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About the Book


Humans can comprehend time like no other species, projecting our minds between past and future. So why are today’s societies so trapped in the present? We live at the mercy of short-termist politics, quarterly business targets and 24-hour news cycles, while every year the long-term risks stack up.


It needn’t be so. Craftsmen once built cathedrals over lifetimes, indigenous cultures embraced intergenerational reciprocity, and writers dreamed of worlds thousands of years hence. Research is also now revealing a far richer picture of the pressures and habits that shorten – or lengthen – our view. This points to a powerful idea: that we can reorient how we think about time itself.


On a journey that takes us from the boardrooms of Japan to a secret artwork hidden in a Welsh forest, The Long View shows us how to expand our minds into deeper timescales, and discover meaning, perspective and hope along the way.
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Introduction:
A Longer View




‘If we are to better the future, we must disturb the present.’


CATHERINE BOOTH





One February night in a London hospital, my perception of time shrunk to the span of a moment.


Around twenty-four hours after my wife went into labour, we were rushed into emergency surgery. Our baby had acquired an infection. As the doctors operated, it felt like nothing else in the world existed. During crisis, you can only focus on the present.


As my wife recovered and our new daughter, Grace, completed a course of antibiotics, the two of them stayed in the maternity ward for a week. It was a period of no before or after, no yesterday or tomorrow, only the immediacy of new parenthood and the stress of a little girl who was unwell.


Eventually, we returned back home. As the days passed, our new daughter’s hands reached out of the Moses basket, her grey-blue eyes sharpened, and a few weeks later, she gave us the reward of a smile. My awareness of time returned – and I began to think about the life that lay ahead for her. The child she could become, the adult she’d grow to be.


What I had never considered until then was that Grace could live to see the twenty-second century. She’ll be eighty-six, which is not improbable with advances in healthcare and longevity. I imagined her on New Year’s Eve, welcoming 2100 with her own family as the fireworks explode in the sky, loved ones embrace, and ‘Auld Lang Syne’ is sung.


It’s easy to forget that there are millions of citizens of the twenty-second century already among us. In the year of my daughter’s birth, 140 million other people were born worldwide, more than twice the population of France. Looking ahead, almost eleven billion more children will begin their lives before 2100. And if they are lucky, some of them – including Grace’s grandchildren – will live through to the twenty-third century. Through our family ties, the deep future is far closer to the present day than it first appears.


Later, though, I could not help but feel troubled by the daydream about my daughter reaching the final New Year’s Eve of the century. Throughout my career as a journalist, I have encountered this date – 2100 – within various news stories, reports or forecasts, but they are rarely celebratory.




Rising Seas and Wild Weather Threaten to Drown Cities by 2100


Humanity has 1 in 6 Chance of Extinction by End of the Century


Nearly Half the Planet’s Species Could be Wiped Out in 2100


Automation Will Leave Humans Jobless by Twenty-Second Century





The year 2100 is so often depicted as a milestone within a worsening world, a marker for society’s decline, or sometimes even a barrier we may not pass. Such stories of future climate turmoil, biodiversity collapse and technology disruption often feel so far away in time, but we are connected to that turning point by only one or two generations.


In the 1700s, the political thinker Edmund Burke wrote that society is a contract: ‘a partnership not only between those who are living, but between those who are living, those who are dead, and those who are to be born.’1 Unfortunately, this partnership between the generations is breaking. If our descendants were to diagnose our generation’s most harmful habit, they would observe a dangerous new form of short-termism – particularly in the West. In the early twenty-first century, the ‘now’ commands all attention, and any sense of past and future is filtered only through the events of the current moment. The world is saturated by information, and standards of living have never been higher – yet so often it’s a struggle to shift attention beyond the next news cycle, political term or business quarter. If time can be sliced, it feels that it is getting ever finer.


But what makes this strain of short-termism so pernicious is its invisibility. It goes far beyond the conscious, deliberate prioritisation of near-term goals. This is short-termism without awareness: a blinkered perspective that permeates capitalism, politics, media and popular culture. Not only are the lessons of history being ignored, but also how our acts are rippling into tomorrow.


Living in the age we do, we have never before had such leverage to shape the trajectory of the future, with so little collective recognition of that fact. We now have technology powerful enough to cause a catastrophic setback to civilisation, through the force of the atom, biological warfare or digital creations run amok. And for the first time, the human species has the ability to irreversibly degrade the planet’s biosphere and climate.


Every year that the blinkered perspective dominates, the risks escalate: climate change, infectious disease, biodiversity collapse, antibiotic resistance, artificial intelligence, or nuclear war. Meanwhile, inequality grows, healthcare costs rise and infrastructure rots, and our children become ever-more burdened with an inheritance of malignant heirlooms that they are obliged to accept, from plastic fibres to atomic waste.


We live amid a precarious time of crises, during which it feels more difficult than ever to escape the priorities of the present. However, I do not believe that this should be cause for helplessness or resignation. Humanity is capable of evolving to a better understanding of our roles and responsibilities within the long term. History shows that people’s perceptions of time have transformed before, so there is no reason that they cannot transform again.


The Long View has a simple aim: to understand why the world became so blinkered to the long arc of time, and how to change that perspective. It tells the story of what led twenty-first-century civilisation into a period of short-termism, why people think about the past, present and future in the way they do, and how to become more ‘long-minded’. We tend to look at the world through various well-established lenses – political, social, financial – but we need a perspective that is temporal too.


The book offers an intellectual framework that will enable you to see the perspective-shortening forces hidden in plain sight within your surroundings, and the tools and approaches to overcome them. A litany of invisible short-termist incentives and deterrents have come to influence business strategy, political policies, media coverage and the choices made by individuals. I call these temporal stresses. But crucially, none of these pressures is necessary for a functioning society, and all can be avoided if we can identify what they are.


The lens on the world offered by this book also allows you to spot the temporal habits within your own psychology, and that of others. We are only at the beginning of understanding how our brains process time, but what we do know is that people’s decisions are influenced by subtle cognitive traps that can shorten their perspectives. These biases often operate beneath conscious perception – but none is impossible to tackle if brought into the open. While it may sometimes feel difficult to escape the present, it is not beyond our mental faculties to do so.


After all, many around the world are already unlocking the long view. These long-minded individuals, organisations and cultures are scattered across the realms of capitalism, governance, art, history, philosophy and technology – but what unites them is the discovery that a long-term lens brings myriad positive benefits to themselves and others. Their stories show why embracing a deeper perspective of time can be transformative.


In a period when societies are grappling with climate change, pandemics, inequality and political upheaval, the long view is needed more than ever. If we continue on the path we are on, staring only at what’s immediately in front of us and nothing else, we will inevitably stumble towards disaster. A longer vantage point, however, is available. From here, history emerges as a landscape of untapped wisdom and experience for tackling the urgent problems of today, and tomorrow reveals itself as far more open than it seems. It is a perspective that allows us to see just how far we have come and what we have learned along the way – but also shows us paths to a potentially better world. The blinkered age we live within hides the threats ahead, but it obscures possibilities too.


Some might say we are cursed to know that our lives are just short links in a chain from ancient ancestors to tomorrow’s descendants: a mere flash in the history of life, our species and the Earth. How humbling it is to know that so many of our experiences and achievements will be forgotten only a few generations beyond our grandchildren. Yet it is also a blessing: part of what makes us human is contemplating the possibilities and potential of our trajectory through time, while handing down all we have learned and know about the world to the people that come next. For me, that is the great benefit of embracing the long view: that it reveals how the closest relationships in my life extend from the past into the future. And through that comes a sense of potential – and hope.


When my daughter and the rest of the world’s descendants reach the twenty-second century, I would like them to know that ours was the generation that changed its ways and became more long-minded. That we learned from our mistakes, that we decided to reorient our priorities, and that we had the courage and wisdom to transcend our blinkered age and embrace the long view.


The story of the long view


The Long View is inspired by my research during a fellowship at Massachusetts Institute of Technology in the US. There, I aimed to understand the roots of the world’s short-termist predicament, the history and psychology of how we think about time and the future, and the philosophy and ethics of the long term. But its origins go back further.


Throughout my life, I have been fascinated by humanity’s place within deeper time. As a boy, I collected rocks and fossils, and at university I studied geology. The long term has also been a theme running throughout my career in journalism. More than a decade ago, I commissioned a special issue for New Scientist called ‘The Deep Future’.2 In it, we tackled a series of questions about humanity’s next 100,000 years: Will we still be here? (Probably.) How will we evolve? (It depends on technology.) Where will we live? (Climate change will redraw cities, borders, nations.) Will there be any nature left? (Yes, but expect super-evolved pigeons and rats.) How will language evolve? (By 1,000 years, you won’t understand it.) And what will future archaeologists know about us? (Plenty, but they’ll be most interested in our garbage.)


More recently as an editor at the BBC, I led a digital series called ‘Deep Civilisation’, where I asked academics and writers to project their ideas into longer-term time, exploring the long view of democracy, religion, societal collapse, human intelligence, architecture, ethics, nature, technology and more.3 I also produced a live discussion about long-term thinking at the Hay Festival, which was broadcast on BBC News. To date, the Deep Civilisation series has reached more than 6.5 million people.


Along the way, I have also encountered a growing number of long-minded individuals, organisations, academics, foundations and politicians who are converging on the belief that it’s possible to unlock a longer-term perspective. Over the past few years, I’ve aimed to immerse myself within this new burst of activity, and I write about what I’m learning in a publication and newsletter called The Long-termist’s Field Guide.


So, what will follow in the pages ahead is a story that starts in the past, diagnoses the present and offers a new route into the future. By weaving together case studies, academic research, history, science and philosophy, I will answer three central questions, across three parts: How did we get here? Why do we think the way we do? And where should we go next?


Part I
TIME-BLINKERED:
THE ROOTS AND CAUSES OF SHORT-TERMISM


In Part I, we will explore how modern societies became blinkered to the long view, particularly in the West. If we can understand why this happened, the route out starts to become clearer. Finding those answers begins with a ‘brief history of long time’: a journey across the past few thousand years, taking in ancient timekeeping, the Roman empire, the Middle Ages, the utopian ideals of the 1700s all the way through to the tumultuous twentieth century. How did societies in the past think about longer-term time, and how were those perspectives influenced by culture, religion and scientific discovery?


Next, we will turn to some of the most dominant pressures that nudge present-day societies into the short term – and how these temporal stresses have grown in influence. We’ll look at the worlds of business and economics, and then governance and media, and explore how the pressures within these realms of modern life have supercharged short-termist tendencies and exacerbated risks far beyond what our ancestors dealt with. Along the way, we’ll also meet the individuals and organisations from around the world who have resisted these stresses: the CEOs who have defied shareholders, the companies that have persisted for 1,000 years, the politicians campaigning for future generations, and more.


Part II
A TEMPORAL STATE OF MIND:
UNLOCKING OUR AWARENESS OF TIME


In Part II, our goal will be to gain a deeper understanding of how time is perceived by the human brain. If the first part of our story is about the external pressures fostering blinkered behaviour, in these chapters we will look inward, to understand the processes – and contradictions – within our own minds. These are the temporal habits.


First, we’ll trace how we developed the mental skill of transporting our conscious self across time. How and why did our unique form of time perception evolve and develop? The aim here is to understand how the brain constructs the abstract idea of past and future, and how this skill compares with the abilities of other animals. Next, we’ll explore the lessons of psychology, and the cognitive biases that can sway people’s behaviour and decisions to prioritise the present moment. What are the psychological barriers to long-term thinking, and how do we overcome them? And finally, we’ll look at why the language we use to describe the past, present and future matters. Each tongue expresses time differently, and it may well be that this is subtly influencing short- and long-term thinking around the world.


Part III
THE LONG VIEW:
EXPANDING OUR PERCEPTION OF TIME


In Part III, the goal is to derive insights from the people, projects, cultures and organisations that are showing the way to greater long-mindedness. While the long view may not be widespread within the time-blinkered societies that many of us live within, it’s there if you look.


We’ll begin by exploring the sublime emotions evoked by deep time and the benefits that come from embracing it, as well as identifying the surprising connections we share within our family trees over the long term. Then we’ll look at alternative timeviews, beginning with the perspectives of religion, the significance of long-term rituals and lessons in intergenerational reciprocity from indigenous groups.


Next, we’ll discover a long-minded perspective that has emerged more recently: an ethical approach called longtermism.4 This is a call to reconsider our moral obligations to the future and involves dizzying calculations of the scale of tomorrow’s generations. It’s a timeview that suggests our species may just be at the beginning of a far longer trajectory.


We’ll also dive into the long view of nature: how scientists have unlocked temporal windows to the past and future of the natural world, taking in the Big Bang, plate tectonics, the discovery of global warming and the dawn of the Anthropocene. And our quest for the long view would be incomplete without learning from artistic and symbolic endeavours: libraries that won’t publish their contents until the year 2114, musical compositions running for 1,000 years and an artwork fashioned from trees that went unexpectedly wrong.


So, let’s begin our path towards a deeper temporal perspective of the world. In the coming pages, we’ll traverse the past, present and future of humanity and the planet, taking in the history of our species, a broader understanding of the mind, and the people and cultures that point to a long-minded future. With these insights, a richer – and more hopeful – lens on the world awaits. Welcome to the long view.









PART I


TIME-BLINKERED


THE ROOTS AND CAUSES OF SHORT-TERMISM









1


A Brief History of Long Time




‘The way in which time and its horizons are conceived is generally connected with the way the society understands and justifies itself.’


ERNEST GELLNER1





If you could travel back thousands of years to ask your ancestor what they thought about time, what might they say? Would they have had a long view?


Physiologically, your ancestor would have had the same brain as you, capable of remembering yesterday and thinking about tomorrow. However, we can make a reasonable guess that their perspective of longer-term time would have been different, shaped by their knowledge, culture, beliefs and assumptions about the world.


You and I can picture ourselves on a linear timeline that stretches from the Big Bang into the deep future, populated by moments of flourishing and catastrophe, such as the origin of life, the rise of Homo sapiens and the eventual death of the Sun. Science has revealed that our species is a relatively late entrant in this story: Earth was here long before us, and the Universe will outlast us when we are gone. Meanwhile, technology has given us clocks, calendars and stratigraphic charts that display where we sit within time’s long arc: it is 4 p.m. on a Tuesday in the second millennium, somewhere around the dawn of the Anthropocene.


Our ancestors would not have shared our particular perspective, but this does not mean they did not have their own version of the long view. After all, history features many acts of grand forward planning: Stonehenge, the Pyramids and cathedrals. And for thousands of years, religious followers have believed in an eternal afterlife, or immense epochs that continue repeating forever.2 Through their eyes, time would seem to stretch to infinity.


In the 1960s, the philosopher Ernest Gellner pointed out that each society develops a different perspective of time, which influences its decisions and trajectories. Across history, some have had an ‘unchanging temporal horizon, like a train crossing a featureless landscape’, he wrote, while others ‘live in the anticipation of the ending of time and conceive of its value as a preparation for that termination’.3 And some have, occasionally, managed to embrace a longer view of time that transcended their own circumstances.


So, what might the temporal perspectives of our ancestors tell us about our own? We have become the architects of grand metropolises and masters of science and technology, a trajectory of progress that might appear to be interwoven with an ever-expanding sense of time. But that would be an oversimplification. If the story were so neat, our horizons in the twenty-first century should reach further than ever before, but in practice that’s not the case.


It may be true that, compared with our ancestors, we have a clearer sense of our position in deep time. But that knowledge rarely figures in everyday culture. While we may have the ability to access an array of histories and possible futures, they are often unwittingly viewed through the lens of the present, shaped by the concerns and priorities of the moment. Why are we so stuck in the ‘now’?


To answer this question, we must plot how we got here in the first place. Only then can we begin to navigate a route forward. The story that follows charts how temporal perspectives have changed in the West over the past 2,000 years or so. It’s not the only history – we’ll discover alternative global views later in the book – but understanding it is important because the attitudes to time entwined with Western culture now affect the entire world.


So, let’s begin, with a man who was irritated by a sundial.


The parasite and the sundial


In the second century BC, the Roman playwright Plautus wrote a comedy featuring a character called the ‘hungry parasite’. In classical theatre, the parasite archetype was a hanger-on, or a house-guest taking advantage of his host’s hospitality, getting by on wit and manipulation.4 You might imagine him an obsequious but charming slob.


In this play, the parasite had a gripe about a piece of new-fangled technology that was interfering with his appetite:




The gods confound the man who first found out


How to distinguish hours. Confound him too,


Who in this place set up a sundial,


To cut and hack my days so wretchedly


Into small pieces! When I was a boy,


My belly was my sundial – one surer,


Truer, and more exact than any of them.


The dial told me when ’twas proper time


To go to dinner, when I ought to eat:


But now-a-days, why even when I have,


I can’t fall to unless the sun gives leave.


The town’s so full of these confounded dials.5





What these lines of Plautus’ play captured was more than a parasite’s hunger. They also showed that the Romans of this period were transitioning to a broader shared sense of time.


In a town full of ‘confounded dials’, the parasite complained, his mealtimes were set, stopping him from eating when he pleased.6 No longer could he rely on his own belly as a method of timekeeping.


Roman sundials weren’t especially accurate: their hour ranged from around forty-five to seventy-five minutes, depending on whether it was winter or summer. But it was an important change. When societies adopted an independent sense of time that existed outside each human mind, then it allowed for a more precise shared chronology of past, present and future. It also allowed many other developments to happen – not just the setting of mealtimes. If each individual kept their own time, they would have struggled to collaborate; a shared one meant people could assemble to build, plan and organise.


The Romans were not the first timekeepers. The Ancient Egyptians had built obelisks, whose shadows indicated the rough time of day and season. They also deployed water clocks to measure duration. The early Chinese dynasties had similar inventions.


By this period, calendars had also long since emerged. Before the Romans, the Sumerians, who lived in modern-day Iraq, had split their year into thirty-day months and twelve-period days. The Egyptian calendar had three seasons of 120 days each. And Chinese astronomers had been the first to intercalate and reconcile the differences between the lunar and solar cycles. According to legend, China’s Yellow Emperor invented a calendar around 4,500 years ago.


For the Romans, their original calendar is believed to have been based on the Moon. Their Julian calendar was introduced in 45BC, becoming the predominant calendar in Europe for around 1,600 years.


So, at the turn of the first millennium, human beings in Europe and elsewhere had embraced basic timekeeping devices, and calendars that progressed in a linear fashion. If you could step into the shoes of an Ancient Roman, would they have had a long view?


The Romans had a language that could describe the events of yesterday and tomorrow and used the same spatial metaphors of the past being ‘behind’ and the future ‘in front’. You could also see evidence of impressive forward planning: they built long-lasting roads and aqueducts that catered to their future needs. Yet on a societal scale, Roman perceptions of time may have been different to our own – particularly their view of the long-term future.


According to the historian Brent Shaw of Princeton University, the Roman future may have been less elaborate, less deep and more fragmented than in modern societies, and more dependent on personal connections and immediate concerns.7 The Romans may have known intellectually that there was a world beyond the present, but he argues that their future was ‘adumbrated’ – only faintly drawn.


‘One dominant concept was the idea that time was flowing toward them. That the future was a fixed thing,’ Shaw told me. Tomorrow was not a complex space of multiple scenarios and branching possibilities, but if anything a single, predetermined track. And like many other ancient cultures around the world, the Romans clung to the concept of fate, personifying the concept as goddesses who shaped human destiny.


The Ancient Greeks may have shared a similar perspective. Even the great thinker Aristotle saw human civilisation as static, reasoning that everything that could exist, already existed. To him, ‘all discoverable things have already been discovered; all thinkable things previously thought; all forms of government already assessed; all workable feats of engineering tried and tested’, writes the historian Thomas Moynihan.8 What this implies is that Aristotle and his contemporaries had little sense that there could be a future world with ideas, technologies and things that were not already part of their universe.


All this could explain why the Romans and Greeks turned to mysticism. Throughout history, ancient societies in Europe, China or Mesopotamia sought the wisdom of oracles, who promised answers from entrails, fire, dreams, bones, or even the cracks on roasted turtle shells.9 And the Romans were no different. Before officials embarked on battles or elections, they’d ask a priesthood of augurs to study bird behaviour for guidance. (In Latin, the word ‘auspices’ essentially means ‘looking for fortunate signs in birds’.10) With the confidence of the historian relating fixed events in the past, these augurs would provide information about fixed events in the future.


Perhaps if the Romans and Greeks had continued to thrive, their perspective would have changed. But around the same period, another temporal lens on the world was emerging, via a religious belief that would lock in a foreshortened view of human time for more than 1,000 years.


Apocalypse, now


On the night of 18 July 64CE, a fire broke out in the Circus Maximus in Rome, close to the Palatine and Caelian hills, and burned for many days. Whipped up by the wind, it consumed buildings, shrines and temples, outstripping ‘all defensive measures because of the speed of its deadly advance’, wrote the Roman historian Tacitus.11 Panic followed. ‘Some chose death because they had lost all their property, even their daily livelihood; others did so from love of family members whom they had been unable to rescue.’


Faced with such a disaster, the emperor Nero needed someone to blame. Many suspected he had been involved – which helps to explain the apocryphal story of his fiddling while the city burned. A convenient scapegoat? The Christians.


Nero waged a terrible campaign on this fledgling religion: execution by crucifixions, burning alive and dogs. His cruelty was so great that he would be written in to the apocalyptic Revelation to John, an anti-imperial book of the New Testament, which called for God’s intervention to overcome political oppressors. It features a seven-headed beast rising from the sea, which brings about the end of the world. Intriguingly, this monster was also given a number. ‘Let him that hath understanding count the number of the beast: for it is the number of a man; and his number is six hundred threescore and six.’ Centuries later, scholars would realise that this number – 666 – was not random. It was a figure calculated using the Hebrew letters for ‘Nero Caesar’, which can be converted to 50, 200, 6, 50, 100, 60 and 200, adding up to 666.12


To early Christians, Nero represented more than a political oppressor. In their belief system, he was also a key figure in their conception of humanity’s future on Earth – specifically, that there wasn’t one. As the philosopher Gellner wrote, some societies live their entire existence in ‘the anticipation of the ending of time’ – and here was a clear example. When Christians looked beyond the present, they did not see a long and distant future stretching ahead of them – but near-term rapture and chaos, followed by an altogether different form of timeless existence alongside God.


While the expectation of religious eternity after the apocalypse was certainly one type of long view, it was different from a long linear ‘timeline’ perspective. Heaven was arguably more of a perpetual, transcendental version of the present. Painting a picture of infinity in the mind is easy if it is all coloured with the same shade. Or to borrow the title of an Emily Dickinson poem: ‘forever is composed of nows’.13


The fact that the apocalypse did not arrive as promised did little to affect people’s beliefs. When Nero killed himself in 68CE, expectation of the end-times did not die with him. In fact, many doubted his death: some assumed it was faked, while others thought he would be reborn. A handful of imposters and mistakenly identified lookalikes cemented the view that he would return. Later, a new antagonist was found: it was the Roman emperor Domitian doing the devil’s bidding.


While the roots, timing and locations were different, apocalyptic expectations emerged within other religions too, featuring common themes such as cosmic signs, warnings of social degeneration, saviours and villains, and periods of suffering. Eschatological ideas can also be found in Islam and Buddhism. The Qur’an features a day of judgement (Yam al-Dīn), resurrection and a fight against al-Dajjāl (the Antichrist). And while Zen Buddhism might reject the premise of end-times – there is no beginning or end, only now – a prophecy in the Tibetan Kalachakra Tantra talks of an apocalyptic battle between barbarians and Buddhists led by the final king of Shambhala.14


As the Christian faith grew, a sense of the looming end-times became ever-more dominant in Europe, and persisted for more than 1,000 years. In the 1100s, the Italian theologian Joachim of Fiore, an important apocalyptic thinker of the medieval period, added a new twist. Reinterpreting the Revelation of John, he argued that the world had three eras: the Age of the Father (the Old Testament), the Age of the Son (Jesus’s life and the New Testament era) and a coming Age of the Spirit. Joachim’s calculations suggested that he was living on the cusp of the third age, and a time of great change.


In Joachim’s eyes, global transformation and the final defeat of the Antichrist was right around the corner, potentially beginning around 1260 or 1290, approximately a century from the time he was writing. Again, here was a perception of a future for humanity that was foreshortened by a short-term prediction of upheaval. This wouldn’t be the end of the world – what he labelled ‘finis mundi’ – but crucially it promised an abrupt disruption of the status quo.


In some ways, doomsday thinking has had something of a resurgence in recent decades. Depending on the mood of the age, art and culture often draw on the apocalypse in secular storytelling: The Day of the Triffids, War of the Worlds, The Walking Dead, Terminator, The Day the Earth Stood Still and many more. Many of these stories feature millennia-old religious ideas: a day of catastrophe, a single figure that sees it coming, a sacrifice and a saviour.


The downside of this doom-laden view of the future is that it can breed a nihilistic form of short-termism. When the apocalypse is nigh, the temptation is to party like it’s the end of the world, or to give up trying to stop it. In the context of climate change, the scientist Michael E. Mann has called this ‘doomism’: the dangerous belief that acting to reduce the threat of runaway climate change is pointless because it’s already too late.15 (This is an important idea that we’ll return to in later chapters.)


A time of cycles and cathedral thinking


As the late Middle Ages arrived, religion and time became entangled in other intriguing ways. Around the thirteenth century, timekeeping technology made another leap forward, with the invention of the escapement, which allowed clock designers to build mechanisms with gears that ‘ticked’ one tooth at a time. While these more advanced clocks promised an ever-more precise view of shared time for societies, it would be centuries before they were widely owned in households. Instead, many of the first timepieces in Europe rang as bells in churches, calling to prayer. And the world’s first mechanical clocks can be found in Salisbury and Wells cathedrals, dating to the late 1300s. Time, for many, was owned by the Church.


The construction of the buildings that held these clocks can also provide us with hints about how people viewed the future during this period. By the 1300s, communities were often building their cathedrals as multi-decadal projects, potentially lasting beyond the lifetimes of those that kickstarted the project.


Work on Wells Cathedral, for example, began around 1175 and continued until 1450. The bishop who is thought to have conceived the project, Reginald Fitz Jocelin, died in 1192. Taking up the baton, Jocelin of Wells continued building in the early thirteenth century. By 1239, he had managed to complete the main part of the church, but made his own ascent to heaven three years later. He would not see the additional extensions, heightening and rebuilding that continued for more than a century hence.


Such ‘cathedral thinking’ is often held up as an example of our ancestors’ admirable long-term view. What could be more long-term than designing a structure you know you will not live to see completed? Yet a closer look reveals that it was not quite as straightforwardly long-sighted as some in the present-day might like to believe.


Standing inside a grand cathedral that took many lifetimes to build, it’s tempting to assume it emerged from a single, far-sighted blueprint. No doubt each one began with a vision, but many multigenerational building projects evolved more organically and haphazardly than their final appearance might suggest.


The same can be said of earlier human constructions that took decades or centuries to finish. Assembling Stonehenge, for example, involved remarkable forward planning, and its builders would have had a long view of their own: the site’s sacred usage as a cemetery suggests these ancient people clearly valued the links between generations. However, its 1,500-year construction took shape in distinct stages, beginning with ditches and wood, and evolving through various forms over time. The Great Wall of China, too, was completed section by section, by several unconnected dynasties, and by different officials in response to local needs.16 Grandeur can foster an illusion of grand design: if aliens landed on Earth today, and looked at all the world’s metalled roads, or the global railway network, they might make similar assumptions about a long-sighted plan, when the reality is a patchwork of uncoordinated engineering.


In the present day, we also only see the architecture that survived the centuries, so ought to be cautious about assuming that it was representative. In the case of medieval cathedrals and churches, many were plagued by shoddy workmanship, fast-decaying materials or short-termist disputes over funding. We know this because master masons called ‘viewers’ – a bit like building inspectors – were charged with preventing such practices, and their intervention would often lead to lawsuits, and demands for total reconstruction. In the thirteenth century, Meaux Cathedral in France was ripped down and rebuilt due to bad planning and poor work.17


Even with the best intentions, Christian architects often failed to prepare their structures for longer-term adaptations. At Salisbury Cathedral in the UK, a 5,900-tonne tower and spire – added half a century after the main structure was completed – was too heavy for the original building to bear, and caused the giant central supporting columns to sink.


Fears of church and cathedral collapse in the medieval period were so pronounced that in some British places of worship a prayer would be said during services: ‘Deare Lord, support our roof this night, that it may in no wise fall upon us and styfle us. Amen.’18


Finally, it’s worth remembering that if cathedral-builders did have a long view, it would have been rooted in a different societal context to our own. Perhaps it was easier for them to imagine baton-passing into the future because change happened more slowly. They would have expected their descendants to have essentially the same life as them, with the same needs and desires.19


‘In medieval times, most human affairs had the form of endless repetition: sowing and harvesting, disease and health, war and peace, the rise and fall of kingdoms – there was little reason to believe in long-term change or even improvement in human affairs,’ writes the historian Lucian Hölscher at the University of Bochum.20 If people had a perspective of the future, ‘it did not involve the expectation of anything new, or change the image of a distant period of time. The cathedral would still be standing at the end of the world, but the scenery surrounding it would look essentially the same.’


So, while cathedral-building might look like a radical development in the perception of time, people may still have been living in more of a perpetual, cyclical present. They could conceive of a human world continuing after their death, but it resembled the static ‘now’ they lived within.


The discovery of the long future as an entirely different land was yet to come.


Statistics and goblin treasure


By the seventeenth century, the Western sense of time had slowly begun to evolve within a few domains, particularly governance and commerce. For leaders, it was no longer possible to rely on past events and traditions as a guide to rule, because social, political and cultural change was now happening too swiftly. History was coming to be seen as quite different to the past and the future, and so cyclical time was gradually evolving to be something more linear.21


A number of governments became increasingly concerned with facts and figures to help shape future expenditure and taxation,22 and political advisors began making the first attempts to predict the growth of future populations. In 1696, the British statistician Gregory King predicted that world population would reach 630 million by 1950 and 780 million in 2050.23 (King might have been shocked to learn that it would actually be 2.5 billion in 1950, and is projected to be 9.7 billion in 2050.24)


Meanwhile, the rise of stock markets and the trading of company shares led to what we now call the language of ‘futures’. In 1688, the oldest known book about the stock exchange was published, called Confusion of Confusions. It contained prescient wisdom: ‘He who wishes to become rich from this game must have both money and patience.’ And surprisingly poetic advice: ‘Profit in the share market is goblin treasure: at one moment, it is carbuncles, the next it is coal; one moment diamonds, and the next pebbles. Sometimes, they are the tears that Aurora leaves on the sweet morning’s grass, at other times, they are just tears.’


By this period, maritime insurance to protect against future losses had also been introduced in European ports, and life insurance had been developed in Amsterdam, following research on the mathematics of probability. As well as evidence of forward planning, these financial inventions reflected the idea that multiple futures were possible and to be successful one needed to prepare for various scenarios to play out.


Still, for the average person, religious teachings about the history and future of humanity remained one of the strongest accounts of longer-term time. The prospect of the coming apocalypse had not gone away and continued to assure believers of their convictions during political and social turmoil, such as the events before and after the English Reformation.25 Sir Isaac Newton believed that the interpretation of biblical prophecy in books like Revelations was ‘no matter of indifference but a duty of the greatest moment’. By some accounts, Newton privately calculated that the world would end in 2060.26


Meanwhile, most people still thought the world was only a few thousand years old. In 1650, the bishop James Ussher had published a calculation of the Earth’s age that he believed provided the final word, dating creation to 4004BC using a literal reading of the number of generations described in the Old Testament.


Those biblical perceptions of the past and future, however, were about to be transformed.


Disconforming unconformities


In the second half of the eighteenth century, the dominance and credibility of the Bible in shaping the West’s sense of time began to crumble, as the natural sciences uncovered striking evidence that the Earth was much, much older than theologians thought. One of the biggest steps in changing this view was a seemingly blasphemous claim from the Scottish geologist James Hutton, a man who would transform how we see ourselves within Earth’s chronology.


I first learned about Hutton when I was sixteen or so, studying geology at school. On a field trip to Scotland’s Isle of Arran, our teacher, Mr Veevers – red-faced in a waterproof jacket – would lead us up mountains and along coasts to gaze at exposed rock. One day, we visited a formation called ‘Hutton’s Unconformity’. To a teenager, it didn’t seem like anything special, but when we looked closer there were two types of rock of very different ages, separated by a line. What we were staring at, our teacher assured us, is among the best examples of deep time that you can see with your own eyes – and in 1788, Hutton was the first to notice it.


Hutton’s early life was focused on medicine and chemistry, and he also was something of an entrepreneur, manufacturing a profitable form of salt, useful for dyeing, among other things. But later he retreated to a life of farming in Scotland. There, he became fond of studying the soil and rocks around him. One day on Arran, he noticed a puzzling arrangement of the rocks in the outcrops he visited, which he called an ‘unconformity’. The following year, he would demonstrate the significance of his observations by leading a group to Siccar Point, on the opposite side of Scotland. There, he pointed out another example of an unconformity that was clear to see: layers of grey rock arranged like vertical cards, sharply overlain by gently sloping red sandstone.
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Hutton’s Unconformity at Inchbonny, Jedburgh, drawn by his friend John Clerk of Eldin.


Why did this matter? The only way they could have formed in this arrangement, Hutton showed, was via a process that lasted tens of millions of years. The layers below started as horizontal sedimentary rocks in an ancient ocean, before being buried and folded into their steep arrangement deep within the Earth’s crust. Later, Earth’s tectonic movements would have thrust them to the surface again to be eroded over many aeons. Then, one day, a new rock would begin to be laid down grain-by-grain – like a dry, red overcoat – eventually forming gently sloping beds of sandstone.


There simply wasn’t enough time in the Church’s account of a 6,000-year-old Earth for these rocks to have formed in this arrangement. ‘The mind seemed to grow giddy by looking so far back into the abyss of time,’ wrote John Playfair, one of Hutton’s collaborators, who went on the trip to Siccar Point that day. ‘Whilst we listened with earnestness and admiration to the philosopher who was now unfolding to us the order and series of these wonderful events, we became sensible how much further reason may sometimes go than imagination may venture to follow.’27


It would be one of geology’s most transformational contributions to human thought, allowing us to ‘burst the limits of time’, as one eminent scientist later put it.28 Time, according to Hutton, had ‘no vestige of a beginning, no prospect of an end’.29


The discovery of the future


It was around this period that Western societies went through a profound change, which some historians have called the ‘discovery of the future’.30 In roughly the same decades that Hutton was deepening Earth’s history, various European intellectuals and writers were also looking forward, embracing the idea that time extended far ahead of them.


In 1755, the philosopher Immanuel Kant wrote that ‘millions and whole mountains of millions of centuries’ lay ahead for humanity and nature, ‘during which new worlds and new world systems will constantly develop and reach completion, one after the other’.31 In this open, endless future, Kant saw new heights of enlightened civilisation, which he called ‘den Ausgang des Menschen aus seiner selbst verschuldeten Unmündigkeit’ – ‘man’s exit from his self-incurred immaturity’.32


Meanwhile, a longer view was emerging within the fiction of the period. In 1733, the Irish Anglican clergyman Samuel Madden published one of the first English works of futuristic fiction, Memoirs of the Twentieth Century. It was an epistolary novel featuring letters written by diplomats in the late 1990s, such as notes from the English ambassador to France reporting on quarrels between Louis XIX and the Vatican. The narrator, living in Madden’s time, explains he has received the letters from a guardian angel (time-travelling machines were not yet imagined).


Before this period, writing about the future had been reserved for astrologers or prophets. To be the author of ‘chronica defuturo scribet’ – a chronicle of things before they are done – was to be associated with folly and perversity.33 Perhaps that taboo was partly why Madden had a change of heart, publishing anonymously and then seeking to suppress distribution of copies.


While Memoirs of the Twentieth Century was a work of satire, rather than prediction, it was an innovative piece of writing. It has been compared to Gulliver’s Travels, published seven years earlier, which used distant lands as a way to satirise English society of the period. Madden, by contrast, used distant time. That said, Madden was not a great writer, described by some as tiresome, incoherent and unsophisticated in his satirical jabs.34


A few decades later, in 1770, Louis-Sébastien Mercier published L’An 2440, a utopian novel about a man who sleeps for hundreds of years before waking up to navigate an idealised Paris of the twenty-fifth century. It was a device Mercier used to highlight the perceived shortcomings of the society he lived in: his protagonist discovers a secular, pacifist France of the future, where there’s no war, slavery or vice. Far more popular than Madden’s book, Mercier’s would be published in at least twenty editions, with more than 60,000 copies sold in various languages. Since he portrayed a future France without religion, the Christian Church placed it on its index of banned books. In Spain, where it was deemed heretical, the King supposedly burned it himself.35


These eighteenth-century ideals about the deep future were not to last. The French Revolution and other political changes in Europe would nudge many utopian, future-facing intellectuals and writers into a more pessimistic and circumspect mode.


Kant’s views on the far future, for example, would evolve as he grew older and the end of the century approached. He became increasingly preoccupied by the possibility that humans could become extinct.36 So, while the future was ‘discovered’ during this period, it was accompanied by the realisation that human beings might not always be in it.


Meanwhile, among ordinary people, living their daily lives, ideas about long-term time were still unevenly distributed, to say the least.


The philosopher Ernest Gellner, who argued that each society has its own view of time, illustrated this contrast with an anecdote about two illiterate Swiss peasants from the Taugwalder family – a father and son, who were both called Peter.


In the mid-eighteenth century, the Taugwalders had survived the disastrous first attempt to climb the Matterhorn, which killed four English men. Afterward, they would tell the story of their roles as guides, and what happened. One of the climbers had slipped, pulling three more off the rock. Taugwalder-the-father had tried to hold on to them with the safety rope, but the hemp snapped, and they fell to their deaths.


When Taugwalder-the-son became old himself, he sometimes became confused about his identity, thinking that he had been his father in the story, clinging to the rope. Some put it down to senility, but Gellner didn’t agree. ‘After all, in the line of Taugwalders, there had always been fathers (with beards) and sons (without beards),’ he suggested. ‘At the time of the adventure, there was an old one, with beard, and a young one, without beard. It would have been absurd for him to identify with the young beardless one.’


In the society of the Taugwalders, children grew up to have exactly the same life as their parents. In such a community, there was still no sense of progress, and like the time of cathedral-building, the future was no different to the present or the past.


Evolution and industry


However, by the nineteenth century, the awareness of nature’s deeper timescales was growing among the elite and educated. In 1832, the writer Thomas Carlyle made one of the first known references to ‘deep time’, albeit in a literary rather than geological context, speculating whether the work of the English writer Samuel Johnson would last the ages.37


The scientific and intellectual lengthening of past and future during this period was also paving the way for great strides forward in our understanding of ourselves and the planet. In particular, it allowed Darwin to propose his theory of evolution, bringing a profound reading of natural-world time that didn’t place us at the centre. In 1859’s On the Origin of Species, he wrote that ‘the whole history of the world as at present known, although of a length quite incomprehensible by us, will hereafter be recognised as a mere fragment of time, compared with the ages which have elapsed since the first creature, the progenitor of innumerable extinct and living descendants, was created. In the distant future I see open fields for far more important researches.’


Meanwhile, the astronomer William Herschel had realised that deep time had been written into the night sky all along. In old age, he told an acquaintance: ‘I have looked further into space than any human being did before me. I have observed stars of which the light, it can be proved, must take two million years to reach the Earth.’38 His acquaintance, the poet Thomas Campbell, apparently had something of a temporal revelation during the conversation: ‘I really and unfeignedly felt at this moment as if I had been conversing with a supernatural intelligence,’ the poet wrote. ‘After leaving Herschel, I felt elevated and overcome . . . [they were] some of the most interesting moments of my life.’


In the nineteenth century, clocks were also ever-more common. While in large parts of the world, including France, Asia and Islamic nations, people did not recognise that 1800 had begun because they followed different calendars, a sense of shared timekeeping day-to-day was emerging across Europe.


The days when churches were the main arbiter of hours and minutes were now long gone, and the West was entering the era of ‘industrial time’. If there was anyone left who – like the Ancient Roman parasite (see page 15) – wished to live totally by their own internal tempo, they would have struggled. And amid this acceleration of progress, children grew up to have radically different lives to their parents – the days of Taugwalder-the-father and Taugwalder-the-son were beginning to fade away.


Historians argue that the machine that drove the Industrial Revolution was not the steam engine, but the clock, because clocks could synchronise people.39 The advent of industry brought an intensification and commoditisation with far-reaching effects on Western attitudes towards the future.


The sociologist Barbara Adam once argued that industrial time is one of several different ‘timescapes’ that have shaped modernity.40 Like cityscapes or landscapes that describe geographic space, timescapes describe temporal realms: natural time, psychological time, religious time and so on. According to Adam, what made the industrial timescape so powerful is that it introduced its own demands on the future. Industry commodified time, making it into a ‘quantifiable resource that is open to manipulation, management and control’, she writes. And as well as synchronising people, aiming to boost their efficiency and economic value, industrialisation opened up the possibility that the future itself could be exploited.


To take an example, consider that agriculture before the Industrial Revolution had been predominantly shaped by the natural timescapes of climate and seasons. In the mid-1800s, however, British scientist-entrepreneurs discovered that crushed bones treated with sulphuric acid vastly improved crop yields.41 Coupled with the other impacts of industrialisation, these ‘superphosphate’ fertilisers would impose a new timescape on farming, meaning farmers no longer had to rely on the capricious cycles of nature. Crucially, it was a phase-change that came at the expense of the future, via phosphate pollution and soil depletion.


In sum, at this point in history, the future became a space that could be exploited on industrial scales to serve the economic needs of the present. And in many ways, this has been the story ever since.


Utopia returns


By the late 1800s and early 1900s, the impact of industrialisation on Western culture and its sense of time had fully taken hold. But while accelerated commerce was nudging societies towards a focus on present-day profits, the discoveries of science and technology had also helped to reignite a sense of the long view. It was an age of flight, radioactivity, electrification and motorcars. The changes brought by these innovations helped to open up an optimistic version of the long view, particularly oriented towards the future.


Artists and architects began reflecting those extending horizons through movements such as futurism and modernism. ‘To be “new” was a value in itself,’ writes the historian Hölscher.42 ‘It was not associated with dangerous alteration, but with progress, advantage in the competition of daily survival. It became common wisdom that natural order dictated that man had to change in order to be fit for the future. By the turn of the century, the “new man”, the “new woman”, and the “new society” were synonyms for their ideal forms.’


Echoing the utopian ideals of Mercier’s L’An 2440, in 1888 Edward Bellamy published Looking Backward, 2000–1887, in which a man awakes to find himself in Boston in the year 2000, in which inequality in education, healthcare, wealth and social status no longer exist.


A few years later in 1895, H. G. Wells placed readers in a deep future rarely dreamed of before. In his novel The Time Machine, his protagonist travels hundreds of thousands of years into the future to 802701, where he meets the elegant Eloi race and the primitive Morlocks. While Wells’s vision was hardly optimistic, it deployed staggeringly long timescales. Towards the end of the story, the Traveller jumps ahead again by thirty million years to observe the last living creatures on Earth – menacing giant crabs – and then again until he observes the death of the Sun and a freezing, lifeless planet.


In 1902, Wells gave a talk at the Royal Institution in London offering his thoughts about the long view, which he described as a minority – but burgeoning – perspective.43 He argued there are two types of mind. One he disparagingly framed as past-oriented, and held by the majority of people of the age. ‘The predominant type, the type of the majority of living people, is that which seems scarcely to think of the future at all, which regards it as a sort of blank non-existence upon which the advancing present will presently write events,’ he said.


‘The second type, which I think is a more modern and much less abundant type of mind, thinks constantly and by preference of things to come, and of present things mainly in relation to the results that must arise from them.’ The first is ‘retrospective in habit’, associated with the ‘passive’, and ‘legal and submissive’ type, who is defined by precedent; the second is ‘constructive in habit’, and is ‘legislative, creative, organising, or masterful, because it is perpetually attacking and altering the established order of things’.


It’s not too hard to infer which type Wells thought described himself.


Around this time, science would reveal that the magnitude of past and future was far greater than they had realised. In the late 1800s, geologists had believed our planet was somewhere between 20–100 million years old. They based these figures on calculations such as the crust’s cooling rate and, like Hutton did with his unconformity, making stratigraphic comparisons between rock formations. While there was disagreement over the exact number, it seemed that the next step was simply to refine the figure. However, the arrival of radiometric dating in the early 1900s revised that age upward by an overwhelming margin – geologists had been wrong by billions of years.


The discovery of radioactivity, meanwhile, would massively extend people’s horizons into the deep future. Whereas Victorians like William Thomson (later Lord Kelvin) had plotted a lifespan for humanity on the order of 300,000 years – based on his projections for the Sun’s death – the realisation that the atom holds vast stores of energy also opened up the potential for a vast tomorrow, according to historian Thomas Moynihan.44


When scientists realised that an atomic-powered Sun had billions more years left to burn, it ‘completely inverted the ratio of expected future to established past. From thinking they lived near history’s end, people now recognised they could be living during its very beginning. Humanity’s universe, no longer decrepit, now seemed positively youthful,’ writes Moynihan. As the physicist James Jeans observed in the 1920s, human beings may, in fact, be ‘creatures of the dawn’, with ‘unimaginable opportunities for accomplishment’ ahead.


Wells was similarly awestruck by the scientific developments of the day, writing in 1922: ‘What man has done, the little triumphs of his present state, and all the history we have told, form but the prelude to the things that man has yet to do.’45


So, when visitors to Hutton’s Unconformity and Enlightenment thinkers had imagined the ‘abyss of time’ in the 1700s, they really had no idea how deep it would turn out to be. For the first time, humanity was experiencing a taste of its true insignificance within the grand story of the planet and Universe – and it was dizzying. Outside science, however, this long-term view would not be universally embraced. It would also take a darker turn.


A darker future


In the subsequent decades of the twentieth century, many of the cultural norms and habits that shape the West’s failure to take the long view today were beginning to form – particularly within the worlds of capitalism, politics, media and technology. We’ll explore those specific changes in more detail in later chapters, but on the bird’s-eye scale we are taking now, the twentieth century for the West can be framed as a dizzying series of contractions and reboundings. It was a time of acceleration, ideological upheaval and rapid cycles of pessimism and optimism, much of which laid the foundations for what is happening in the world today.


This was, after all, a century of global warfare during which cultural perceptions of time would be shortened by the salience of conflict. In the same way that the French Revolution dampened the future-facing optimism of the 1700s, the human tolls of the world wars would inevitably influence the emerging long-view perspectives of the time. During times of crisis, the present almost always takes priority.


And while the 1920s brought an economic boom and sense of possibility that opened up a long view in some ways, it closed it in others, by establishing capitalist norms that would help to shorten horizons later (we’ll look specifically at how in Chapter 2). As the 1930s approached, the Great Depression had plunged the world into pessimism again, and the Second World War followed.


By the 1940s, if there remained a sense of a longer future, it took a darker tone – at its most extreme in the totalitarianism of the Nazis. This was a long view defined by destruction and horror, with a willingness to throw out the past (and much more) in order to make way for a 1,000-Year Reich.


In 1941, George Orwell lamented how the technology-centred utopianism evoked by H. G. Wells had been fully appropriated by fascism. ‘Much of what Wells has imagined and worked for is physically there in Nazi Germany. The order, the planning, the State encouragement of science, the steel, the concrete, the aeroplanes, are all there,’ he wrote. ‘Creatures out of the Dark Ages have come marching into the present, and if they are ghosts they are at any rate ghosts which need a strong magic to lay them.’46


The Nazis had a predilection for technology, speed and modernism, and political propaganda became entwined with engineering. In the late 1930s, the party launched ‘Voyages of Technology’, which were touring train-based exhibitions to showcase German technical achievements. Led by Fritz Todt, a construction engineer and senior party official, the Voyages showed off futuristic materials such as fibreglass and synthetic rubber, with exhibits about the Autobahn and other aspects of cutting-edge Deutsche technik.47 Prizes of washing machines, radios and refrigerators were handed out, along with pamphlets promising easier work, better efficiency and the potential to bring ‘the fulfilment of wishes and dreams closer’.


The goal was to persuade citizens that Nazi engineering held the key to reducing unemployment and boosting industry – but at the same time, the propaganda blamed Jewish factory-owners for economic hardship. In one town, the engineers on the train-tour came across a 300-year-old Jewish monument – they got drunk and painted over the Hebrew inscription with black, weather-resistant varnish, before beating up locals.48


As the Reich grew, dreams of an ‘ideal man’ in the future begat cruelty in the present, as scientists experimented on those judged to be inferior, such as the Jews, Roma or mentally ill. The ideas of eugenics came to the fore, with plans to re-engineer the genetic make-up of humanity over the long term.


As the historian Charles S. Maier once wrote, ‘whereas the nineteenth century served as the tablet on which historians inscribed stories of progress, the twentieth century story emphasizes narratives of moral atrocity or moral struggle’.49


Post-Second World War, technology’s more utopian promises briefly returned in the West. The enthusiastic embrace of nuclear power, chemistry and automation brought a return to a lengthier, optimistic sense of tomorrow, particularly in the US. The late 1950s and 60s have been described as a Golden Age of American Futurism.50 The Jetsons cartoon aired, NASA was founded and magazines published articles about the life of leisure and freedom Americans would soon all experience, powered by robots, flying cars and jetpacks.


But that attitude soured and faded in subsequent decades as the promised utopian future failed to arrive. At the time, Graham Swift lamented in his novel Waterland: ‘Once upon a time, in the bright sixties, there was plenty of future on offer.’51 Less so as Western economies stagnated, the conflict of the Cold War played out and awareness of environmental degradation grew.


So, if there was a long view in the West during the twentieth century, it was built on the scientific discoveries of the deep past but was particularly oriented to a future marked by technological progress and reinvention. Occasionally, this future even held utopian glamour. However, these optimistic hopes have dissipated over the past few decades.


As the German cultural historian Aleida Assmann writes: ‘Experience teaches that not only specific visions of the future have crumbled, but that even the concept of the future as such has changed beyond recognition. In many areas such as politics, society and environment, the future has lost its lure. It can no longer be used indiscriminately as the vanishing point of wishes, goals and projections.’52 Assmann makes the case that the West can no longer look to the future while also reckoning with the memories of traumas and consequences of its recent acts of the past, from conflict to colonisation. Drawing on Hamlet, she asks: ‘is time out of joint?’53


The time-blinkered age


As the final few decades of the twentieth century arrived, the seeds had been sown for a widespread transformation that persists today. The West was entering an age when short-termism began to seep invisibly into many realms of life. The future didn’t disappear exactly, but the needs and demands of the present became louder and more dominant, holding sway over politics, business, media, popular culture and much more.


These changes were gradual, fragmented, and difficult to blame on any single factor. But if you had to choose one example that captures how this attitude had taken root, you might well land on the case of the I-35W bridge in Minneapolis, and the disaster that happened there one summer evening during rush hour. It happened in seconds, but was decades in the making.


It was just after 6 p.m. on 1 August, and commuters were travelling home on an uncomfortably humid day. The temperature had topped 30°C (86°F), and the interstate highway I-35W was filled with cars, buses and trucks.


Among them was Kimberly Brown, travelling in a silver Saturn car with her friend on the way to a soccer game. Heading north, they moved through traffic as they crossed the bridge over the Mississippi, which bisects Minneapolis early on in its 3,730km (2,318 miles) route down to the Gulf of Mexico.


Suddenly, there was a loud sound of cracking metal. ‘Then I feel the road shake,’ Brown writes in her 2018 book about what happened that day.54 The highway surface rippled and bounced. ‘Again, stronger . . . Rumbles turn to waves, and the flat bridge deck breaks.’ Everything dropped: the road, steel girders, and all the vehicles plummeted 30 metres (98 feet) down towards the river. ‘The falling world doesn’t just clatter – it booms,’ she recalls. ‘The concrete fractures. Steel scrapes and roars.’


The whole eight-lane, 580-metre (1,903-feet) I-35W bridge had collapsed, filling the air above Minneapolis with a plume of smoke and dust. Afterward, some spoke of moments of complete silence – and then a different kind of cacophony as the sirens of emergency services broke out, and media helicopters hovered above.


Unlike those driving other vehicles, Brown and her friend did not end up in the water. After it landed, the car ended up awkwardly suspended at a 45-degree angle across two broken slabs, with steel reinforcements poking out, only a few metres from the river flowing around them. Panicked, they pulled themselves out through the driver’s side window. Around them, others struggled to escape from flooded or crushed cars, and a truck started to set on fire. Eventually, they were picked up by a boat and taken to safety.
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