oxford Paperbacks, 
1998). For an insightful discussion of the historical sources and early develop-
ment of secular eschatological fiction, including the influence of Shelley, see W. 
Warren Wagar, Terminal Visions: The Literature of Last Things (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1982). 
3 Rebecca Solnit, A Paradise Built in Hell: The Extraordinary Communities That 
Arise in Disaster (New York: Penguin Books, 2010). 
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ing our self-confidence so that we can face our fears when the “real 
thing” finally comes along.4 

So far I have been referring to dystopian fiction, but actual predic-
tions of ecological disaster also share in the appeal of the apocalyptic 
narrative: the accumulating biotoxins of Silent Spring, the population 
“bomb,” the hole in the ozone layer, biodiversity collapse, genetic 
engineering gone awry, and so on. In fact, this narrative might be 
essential to environmentalism’s efforts to “save the world,” and the 
religious overtones here are not irrelevant. My favorite recent exam-
ple is from journalist Bill McKibben, who has said in numerous 
interviews that mining the remaining bitumen from Alberta’s tar 
sands would mean “game over for the planet.” (McKibben attributes 
this line to climate scientist James Hansen, even though Hansen’s 
own published phrase was actually “game over for the climate.”5) 
There are two distinct points to recognize here: First, environmental 
prophesies and eco-dystopian fiction share a common eschatological 
narrative with roots in shared cultural sources, and they have fed 
and borrowed from each other to the point where they can no longer 
rigorously be distinguished. I will call this the “eco-eschatological” 
narrative. 

Second, whether presented as fact or fiction, such narratives are 
phantasms, fables that we tell ourselves about the future that reflect 
our investments and anxieties in the present, and that consequently 
construct our current identities and institutions. I am thinking here 
of a similar point made by Jacques Derrida at a colloquium on Nucle-
ar Criticism five years before the opening of the Berlin Wall, where 
he characterizes the prospect of total nuclear war as a “phantasm of 
remainderless destruction.”6 By naming nuclear war a “phantasm,” 
Derrida was not at all denying the reality of stockpiled weaponry nor 
the plausibility that this weaponry might be deployed with cata-
strophic consequences. His point was rather that such a war is “fabu-
lously textual”—not only because of the weapons themselves rely on 

                                                                 
4 See Wagar, Terminal Visions, 96. 
5 McKibben is quoted as attributing this phrase to a conversation with climate 
scientist James Hansen in Jane Mayer, “Taking it to the Streets,” The New Yorker, 
28 November 28 2011 [www.newyorker.com/magazine/2011/11/28/taking-it-
to-the-streets]. Hansen’s own published remarks instead use the phrase “game 
over for the climate.” See Hansen, “Game Over for the Climate,” The New York 
Times, 9 May  2012 [www.nytimes.com/2012/05/10/opinion/game-over-for-
the-climate.html]. 
6 See Derrida, “No Apocalypse, Not Now: Full Speed Ahead, Seven Missiles, Seven 
Missives,” in Psyche: Inventions of the Other, Volume 1, (ed.) Peggy Kamuf and 
Elizabeth Rottenberg (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2007), 396. 
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codes and texts of all sorts, and because the strategies of deterrence 
were themselves textual games, but most importantly because total 
nuclear war has never yet taken place: in Derrida’s worlds, it “has 
existence only by means of what is said of it and only where it is 
talked about.”7 In other words, nuclear catastrophe is a tale that we 
tell ourselves, and nevertheless—or precisely for this reason—it 
effects a positive construction of present reality, so that all of human 
society is marked by it directly or indirectly, leading to what Derrida 
could, in �
��, call the “general institution of the nuclear age.”8 From 
Derrida’s point of view, the fact that nuclear catastrophe is fabulous-
ly textual means that humanists like ourselves, as experts on dis-
courses and texts, are particularly responsible for thinking it 
through: as he writes, “The terrifying ‘reality’ of nuclear con�lict can 
only be the signi�ied referent, never the real referent (present or 
past) of a discourse or a text. At least today. And that gives us to 
think the today, the presence of this present in and through this 
fabulous textuality.”9  

My claim is that ecological disaster, including climate collapse, is 
fabulously textual in precisely this sense. Turning our attention, as 
humanists and philosophers, to eco-eschatology as a phantasm 
implies no skepticism, then, about the very real dangers that we face. 
Instead, it may be the only responsible way to think the present 
insofar as it is constructed through our fables about the future. That 
is, we must grasp how our thinking of the ecological present is 
shaped by eco-eschatological narratives. 

One interesting characteristic implication of the eco-
eschatological narrative is its suspension of the present between a 
geologically deep past and an inde�initely distant future. I have 
already mentioned Mary Shelley’s ��	� novel, The Last Man, as the 
�irst major work of secular eschatological �iction. Set in the late 	�st 
century and putatively based on ancient prophetic writings, the 
novel tells the tale of the destruction of the human race by a global 
plague, leaving the last survivor, based autobiographically on Shelley 
herself, to wander the world alone. It is hardly coincidental that 
Shelley’s novel appeared just as biologists were coming to accept 
Georges Cuvier’s evidence, based on reconstruction of the fossilized 
skeletons of such creatures as mammoths and mastodons, that the 
world was once populated with creatures that had subsequently 
gone extinct. Cuvier intended these �indings to “burst the limits of 
                                                                 
7 Ibid., �
� 
8 Ibid., �
� 
9 Ibid., �
� 
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time,” just as scienti�ic genius had “burst the limits of space,” by 
providing a window into the “former world,” a world prior to all 
human history, that he believed had been catastrophically de-
stroyed.10 Surely if a natural catastrophe could drive so many other 
species to extinction and bring their entire world to an abrupt end, 
then the same could be imagined for our species; our world must be 
equally precarious and �inite, and our days on Earth similarly num-
bered. This construction of our present as suspended between 
prehistorical catastrophe and anticipated extinction continues to 
shape contemporary discussions of climate collapse, as we see, for 
example, in astrophysicist Neil de Grasse Tyson’s remarks on the 
National Geographic television series Cosmos: 

 
[W]e’re dumping carbon dioxide into the atmosphere at a rate the 
Earth hasn’t seen since the great climate catastrophes of the past, 
the ones that led to mass extinctions. We just can't seem to break 
our addiction to the kinds of fuel that will bring back a climate 
last seen by the dinosaurs, a climate that will drown our coastal 
cities and wreak havoc on the environment and our ability to feed 
ourselves… The dinosaurs never saw that asteroid coming. 
What’s our excuse?11 

 
As a more concrete example of what I am calling the “temporal 

suspension” of the present, consider current efforts toward global 
sustainability that extrapolate from deep-past trends to predict and 
manage far-future scenarios, thereby tacitly assuming that our 
responsibility toward future generations is to sustain the world in a 
state that as much as possible resembles our present. One example 
would be ongoing efforts to establish permanent repositories for 
radioactive waste, which must avoid human intrusion and environ-
mental degradation on the scale of tens of thousands or even mil-
lions of years. The �ield of “nuclear semiotics” emerged from the 
efforts of the Human Interference Task Force, convened by the US 
Department of Energy in the �
�s with the charge of devising a 
warning system to dissuade future generations from tampering with 
repositories of toxic waste for at least the next �, years, roughly 
                                                                 
10 Georges Cuvier, Recherches sur les ossements fossiles de quadrupèdes, Vol. � 
(Paris: Deterville, ���	), �, �. See also Martin Rudwick’s reconstruction of this 
intellectual history in Earth’s Deep History: How It Was Discovered and Why It 
Matters (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 	��), especially Chapter �. 
11 Quoted in Chris Mooney, “Finally, Neil deGrasse Tyson and ‘Cosmos’ Take on 
Climate Change,” Mother Jones, � May 	�� [www.motherjones.com/ 
environment/	��/�/neil-tyson-cosmos-global-warming-earth-carbon] 
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twice the length of written human history. Interestingly, the Task 
Force included speculative �iction authors alongside linguists, an-
thropologists, and natural scientists.12 Today, the Greenland Ana-
logue Project studies the deep history of ice sheets on Greenland’s 
western coast to design the �irst operational geological repository for 
high-level radioactive waste, scheduled to open in Olkiluoto, Finland, 
within the next decade.13 In this case, the effort is to ensure that a 
human and geological situation far in the future is sustained accord-
ing to standards and expectations projected today. 

A second, well-known example would be the economic practice of 
“discounting the future” to assess how much we should spend today 
to limit the future effects of climate change. According to recent 
predictions, even if we stop emitting greenhouse gases immediately, 
we will already have changed the climate for the next 	 years.14 
But if we calculate the future growth of the world’s economy on the 
basis of past trends, then the people of the future will be increasingly 
richer than we are today. How much should we ask the (relatively) 
poorer people of today to sacri�ice for the (relatively) richer people 
of tomorrow? The answer will vary depending on the “discount rate” 
that economists choose to apply, similar to money-market interest 
rates that track what investors are willing to pay today for a certain 
level of future bene�its.15 My point is that policy decisions and re-
source allocations being made today on an international scale rely on 
what I am calling the temporal suspension of the present between 
the deep past and far future. This suspension is a temporal fermata, a 
pause or interruption of the unfurling duration of the present that 
holds it projectively immobilized between the immemorial past and 
far future. In other words, this suspension commits us to more than a 
mere anticipation of future events; it restructures our very experi-
                                                                 
12 I discuss this example brie�ly in “Apocalyptic Imagination and the Silence of 
the Elements,” in Ecopsychology, Phenomenology, and the Environment: The 
Experience of Nature, (ed.) Douglas A. Vakoch and Fernando Castrillón, (Berlin: 
Springer, 	��), 	��–	� 
13 For an interesting discussion of these efforts in relationship to deep time, see 
anthropologist Vincent Ialenti’s National Public Radio series on deep time from 
September 	�� [http://www.npr.org/tags/������/deep-time]. 
14 See Susan Solomon et al., “Irreversible climate change due to carbon dioxide 
emissions,” Proceedings of the National Academy of the Sciences, vol. ��, no. � 
(	
): ���–�
; and Nathan P. Gillette et al., “Ongoing climate change follow-
ing a complete cessation of carbon dioxide emissions,” Nature Geoscience, vol. � 
(	��): ��–��. 
15 For an accessible overview of ethical factors involved in setting the discount 
rate for climate intervention, see John Broome, “The Ethics of Climate Change,” 
Scienti�ic American (June 	�), �
–��. 



Our Monstrous Future   		� 

ence of the singular present by silhouetting it against a background 
of geological eternity. 

So, let me take a moment to tie things together a bit. First, I have 
suggested that our obsession with the end of the world, in the form 
of the eco-eschatological narrative that frames speculative �iction as 
well as environmental prediction, is a phantasm that re�lects our 
desires and anxieties in the present, and that it leaves its mark, 
directly or indirectly, on our individual and collective identities, 
institutions, and sense of the world here and now. Second, I have 
proposed that this phantasm has a history, that it develops in paral-
lel with the emerging conception of deep time: our awareness of an 
ancient geological past that precedes us opens our imaginations to 
an inde�initely distant future after us. And third, I have offered some 
contemporary examples of efforts to calculate and manage the dis-
tant future on the basis of the deep past. These examples tacitly 
embody an approach to time that is inseparable from the eco-
eschatological narrative. That is, this conception of time lends our 
end-of-the-world fantasies their seductive force and ubiquity, even 
as, in return, these fantasies serve to perpetuate and reify this histor-
ically speci�ic conception of time. My conviction is that these three 
points together raise some profound philosophical questions con-
cerning how we understand the world, time, and responsibility. I 
turn now to a brief consideration of what I �ind troubling with this 
picture and then offer the barest hint for where we might start in 
formulating an alternative. 

First, our efforts to calculate and manage the future by extrapolat-
ing from the past are an example of what Jean-Luc Nancy calls the 
“equivalence of catastrophes.”16 To see what he means by this, let us 
�irst recognize that there is no such thing today as a purely “natural” 
disaster. Every disaster, whatever its underlying cause, is inextrica-
bly natural, technological, social, economic, and political. Nancy is 
writing speci�ically about the Fukushima nuclear disaster, but many 
have said similar things about, for instance, Hurricane Katrina’s 
landing on the Gulf Coast. The entanglement of our disasters is just 
the obverse of the complex and ever-deepening interdependence 
and interconnection of all of these systems—ecological, economic, 
technoscienti�ic, sociopolitical, cultural, logical, and so on. Globaliza-
tion is precisely the process of this ever-deepening interdependence, 

                                                                 
16 Jean-Luc Nancy, After Fukushima: The Equivalence of Catastrophes, (tr.) 
Charlotte Mandell (New York: Fordham University Press, 	��). Hereafter cited 
textually as AF. 
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which Nancy terms the “ecotechnical.”17 Now, in order for these 
systems to become dependent on each other, their processes and 
terms must necessarily be amenable to conversion, translation, 
substitution, and exchange across these linked domains. As Marx 
already pointed out, money serves as a “general equivalent,” since 
every cost and bene�it can be translated into monetary terms. Nan-
cy’s claim is that ecotechnics has generalized this notion of equiva-
lence even further, so that “the regime of general equivalence hence-
forth virtually absorbs, well beyond the monetary or �inancial sphere 
but thanks to it and with regard to it, all of the spheres of existence of 
humans, and along with them all things that exist.” (AF, �) This is 
characterized, Nancy says, by a “limitless interchangeability of forc-
es, products, agents or actors, meanings or values.” (AF, �) Now, if 
this general equivalence makes greater interdependence of all of our 
systems possible, then it is the reason why are catastrophes are 
uncontainable in their effects. But more than this, it is the general 
equivalence itself that is catastrophic, insofar as it inspires a prolif-
eration of means and ends that are ultimately oriented toward no 
�inal end, no ultimate goal other than their own continued expansion 
and proliferation. If any and every end can be exchanged or substi-
tuted for every other, and if all ends are interdependently bound 
within a system that treats them only as interchangeable for other 
means or ends, then no ultimate end orients the global ecotechnical 
system as such. It is this loss of any ultimate sense or direction that 
Nancy will call the “end of the world.”18 What takes the place of this 
�inal end is precisely our constant awareness of the possibility of our 
own self-destruction. As Günther Anders writes, “Today, since the 
apocalypse is technically possible and even likely, it stands alone 
before us: no one believes anymore that a ‘kingdom of God’ will 
follow it. Not even the most Christian of Christians.”19 

Nancy recognizes that the regime of general equivalence has im-
plications for how we relate to time and to the future, and the exam-
ples that I proposed above—the planning of nuclear waste reposito-
ries and economic discounting of future climate costs—illustrate his 
point perfectly. The absence of any end or goal for our ecotechnical 
interdependencies apart from their own self-perpetuation traps us in 

                                                                 
17 See Nancy, Being Singular Plural, (tr.) Robert Richardson and Anne O’Byrne 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 	), ��	–��. 
18 See Nancy, The Sense of the World, (tr.) Jeffrey Librett (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, �

�), �–�. 
19 Günther Anders, Le Temps de la �in (Paris: L’Herne, 	�), ���, quoted at AF, 
�
–	. 
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a cycle of planning and management of the future in general, alt-
hough this future is itself characterized by no end or goal beyond 
“sustaining” further ecotechnical proliferation. Furthermore, the 
extrapolation of the past to calculate the future demonstrates the 
sway of general equivalence in our understanding of time, since each 
chronological present moment is substitutable for every other. As an 
example of technological interdependence, Nancy refers to the 
“determination of an ‘atomic time’ independent of earthly time and 
necessary for the worldwide synchronization required by the many 
digital activities of communication, calculation, exchange, and so 
forth.” (AF. ��) But this ecotechnical innovation takes on eco-
eschatological implications once it rewrites our very relationship to 
past, present, and future. As Nancy puts it, “No culture has lived as 
our modern culture has in the endless accumulation of archives and 
expectations. No culture has made present the past and the future to 
the point of removing the present from its own passage.” (AF, �) 
The alternative here is to recognize the non-equivalence of the singu-
larities, the absolutely unique and non-substitutable events and 
moments, that compose our quotidian experience, and thereby to 
deepen our respect for the present. In Nancy’s words again, “What 
would be decisive, then, would be to think in the present and to think 
the present. No longer the end of ends to come, or even a felicitous 
dispersion of ends, but the present as the element of the near-at-
hand.” (AF. ��) Since the aim here is to respect the non-equivalence 
of the present, we might call this a proposal for ontological or tem-
poral justice. In other words, justice requires respecting the non-
substitutability of the present, and this involves breaking the fermata 
that holds each moment inde�initely suspended along a continuum of 
geologically extended time. 

I am not suggesting that deepening our respect for the present 
relieves us of the responsibility to plan, to anticipate the conse-
quences of our actions, and above all to consider the singularity of all 
those, human and otherwise, whose existence has been put in jeop-
ardy by the juggernaut of ecotechnical globalization. Temporal 
justice only makes sense alongside environmental justice. As Derrida 
has insisted on many occasions, the incalculability of the to-come 
does not eliminate the need for calculation (and David Wood has also 
made this point compellingly in his essay, “On Being Haunted by the 
Future”20). But Derrida is right to point out that there is an absolute 
interruption between what our calculations can predict and the 
                                                                 
20 David Wood, “On Being Haunted by the Future,” Research in Phenomenology, 
vol. �� (	�): 	��–
�. 
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uncertainty of the events to come, and the ethical moment of deci-
sion lies in that interruption. To program the future based on calcu-
lations, as global sustainability has attempted to do, forecloses our 
responsibility toward the future as well as the present; it is precisely 
an ethical failure to respect the true monstrousness of the future. Yet 
this asks more of us than simply recognizing that the future will 
inevitably exceed whatever our eco-eschatological imaginaries 
project. It also concerns the way that these fantasies of the future, by 
lodging a temporal fermata over the present, foreclose our engage-
ment with this world here and now. 

One danger that such foreclosure introduces is the likelihood of 
an autoimmunitary response, by which our own efforts to manage 
the incalculable precisely bring about the worst. The Cold War pro-
vides plenty of illustrations of how this logic works. Our contempo-
rary eco-eschatological narrative emerged within the context of the 
Cold War and perpetuates certain features of its logic, as can be seen 
explicitly in Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, published in the weeks 
running up to the �
�	 Cuban Missile Crisis.21 Just as the phantasmic 
character of nuclear destruction anticipates and informs our current 
eco-apocalyptic obsessions, so do its strategies of deterrence pre-
pare the way for game-theoretical modeling in international climate 
policy. As an example of how such efforts to calculate the future 
hinge on and fail to manage the incalculable, allow me to share with 
you one hair-raising example from documents declassi�ied by the US 
National Security Agency in 	��.22 On January 	�, �
��, a B-�	 
bomber carrying two �-megaton nuclear bombs broke up in mid-air 
and crashed near Greensboro, North Carolina. Luckily, each of the 
bombs had six safety mechanisms to prevent detonation. Unluckily, 
in the case of one of the bomb, �ive of these safety mechanisms did 
not work, and the documents con�irm that a single low-voltage 

                                                                 
21 For example, Carson writes that “Along with the possibility of the extinction of 
mankind by nuclear war, the central problem of our age has therefore become 
the contamination of man’s total environment with such substances of incredi-
ble potential for harm—substances that accumulate in the tissues of plants and 
animals and even penetrate the germ cells to shatter or alter the very material of 
heredity upon which the shape of the future depends.” Rachel Carson, Silent 
Spring (Boston: Haughton Mif�lin Company, �
�	; reprinted �

�), �. 
22 “Goldsboro Revisited: Account of Hydrogen Bomb Near-Disaster Over North 
Carolina – Declassi�ied Document,” The Guardian, 	 September 	��, 
[https://www.theguardian.com/world/interactive/	��/sep/	/goldsboro-
revisited-declassi�ied-document]. See also “New Details on the �
�� Goldsboro 
Nuclear Accident,” The National Security Archive, The George Washington 
University, posted 
 June  	��, [http://nsarchive.gwu.edu/nukevault/ebb���/] 
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switch was the only thing that prevented detonation. According to 
the bomb disposal expert who was on the scene, each bomb had 
more than 	� times the explosive power of the Hiroshima bomb, 
which means more explosive power than all of the munitions, con-
ventional and nuclear, that have ever been detonated on our planet 
combined. He also said, in an interview in 	��, that “As far as I’m 
concerned we came damn close to having a Bay of North Carolina.… 
The nuclear explosion would have completely changed the Eastern 
seaboard if it had gone off.”23 Now, since I was born on the Eastern 
seaboard post-�
��, it seems fair to say that my existence might also 
have hinged on this single low-voltage switch. This is a truly insane 
example, but it is not the only one, and I encourage you to google 
“military nuclear accidents” to get the full picture of what autoim-
munitary logic looks like. But let me just point out that schemes for 
geoengineering as a response to climate collapse—and these options 
are certainly being developed in certain quarters today—are even 
more frightening. Such scenarios carry us beyond an isolated nuclear 
explosion, and not only because they escape all hope of calculability 
in terms of their possible effects. They are truly catastrophic in terms 
of the ultimate reach of substitutability and equivalence that they 
take for granted, since they show no hesitation about exchanging the 
world that we have for a world that we fantastically project. 

This returns us, �inally, to our apocalyptic vision of the world, 
which approaches everything within the world, and the very sense of 
the world itself, against a background of absolute contingency or 
nothingness, vulnerable to total destruction. By threatening things 
with the specter of their own annihilation, and therefore silhouetting 
them against the screen of nothingness, we force their presentation 
into self-identity, positivity, immanence; they either fully are or fully 
are not. But, as Merleau-Ponty already points out, this framing is a 
denaturing of the thing: “Is not thinking the thing against the back-
ground of nothingness a double error, with regard to the thing and 
with regard to nothingness, and, by silhouetting it against nothing-
ness, do we not completely denature the thing? Are not the identity, 
the positivity, the plenitude of the thing—reduced to what they 
signify in the context in which experience reaches them—quite 

                                                                 
23 Michael Baker, “Jack and the Demon Core: The Story of How Alumnus Jack 
ReVelle Helped Save America From Nuclear Disaster,” State: The Of�icial Maga-
zine of Oklahoma State University, [https://statemagazine.okstate.edu/ 
ReVelle_Nuclear_Weapons] 



	�   Symposium, vol. �� no. � (Spring/Printemps ����) 

insuf�icient to de�ine our openness upon ‘something’?”24 As Nancy 
adds, “destruction takes place in the world and not vice versa,” which 
is why he enjoins us to “learn to stop dreaming of the end, to stop 
justifying it.… [W]e need to take our leave of the romantic-historical 
mode of thinking that promises an apotheosis or an apocalypse—or 
both, one in the other” and rediscover the resistance of existence 
itself as spacing and permanent revolution.25 This requires not a 
better architecture of the future, a building of ever more vivid eco-
eschatological narratives of apocalypse, but a deepening of our 
exposure to and within the present. 
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24 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible, (tr.) Alphonso Lingis 
(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, �
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25 Nancy, A Finite Thinking, (ed.) Simon Sparks (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 	�), ��, ��. 


