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PREFACE

Darkness.

Night comes with each orbit around the sun and, for most people on the planet, brings darkness with it. As beguiling as it can be, darkness is not empty. It is full of things, some seen and some not. It is the reason why we can live, for a human life without any darkness—artificial or otherwise—would quickly result in our being very ill and eventually perishing. We are creatures that need both light and dark to sustain ourselves. Beyond this rather literal description in relation to the quantity of light available, darkness has many other meanings too. It is intertwined with the night to such an extent that they have almost become shorthand for one another. Though just as night is so much more than darkness, darkness is considerably more than night. Darkness speaks, sometimes barely perceptibly, of other realms. It is where we originate from, inside the womb, and from it our lives truly begin. It is also found at the bottom of our oceans, in our deepest caves, and it stretches distances far beyond our known universe. It provides sanctuary and safety for many species that we share the planet with. It is an individually experienced phenomenon that is also universal. It transcends time and space to be a domain of awe, desire, and unknown possibility. Darkness can often appear magical. It can be the arena of wonder, creativity, freedom, and exploration. Boundlessly so.

Yet darkness has other connotations. It is also entwined with notions of evil, danger, ignorance, and oppression. We often fear the darkness. It is frequently perceived as the harbinger of all that might be bad in the world, where the very worst things could happen, and our senses sharpen with its potential threats. It is alloyed historically to primitive thought and cultures. It is baked into ongoing negative portrayals regarding issues of race. We refer to Dark Ages as periods of ignorance and error. Being in the dark—physically or metaphorically—is viewed as regressive and suggests a removal from what is conceived as good. Darkness can seem to remain terrible in its nature, and this is a double setback if we seek to reclaim it as a positive force. On the one hand, darkness is commonly perceived as a realm in which unspeakable acts of terror and violence might occur. On the other hand, the very idea of darkness also seems to reside as a bottomless pit in our imagination from where supernatural malevolence can rise at any time. For humans, it is our earliest and longest enemy for what it could conceal, as well as an entity that we could be afraid of in its own right.

Thinking about these contradictory relationships is why this book is now in front of you. In the name of progress, we have all but detached ourselves from the natural rhythms of the world, as we have sought to banish darkness from our lives. Day and night have become increasingly ambiguous as artificial light has blurred their boundaries. In the process, the convenience of artificial light has enabled us to overlook the true cost of how this impacts us and the countless other creatures with whom we share the planet. Many of us can no longer access the wonder of a starry sky, if indeed we have ever had the opportunity to experience one. Plus, as a species, we have not been satisfied with littering Earth and exhausting its resources, but are now putting more and more detritus into outer space. We have become so obsessed with conquering darkness in our lives that it has been beaten out of sight by light. In our brightly lit cities, as the night sky is aglow with light pollution, it is tempting to believe that there is little darkness left. But it is still there. Waiting. It is simply our access to it that is limited. While this barrier may seem permanent, it could be temporary. We have a choice and agency to do something about this situation. Dark skies used to connect us and provide a vital reminder of our position within the wider context of the world. It is hard not to be awestruck when we experience a dark sky. Fewer and fewer of us do so now. We have frayed our cord with the cosmos in favour of tethering ourselves to digital devices, luminous screens that not only divert our attention but also disrupt our sleep. It is a bitter irony that the very things that connect us to each other, in a digital sense, often further delaminate us from the world around us in many ways.

In an unprecedented era of climate emergency, we need to fundamentally rethink what we do, how we do it, and why. This book argues that the age of gleaming futures—allusive yet elusive shiny mirages of progress—is over. This is not a bad thing. Quite the opposite. It is time to think much more carefully about us, the planet, and all the species we share it with. We already know that the latter are in rapid decline, albeit with cascading effects that are not fully known. Suffice to say, if we carry on with a business-as-usual approach to everything, it is not going to end well for us. It is not too late, but we are certainly overdue for radical approaches to ensure that collective life, human and nonhuman, can thrive rather than merely survive. It is not an understatement to suggest that even this second option appears increasingly precarious and questionable.

Embracing darkness is about so much more than tackling light pollution. In fact, it runs through everything, and I do mean everything. Our ideas and ingenuity, our relationships and responsibilities to others, our innovations and their implementation. Together, these represent our capability to flourish or perish. Extinction is not an enticing option. We must do things differently. But where to begin? In this book, I propose that we completely rethink our relationship with the dark. By doing so, we can revitalise our imagination and our ability to create and deliver alternatives for how we live together, humans and nonhumans alike. This is essential and urgent amidst the increasing instability of our collective futures. Now, more than ever, we need to change. Dark futures, therefore, offer ways of thinking and doing towards positive change for everyone and everything. Come find me in the shadows; we have a lot to discuss.

The traces of this book are drawn from a lifelong fascination with the dark. From childhood play at dusk to over thirty years of nightwalking as an adult. Within the edgelands of Greater Manchester during my teenage years, through travels to many wonderful and occasionally overwhelming cities around the world, and back to the micro-geographies of movement that the pandemic made necessary, the nocturnal city has been a faithful, if ever-changing, companion. There is so much to enjoy here in the world after dark; I hope this book inspires you to do so in whatever way is practical.

Before we encounter more ideas, I would like to briefly divert the reader’s attention to the format of this book and its contents. The book has a dual function. It seeks to critically examine specific arenas through which our relationship with darkness can be understood and to reflect on its themes, providing a personal narrative alongside the various discussions. It is arranged as a series of essays that consider different relationships with darkness across ideologies, ecologies, and technologies. Parallel to these essays are reflective writings that share my experiences with the dark and offer a different kind of narrative arc to the book. Key to these is the recognition that while aspects of darkness may be universal, the specific relationship each of us has with it is partial, relational, and situated. By sharing these personal encounters, it is my intention to illustrate various ways through which my relationship with darkness has been shaped and continues to evolve. Despite expressing my sheer wonderment of darkness in some of these passages, I also emphasise its beauty within the ordinary ‘everynight’ and make it relatable. This is, of course, my story of the dark, and I acknowledge the good fortune of being able to share it with you.

This is because I believe that dark futures concern all of us. So it is my intention to provide something open and provisional rather than closed and definite. These descriptive accounts start from where I live and then take in various places in the wider city of Manchester and its conjoined twin, Salford. There are two main reasons for this. Firstly, as my home city, the walks relayed from Manchester enable me to bring attention to the familiar and, crucially, the urban, which I believe forms a critical yet somewhat overlooked domain when we think about darkness. Secondly, despite its many different nocturnal ambiances, as a city it is simply not currently possible to experience dark skies in Manchester due to the large amount of light pollution; these passages seek to resonate with most readers of this book, since they too are unlikely to regularly experience pristine darkness. By connecting the wider themes of the book with personal experiences, I hope to encourage you to reflect on your own encounters and start new conversations concerning our relationship with darkness and its relevance for us, the planet, and the many species we share it with.





INTO DARKNESS





INTRODUCTION

We dream in darkness.

We arrive in the world, having journeyed from the bodily darkness of our mothers. We are brought into the light. The shock of this new, cold, and bright environment is profound. We may well cry. Over time, we learn the rhythms and patterns of life. We go about our days and nights, learning and accepting the circumstances of the world around us which shape who we are, what we do, and how and why. Under less scrutiny nowadays is when. The conveniences of our contemporary lifestyles belie some of the decisions that have been made in their development and our willingness to make use of them. As a species, our curiosity and ingenuity have led to major breakthroughs in the knowledge and understanding we have. Whether through branches of scientific discovery or the meaningful contributions made across arts and culture, we have literally changed the world and, in turn, reshaped our sense of selves. The relentless pursuit of progress has proved highly beneficial in many cases. It has produced ways to treat diseases and illness, transformed how we are connected to one other, and fundamentally shifted what it means to be human. We should rightly be proud of these achievements and the benefits they have given us. But … it is this same impulse, however, that has also led to catastrophic events, environmental degradation, inequalities, poor mental and physical health, and climate change. A seemingly unquenchable thirst for the new and the next has resulted in resource extraction without restraint, multiple forms of pollution, endangering human lives and those of other species towards existential risk. If this doesn’t sound good, it might be worse than we think.1

We cannot carry on this way.

Things must change.

How can we respond to the challenges set before us?

Let us first consider time and space. Both appear so infinite. Now let us think about darkness and place. Suddenly, our view of the world becomes much more situated and relational when we start to think about these two things together. Using the word dark as part of a term, however, can be seen as problematic for many reasons. Darkness is heavy in its association with other things. It tends to have a negative pull, bringing other words down with it (such is the apparent weight of the historical and cultural baggage attached to it). Dark ages. Dark days. Dark forces. Dark humour. Dark tourism. Dark web. For as long as we have been around, we have struggled with darkness. From our primeval origins to the present day, the dark is widely comprehended as unsettling. To reclaim the dark as a source of positive, progressive conceptual thinking is no small task. It compels us to look deep into ourselves, our histories, our cultures, and our values. We may not like everything that we find in there. It may be uncomfortable for us to question the structures and fabric of our beliefs and our societies. Yet I believe it is a vital key to unlocking a rebalanced relationship with each other, our countless nonhuman neighbours, and the planet. This book proposes a new philosophy for how we might think of the future, respond to the complexity of the world and its challenges, and how to safeguard the collective life that inhabits it.

What happens when, both metaphorically and literally, the lights go down? Rather than more is more where light is concerned, are we capable of having a different relationship with darkness? Since the Enlightenment, Western culture, especially, has been intrinsically bound with ideas concerning illumination and a reductive worldview that does not account for the diversity of experience and perspectives evident around the world.2 In the context of many cities in the West, and increasingly in urban centres elsewhere, darkness is unwanted, connected as it is to negative cultural and historical associations alongside contemporary attitudes towards fear and crime. Although generally Western in their origin, values of light and its implications of clarity, cleanliness, and coherency have since been transferred across the global experience of culture more widely. This has resulted in a decline of how we perceive and understand darkness, to its detriment.

Likewise, when we consider what futures are possible, we tend to be directed towards visions of either a shiny, frictionless world which is light and bright or, at the other end of the spectrum, a fearsome, shadowy dystopia where darkness is essential in the evocation of decay and danger.3 This book reclaims darkness as a lens for thinking about alternative futures which are neither technologically evangelical nor environmentally catastrophic. Instead, the concept of dark futures sketches out a third way through which we reconsider ourselves, our world, and the many species we share it with very differently. It proposes a new approach that embraces gloom as an emancipatory place for positive thought and creative expression as a platform for developing the appropriate commitment and actions for beneficial change.





THE PROBLEM WITH DARKNESS

This book encourages us to rethink darkness’s role in our lives for the benefit of ourselves, our planet, and the collective life we share it with. Such a task requires many of us to reimagine and reconfigure our relationship with the dark in multiple ways. Yet if we are to reclaim darkness as a positive element in our lives to be valued for the common good, then we must also look at the issues it raises rather than ignore them. Darkness. It is always there, somewhere. Lurking, often unbidden yet deep with threat. As humans, we are historically and culturally conditioned by the places where we live, the people who raise us, and those we share experiences with. Our nature and nurture. For many people, darkness has lots of negative associations. It is widely perceived as the opposite of light and therefore antithetical with all that is supposedly good in the world. This binary relationship has endured. For our ancestors, when the sun went down, it was possible to be beset with all manner of potential hazards, as landscapes were less easily defined, predators better concealed, and human eyes simply not as effective in the nocturnal hours.4 The night, in short, was dangerous. Moonlight would have appeared much brighter in contrast to how many of us might experience it today, due to the impact of artificial illumination at night, yet as a guiding light to the darkened world, the moon was still dependent on clear skies and favourable weather conditions. The ability to make fire had all kinds of benefits, not least the creation of artificial light. Suddenly, all kinds of new possibilities presented themselves. Parallel to the history of human progress is the development of artificial lighting technologies. As a species, our increased ability to colonise the night has enabled us to dominate large swathes of landscape for our benefit. Through this process and its accompanying succession of technological developments, artificial light has become synonymous with progress. The flipside of this, of course, is that darkness has continued to be deemed undesirable and problematic. There is much to celebrate in terms of humankind’s knowledge and skill, not least our resourcefulness. But with its greater and greater impact upon the environment and all living beings, the unchecked use of artificial light needs to be challenged, and more fundamentally, our relationship with the very nature of light itself re-examined.

This narrative conceals other relationships with the dark throughout history. It is possible that darkness is simply too essential and, perhaps, overwhelming to us to be able to acknowledge it. Darkness represents the opposite of light-oriented words we depend on to convey understanding. Amidst the dark is the unseen, unformed, and unknown. A persistent association with darkness is fear.5 We assume that fear of darkness is a part of our evolutionary development, perhaps even embedded in our DNA as a species. This fear is widely represented in folklore, mythology, and religion. If we think about the natural phenomenon of darkness, it is useful to recognise that there are different types of it. These are often related to different levels of visibility for different people. Rather, it is more helpful to talk about various degrees of darkness that reflect a spectrum of categories. Darkness is not the same in different places, just as night is not uniform. A scale does exist to measure the darkness of the night sky, which is one way to understand variation. Created by John Bortle in 2001, the Bortle Dark-Sky Scale ranks the night sky from 1 to 9, where 1 is assigned to those places that are truly dark, and 9 is the rating applied to highly light-polluted inner-city skies.6 However, such categories don’t make a great deal of sense in terms of how most of us relate to darkness, since this is shaped by our perceptions and experiences rather than measurement. Indeed, relationships with the dark are often specific and relative. Being in darkness might be frequently accompanied by other environmental characteristics such as lower volumes and different types of sound.

Total darkness might be conceived as the visual equivalent of silence. There are numerous accounts of silent retreat in dark places across diverse cultures. Retreats in complete darkness have been part of religious practices in the Tibetan Buddhist tradition since at least the fifteenth century. In the religious context, the dark environment is considered a better location for meditative practices because it enables mental visualisations without outward visual distraction. However, experiencing darkness in a solitary way is very much a matter of context. For as much as they might promote tranquillity and inner peace, the same conditions can also be applied as a form of punishing deprivation. When we are in darkness, we withdraw from our reference points in the world. Immersed in this apparent vacuum of outer experience, our inner experience becomes heightened. It is perhaps not surprising then that darkness fosters memory, since without additional stimuli, our ability to generate new memories is significantly reduced. Immersion in darkness beckons this reflection, an increasingly rare opportunity in contemporary life.7

Darkness is a pre-eminent characteristic of human experience that has become much maligned and is rapidly disappearing. It is intimately connected to the evolution of life, including humans. Our relationships with the dark are historically rich, yet only recently has archaeological and historical literature begun to acknowledge this.8 Over the centuries, accompanying waves of technological developments were shifts in attitudes and values towards darkness. Moving from its primal origins, the fear and perception of the dark took on different interpretations. For example, in Ancient Greek mythology, Erebus is both the personification of darkness and the god of a dark region of the Underworld. Through intercourse with Nyx, the goddess of the night, they produce both Aether and Hemera, personifications of the bright upper sky and the day, respectively. Meanwhile, in the ancient Chinese philosophy and religion of Daoism, the emphasis on complementary relationships between light and dark led to a balanced appreciated of their coexistence. Clearly our ancestors had different relationships with darkness.

In the Middle Ages, darkness bore witness to considerable nocturnal activity. An alternate realm, night offered a refuge from ordinary existence and the realities of daily life. Essentially a time of freedom and renewal, the night and the accompanying darkness enabled men and women to articulate and act upon their innermost impulses and desires.9 Although the night was far from a safe place, many people were reinvigorated with the onset of nightfall. It is little wonder that a series of repressive measures were implemented by church and state as an attempt to limit if not prevent activities at night. It was only toward the eighteenth century that initial steps were made in cities and towns to make public spaces accessible after dark. Make no mistake, darkness in medieval times was very potent. Aside from the impacts of religious beliefs and fears of the supernatural, the darkened landscape had considerable hazards including, but not limited to, fallen trees, steep hillsides, and open trenches. Settlements such as towns and cities, meanwhile, might contain ditches, piles of rubbish, and excrement-laden streets. While stories, songs, and proverbs were shared with young children to put them on guard about the perils of the night, as they got older, they underwent increasing exposure to life after dark through evening chores and errands. By doing so, older children became accustomed to darkness, improving their nocturnal navigation, and forming a healthy respect for the dark and the night. People during this period generally had a much more intimate relationship with their surroundings and the rhythms and details of nature.

Even with access to artificial light via lanterns or torches (usually makeshift in the case of poor people), many relied upon the night’s natural conditions. The world after sunset was subject to many variations, from black gloom to the luminous glow of a full moon. Some of these subtleties would simply be too nuanced for our modern eyes to appreciate. Ascending at dusk and falling at dawn, a full moon could provide travellers at night with the capability to discern the landscape around them and its features in detail. If the moon was absent, then the natural light of the stars, albeit much fainter, could be relied upon, appearing both brighter and more plentiful than we can view them today. Moon and starlight were, of course, subject to the vagaries of cloud conditions, which could quickly change the amount of natural light and ability to make sense of the nocturnal world. On those nights when visibility was poor but wayfaring still necessary, people relied on their other senses to hear, smell, and touch their way through darkness. From our contemporary position, where sight dominates how we make sense of the world around us, it may seem strange to us yet in the early modern era that the use of our multisensory apparatus was vital to everyday existence, especially after sunset. The constraints of the daytime, meanwhile, were loosened. Despite the dangers of the night, in preindustrial times, it offered the primary arena of autonomy to many people. Balance was keenly appreciated, with darkness not necessarily problematic nor light a given blessing. The social landscape was revolutionised routinely by night. As the lower classes were released from their work and the scrutiny of superiors, darkness reversed some of the power dynamics. Instead, their associations were by choice, spending time with family and friends. This might seem modest to us now, but the hours of darkness presented a fundamental time across which the places and spaces of highly valued personal freedoms could be exercised without obligations to the powers that be. Coexisting with light and dark was essential to everyday and everynight life. The opportunity that emerged, as dusk transitioned from day to night, offered possibility and flexibility that was seized upon in all manner of ways by people exploring their inner and outer selves.

By contrast, the Enlightenment movement in Europe during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries ushered in a powerful, moralising tone that redefined this relationship without any ambiguity. Light was pure: goodness itself, the very essence of wisdom, clarity, cleanliness, virtue, and truth. Darkness, by contrast, was everything that was bad with the world: evil, ignorance, falsehood; dirty, dangerous, and demonic. This shift was not only religious but also cultural, as the night became increasingly populated, and alongside this was the desire to reduce darkness. On a domestic scale, darkness was a problem because it made cleaning difficult, allowing bacteria and dirt to build up. Darkness, in this sense, becomes synonymous with ill health. Beyond the scale of interiors, urban darkness intensified concerns about moral decay, debauchery, and crime, fuelled by sensational media reporting. The increasing illumination of public spaces at night enabled the exposure and inspection of civil conduct.

The acceleration of technological progress through industrialisation not only transformed our ability to work but also had profound impacts on our environment. Suddenly, the appetite for the planet’s material resources grew exponentially and, coupled with the exploitation of waterways and the creation of railway networks and trading links, expanded and sped up. Landscapes were irrevocably changed, our relationship with time increasingly measured artificially alongside productive capacity. Crucially, the night and its natural darkness was no longer an obstacle to the means of production. Quite the opposite. Now darkness could be obliterated for the purpose of creating capital.10 The distinction between day and night diminished. Artificial light helped shatter darkness’s role in our lives, reducing it to a mere inconvenience. People could be summoned to work around the clock in shifts, enabling non-stop labour. In the newly mechanised landscape of the industrial city, the night was the final frontier to be conquered, presenting itself as an extension of the daytime for work, social behaviour, and, increasingly, leisure.

Night was no longer a time of respite and recuperation from the day. Our natural rhythms with the wider world became somewhat frayed; sunset did not mean bedtime, nor was dawn necessarily a signal to rise for the day ahead. Indeed, night became a place of increased activity, work, and play. Yet these pursuits were reflective of social standing and represented the established hierarchies of power and privilege in terms of who did what and when they did it. As the boundaries between night and day became more and more blurred, the widespread availability of incandescent bulbs and access to electricity changed everything. Across the twentieth century, the electrification of artificial lighting technologies both within and beyond the home banished darkness to all corners at the flick of a switch. Increased levels of light were to be found outside via streetlamps, signage, illuminated billboards, and the growing number of vehicles moving through the night. Time, like space, could be occupied by people, and this was increasingly evident at night and no longer confined to the day.11 Inside houses, additional lighting arrived courtesy of television sets and other consumer products with illuminated displays. As the century progressed and gave way to the next millennium, these beaming home invaders were subsequently aided and abetted by the screens of computer consoles, then laptops, smartphones, and other handheld devices. And here we are. Now into the third decade of the twenty-first century and our thirst for light still seems unquenchable.



OEBPS/images/copy.jpg
®

Collectivelnk





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
DARK FUTURES
WHEN THE LIGHTS

GO DOWN

Nick Dunn

zer0
books

London, UK
Washington, DC, USA





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
FUTURES

WHEN THE LIGHTS GO DOWN





OEBPS/images/half.jpg
DARK FUTURES
WHEN THE LIGHTS

GO DOWN





