
“Is That the Time Already?”
Reflections on Millennial Fatigue Syndrome

Ivan Emke

One of the qualities I inherited from my mother is the ability to worry about the
unknown. Anyone late arriving was bound to be stuck in a ditch somewhere.
A child’s stomach ache was a possible sign of the onset of appendicitis. A jar
of peaches that didn’t open with a comforting pop was probably spoiled
(though that did not stop us from eating it). This makes me a prime candidate
to be out there freeze-drying some food for the new millennium. But I’m not,
and that’s what scares me. In the flurry of discourse on the new millennium
and “the Y2K problem” I remain quite nonplussed. But maybe I’m missing
something here. Am I so jaded that I cannot even stir up a bit of concern over
the impending end of “time as we know it?” Or, is it just that after a few years
of millennial tedium, I am simply fatigued by the whole topic? I would
diagnose the latter.

There are some reasons why I’m not excited about the coming
millennium, and this essay is devoted to sharing them with you. Earlier this
year, I was invited to ruminate on this event and how I would approach it from
the various splinters of my own identity, as an academic, a researcher, a
Mennonite (albeit geographically-challenged) and a writer of sometimes-
humorous items. I was honored to do so, but let me be honest up front (as if I
won’t be as the essay proceeds.) I’m not sure what I have to offer that well-read
and thoughtful people have not yet stumbled across. Nevertheless, I am an
academic, trained to think and write on command, and to speak in 50-minute
utterances. This is my utterance on the millennium.

The more I thought about the millennium, the more convinced I became
that it is a fine metaphor for “meaning” in our times. The coming of the new
millennium is ever-present in social discourse, which indicates that it is largely
irrelevant in “real” terms. If the new millennium really “mattered” in that it
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would actually usher in some new way of living, then it would be too daring
to interest Time and USA Today.

“When’s the Party?” Synchronizing our watches

One of my primary complaints is that we’ve got the dates wrong. When the
current Western calendar was devised, we messed up a bit. We were out by
four years or so, give or take a few weeks. This means that Jesus was born in
about 4 BC, or four years “before Christ.” To those who believe in miracles, it
is no surprise that he could be born years before he was born. When we moved
to our present calendar, we were out a week and a half, due to a
misunderstanding between the sun and seasons and our calculations of them.
This resulted in lots of creative tinkering, such as having to eliminate ten days
from history to become aligned with the new calendar. Such a feat would be a
tough thing to pull off in these days of direct debit financing (would banks
honor the change, or dip out their mortgage payments as if the ten days actually
existed?).

More important, these chronological inconsistencies mean that the
millennium turnaround has come and gone, and we kind of missed it. If our
calendar was supposed to mark the years since the birth of Christ and we got
that one wrong, then a thousand years after the birth of Jesus was about 996
and two thousand years after was 1996. Can you remember 1996? What were
the high points? Did it seem like an earth-shattering turning point for you? Was
it the beginning of an anti-Christ-led “world government”? I don’t remember
much about the year myself. We had a child (which may be why I don’t
remember much), I went to work most days, poured the same ideas into the
same semi-willing receptacles in my labor, and so on. But if we were to accept
the premise (made by free-ranging after-dinner speakers of both the
theological and secular persuasions) that there is something powerful about
the change from one millennium to the next, then 1996 should have been a
crackerjack time.1

I am playing dumb here, I admit. As one who has studied and now
teaches Anthropology and Sociology, I realize that the “magical” qualities that
we associate with time are socially-constructed. Thus, it is irrelevant whether
our calendars are off – as long as we think that a new millennium is coming,
then we will act as if that were the case. Therein, though, lies my problem and
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one of the sources of my millennial fatigue. Not only is the Emperor naked, but
he doesn’t even exist.

I also know of the “magic” of numbers. We seem to believe that
quantification hints at reality – if you can put a number to something, then it
must be real. “On a scale of 5 to 10,” we might say to our kids, “how would you
rate the pain in your stomach?” On hearing anything above a 5, we get out the
tummy drugs. I know the seduction of statistics – of taking complex human
phenomena and translating them into machine-readable data. The numbers
come to “mean” something on their own – they have a power; anthropologists
might say that numbers are a fetish in our culture. This worship of numbers
spills over into our observations regarding dates. Thus, the number 2000
implies something grand, as opposed to a bland number like 1914 or 1939 –
what could ever happen in a year with such a non-descript number? Come to
think of it, what happened in 1900? Anything earth-shattering? How about
1800? 1700? 1600? Despite marking the turns of centuries and being fine
numbers in themselves, these years turned out to be royal disappointments to
the numerologists.

So what’s the occasion?

Maybe we all like to think that we live in interesting and pivotal times. This
desire to be on the cusp of history fits well with a new millennium, prompting
futurists to shiver with delight. There is a feeling in our culture that these are,
indeed, special times. We’re confronted by the dizzying speed of reading the
dizzying amount of material on the dizzying rate of change. We’re so dizzy
we can’t even think anymore. We save that for a few isolated people in old-
fashioned disciplines. A philosophy teacher observed the other day, “You know,
I can’t teach philosophy in only three months; it takes at least six months to
really teach anything of importance.” It struck me that such a statement was
out of sync with our times, when students pick up allegedly-marketable skills
in tidy packages of 10 to 13 weeks (plus the final exam).

Yeah, sure, things are changing. But not as profoundly as they changed
in my parents’ day or my grandparents’ time. The shift from horse-propelled
travel to automobile and then air travel was a big one. The move from face-to-
face and written communication to the telephone and radio was a big one.
They make the changes in my own lifetime look like distant cousins. I went
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from talking on the telephone to sending e-mail messages. This is not a major
jump. People fawn all over the Internet, saying things like “Oooh, I can send
a message to my friend in Arizona and he can read it almost immediately!”
Have they forgotten about the telephone, which does one better and lets you
talk in real time? I’ve seen the change from driving in cars at about 80
kilometers per hour on two-lane roads to driving in cars at about 95 or 100 kph
on four-lane roads. This is so small a change it hardly bears repeating. The
changes that really made a fundamental difference in the daily lived
experience of the majority of our nation had already taken place before I came
along (or before those blessed baby boomers who paved my way, and now
want me to pay for the road). Yet, we keep thinking we’re the ones who are
trying to keep up with the world.

This is not to suggest that innovation isn’t still occurring. They aren’t
about to close the patent offices yet (although there was allegedly some loose
talk about that in the late 1800s). It is significant that marketers who study us
endlessly are returning to traditional selling themes – to the ideas of stability,
big cars, cigars, and happy little families on a side street. Maybe things haven’t
changed so much after all.

Y2K 4U2: Everyone’s post-millennial postal code?

The actual move from one millennium to the next, that one millisecond of
time, would be quite irrelevant were it not for the threat of time-synchronized
computers all over the world going silly. Our popular name for this is “Y2K.”
When I hear the term, I keep thinking of a postal code. “Where is Y2K,” I
wonder. In some unserviced area of the Yukon somewhere, I suppose (since
Canada Post’ s system doesn’t even get to Y2A, let alone Y2K). Maybe we
should all flock there on the appointed date? Maybe this is some kind of
coded message that a higher intelligence has been sending us? Maybe I’ve
watched a few too many “X-Files” episodes! Y2K is far more than a truncated
postal code; it is the grand computer mistake. In the past, the myth goes,
programmers felt space was at such a premium that they shortened our date
from four digits to just the last two. This worked for a while, but then we
inched ever closer to another century.

However, it has been some time since space in programming was at a
premium. Now there is so much surplus memory that we encounter
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phenomena called “cargo cults” – when upgrading a piece of computer
software, a programmer may leave in bits of old programs that are no longer
necessary instead of taking the time to delete them. Since space is not a
problem, it is easier to simply disable the old material and leave it there than
to actively clean it up and delete the files. So the myth about limited space is
not convincing for most software. Why, then, did programmers continue to
forget to make their work viable on the long term? For one thing, it shows the
stunning lack of foresight among people who are supposed to be guiding us
into the future. As someone pointed out, the computer industry still has not
learned the lesson – after all, they shortened the “Year 2000 Problem” to
“Y2K”!

At the height of Y2K fanaticism, a couple of years ago, people were
arguing that our whole world would grind to a halt – our watches would stop,
our microwaves would refuse to cook, our CD players would play everything
sideways, and our cars wouldn’t start. I could never quite grasp the reason for
this, but then I’m no computer programmer. What does it matter to a
microwave, for example, what year it is? A couple of minutes after midnight,
in search of some popcorn, would we try to start our microwave and it would
think, “Uh, hey, it’ s January 1st, 1900 – microwaves aren’t invented yet so I’d
better stop working!” Unless I’m very much mistaken, machines don’t really
care what the date is – including computers. My antique computer at home that
still does most of what I want a computer to do (this says a lot about my level
of computer intelligence) has had trouble with the date for a long time now.
Currently, it tells me that it is “Novermber 12, 1993.” Jeepers, it doesn’t even
spell the blasted month correctly, let alone have any idea that it is actually
October 3, 1999 (when I wrote this). But other than being in a time warp, this
computer works fine. Furthermore, it is of some great solace to me that it has
the date wrong – at least it gives me the illusion, every time I turn it on, that I
am the “master” and it is the tool.

This whole Y2K thing shows that McLuhan and the Amish were right
about technology. McLuhan said something to the effect that “we shape our
own tools, and then they shape us.” And the Amish understand that technology
is never benign, but needs to be chosen with an eye to how it might affect what
we value. This is one of the ironies, then, of our time. The more we rely on
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technology, the less control we have. Those who can face tomorrow without
fear are those who are behind the times.

The one piece of hope that is emerging is that people are beginning to
show signs of Y2K fatigue and Y2K cynicism and even Y2K dismissal. It
comes from being tired of talking heads on our TVs who sound like a bunch
of doomsday cultists, except that they are up front about charging a hefty fee
for their chat. The meaning of Y2K is changing, as can be seen in its use as an
advertising ploy. “Y2K” now accompanies advertisements for items as
disparate as car leases, bug killers, and flashlights. A hardware chain store
includes a “Y2K” page in its advertising flyers. A semiotician would be
interested in how this company “defines” Y2K for its customers, how it
encodes this moment, by advertising our coming need for styrofoam plates,
plastic cutlery, duct tape, and lanterns. (When the millennium comes and the
power is out, why will we be forced to eat with disposable cutlery?) “Always
be prepared,” the ad lectures, although how a package of elastic tie-down
straps will help me survive is curious. (Will there be lots of wind as our
computers sit lifeless and quiet?) By the time advertisers pick up and use a
cultural item, it is often already quite benign. Or, in the act of using it in
advertising, the item is emptied of social and political content, and rendered
safe. Advertising saves us again . . .

The millennium as doomsday

Attempts to predict the future are often cloaked attempts to control it – to
prescribe a direction for it, preferably one that privileges the prophet’s ideas.
It is unfortunate that some will use fears of the future as a tool to gain power.
One of the links I cannot seem to understand in millennium-speak is the
argument that the breakdown in computers will lead to some kind of massive
centralization and the emergence of an “anti-Christ” or world government to
control the chaos. I think that if computers all self-destruct in January, we’ll
be much further from “world government,” whatever that is, than we are right
now. For such a major centralization project, you’d have to have computers
and electronic linkages and so on. If you’re planning to give everyone the
sign of the Beast, you don’t want their identity numbers scribbled on bits of
paper here and there! Besides, world government is already here. We just call
it “Coke” or “Nike” or a variety of other names that I’m probably not allowed
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to use without fear of punitive lawsuits. Frankly, the chaos and challenges to
our existence as a world are all around us – we don’t have to wait for next
year. A world where the 500 richest people control more wealth than the three
billion poorest people is one that already seems to be running out of control.

What does this all mean to your average Newfoundland Mennonite?

A curious question, I suppose, and I’ m one of about a dozen or so who might
try to answer it. Here in Canada’s far east the millennium will arrive at least a
half hour earlier than elsewhere in the country. If you’re really concerned,
give me your phone number and I’ll call you after midnight (our time) to
reassure you that everything will be all right.

Now that I mention it, maybe this could be an entrepreneurial scheme.
I’ll set up a big computer phone bank, and for a respectable but competitive fee
my computer will call you after midnight my time, and reassure you in a
steady, computer-generated voice: “Hi. I’m calling from Newfoundland,
where the new millennium has already begun. I’m OK, and still working, so
relax. Take it easy. Don’t bother with that last trip to the convenience store for
more powdered milk. Put the plastic cutlery and elastic tie-down straps away.
Have a nice day.” Of course, if you arranged the service and then the computer
doesn’t call, then you can get truly worried.

As for the impact of the millennium on Mennonites, it reminds me of
the joke we used to tell on the banquet circuit early in this decade. We’d say,
“The Mennonite church is engaging in a major change in focus. The mission
of the church used to be how to be relevant and prophetic in the late 1980s, but
now it has shifted dramatically to how to be relevant and prophetic in the early
1990s!” I really don’t think that the millennium will, or should, change
Mennonitism. There may be some alterations. Maybe this will be the
millennium when the “Conference of Eastern Canada” actually starts to get
congregations located in eastern Canada?

The big push for Mennonites, however, will be saved for the Anabaptist
Half-Millennium, to be celebrated in around 2025, depending on how you
mark it. Get ready for the themes now, the logo, the felt banners – “Half a
Millennium of Anabaptist Faithfulness,” “The Anabaptist Path: Fairway,
Concession, or Sideroad?” or “Anabaptism: No Longer a Cult.”
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doesn’t call, then you can get truly worried.

As for the impact of the millennium on Mennonites, it reminds me of
the joke we used to tell on the banquet circuit early in this decade. We’d say,
“The Mennonite church is engaging in a major change in focus. The mission
of the church used to be how to be relevant and prophetic in the late 1980s, but
now it has shifted dramatically to how to be relevant and prophetic in the early
1990s!” I really don’t think that the millennium will, or should, change
Mennonitism. There may be some alterations. Maybe this will be the
millennium when the “Conference of Eastern Canada” actually starts to get
congregations located in eastern Canada?

The big push for Mennonites, however, will be saved for the Anabaptist
Half-Millennium, to be celebrated in around 2025, depending on how you
mark it. Get ready for the themes now, the logo, the felt banners – “Half a
Millennium of Anabaptist Faithfulness,” “The Anabaptist Path: Fairway,
Concession, or Sideroad?” or “Anabaptism: No Longer a Cult.”
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In the end . . .

I don’t worry about surviving the shift to the new millennium. I worry about
surviving the endless round of “Best of the Century” lists that our media will
assail us with. Proving, once again, that if you let market forces determine
your media system they will seek the lowest common denominator. What’s
the point of a list of the “100 Best Movies of the 20th Century” when most of
them are unavailable? Or the “10 Craziest Toy Fads of the Century” or the
“25 Most Interesting People of Our Time.” Do we really need to be reminded
of the antics of people like Henry Kissinger and Mikhail Gorbachev? These
are feeble attempts at giving us a sense of our own cultural past, recycling
nostalgia as history.

I actually look forward to the new millennium, despite my rather off-
hand dismissal of it throughout this essay. Not because I expect the end of this
world and the beginning of some new age, but because all of the tedium and
silliness of the pre-millennial tension we’ve been surrounded by will finally be
over. It may take a year or two to wane entirely, but we’re bound to be left with
a sense of relief and renewed vigor. Then perhaps we can think again about
solving some of those old problems that have been around for the last few
hundred years.

Where will you be spending New Year’s Eve? Will you be counting
down to the end of something, or to the beginning of something? Or will you
simply get on the bandwagon and spend the last moments of this century (and
millennium) hanging around a cash machine to see what happens to it at
midnight? I’d hope not.

Happy New Year, folks.

Notes

1 Note that I am not even engaging in the popular lunchroom argument about when the third
millennium allegedly starts – 1 January 2000, or 2001. I realize that, according to the rules, it
is 1 January 2001. However, the big change for most of us will come a year before, when we
try to train ourselves to stop writing 1999, but to write 2000, on our cheques.
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