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What people are saying about


Now Is Not the Time


Bowden combines erudition with remarkable readability. Now Is Not the Time is an eloquent call to embrace the flow of time, lest our hasty judgments obscure our understanding of the present.


Nelly Lahoud, US Army War College, author of The Bin Laden Papers


How should we think about the relationship between past, present, and future? Brett Bowden offers an erudite and insightful answer. At once a meditation on the character of historical analysis and a pointed challenge to the manifold dangers of presentism, Now Is Not the Time is a welcome addition to scholarship.


Duncan Bell, University of Cambridge, author of the award-winning Dreamworlds of Race: Empire and the Utopian Destiny of Anglo-America


Like Saramago’s Blindness, this book reminds us of the absences in our gaze at time, history, and the present. It offers an important contribution to humanity, eloquently and persuasively arguing for a deeper appreciation of vision and time and therefore our lives and impacts on this planet. A beautiful book about the importance of seeing thoughtfully.


Maria Bargh, Professor of Politics and Māori Studies, Te Kawa a Māui, Victoria University of Wellington Te Herenga Waka


I was drawn into the vortex from the outset with this notion of tempocentrism. It made me wonder if I do have a skewed or even deluded perspective about the world as I experience it. Am I biased? Should I compare this moment to those that have come before? And how can I possibly make any judgement on what is still to come? So many new questions, meaning perhaps Now Is (Not) the Time to contemplate so much more.


Leigh Radford OAM, President, Royal Geographical Society of South Australia


We privileged Western humans treat time like a commodity – we want to save it, freeze it, reverse it perhaps, or more usually, speed it up. We are obsessed with a small chunk of history, our history, from which the West emerges preeminent, satisfied. Now Is Not the Time takes the obsession with the present to task for its lack of context and historical perspective, its universalism and arrogance. Thinking with big history, and thinking in ways that are disconcerting for moderns, Brett Bowden’s powerful book prompts us to ruminate on the problem of tempocentrism as one that is political and imperial. It raises profound questions for people working across many disciplines of the sciences, social sciences, and humanities. Engaging and quick, this is however, a slow burning and bold intervention which will unsettle and provoke readers for a good while after they finish the final page.


Erika Cudworth, De Montfort University, co-author of The Emancipatory Project of Posthumanism and Posthuman International Relations
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Preface


This is a relatively short book, but it has taken quite a long time to write. It is about six or seven years since I first put pen to paper, fingers to keyboard actually. For this book, in particular, that is not a bad thing; there is no rush, time is not of the essence, quite the contrary, actually. If this book took another five or ten years to finish, it would not change anything. A decade from now, we might formally be in a new geological epoch, the Anthropocene, but the central argument about our overwhelming need for a now that matters will still hold. Five or ten years from now, we will still be making arguments for why now, the present, is somehow uniquely special and will go down in history as a time of great significance. That is, until some other people living in a “future now” look back (or forward) on that same time and argue that it pales into insignificance compared to the events and changes that are going on in their new “now.” There is a good chance it will be some of the same people on each occasion. The cycle will go on. Sure, there will be eras and events that stand the test of time, which we look back on as truly significant, not just a few years later, but decades and even hundreds of years later. However, there will be many more that are nothing more than a footnote, if they are remembered at all, despite the claims made about them at the time. If this book did have a best before date, for whatever reason, a forthcoming election or an imminent conflict, then the point I am making would be a moot one.


It is not actually correct to suggest that I have spent the past six-odd years writing this book. I have not. There were extended periods when the manuscript lay idle, including for a year or more at a time. In that time nothing happened to change my train of thought when I picked it up again, and neither should it have for a subject such as this. The cause for the longest hiatus was the return of an eye disease that poses some challenges for someone in my line of work. Despite the best efforts of ophthalmologists and retinal surgeons, the challenges persist. Visual impairment might be an impediment in many situations, but it need not affect one’s perspective, especially their broader historical perspective. This book relies on having a deep historical perspective, rather than the short-sightedness that restricts one’s vision and attention to the now that is before them.


Further disruption and interruptions in the past few years were caused by a pandemic and associated lockdowns; during which time my partner and I became responsible for home schooling our two primary school-aged children. Writing could wait, and it did. As ever, students, primary and tertiary, come first. Straddling before and during COVID-19 has been rather interesting in terms of thinking and writing about the issues addressed in this book. No doubt, the disruptions caused by the pandemic are very much real; just how significant they turn out to be and the extent to which the pandemic changes the shape of “business as usual,” time will ultimately tell. Many professions and practices are urgently getting back to some form of “normal,” or a slightly revised version of normal. The higher education sector is desperate for the return of international students, while also keen on getting back to face-to-face in the classroom or lab. Despite this urge, I for one have instituted a long-term change that precludes a return to the old normal in that I now live 1500 kilometres from my nominal place of work. This opportune change of scenery was timely and fortuitous in terms of moving to a jurisdiction where lockdowns were less frequent and less onerous. However, it is not all thanks to the pandemic; it is more about managing inadequate eyesight, although the pandemic did serve as a timely instigator in thinking about the future and prompting a new normal for my own working arrangements.


For many leaders and commentators, the COVID-19 pandemic represented another unprecedented event, despite the precedents — think influenza pandemic of 1918–1920 or the Black Death plague of the mid-fourteenth century. Universities in Australia and elsewhere have found it to be a particularly testing time, thanks largely to lost revenue streams generated by international fee-paying students. A consequence for the higher education sector in Australia was that universities collectively cut as many as 27,000 jobs in one year, quite possibly more (Hare 2022a). Given the supposedly unprecedented nature of the crisis, university leaders identified it as a problem, rather than as an issue or a situation. Sometimes, issues or situations pass with time, or we adjust to them; they might even resolve themselves. Problems, on the other hand, require solutions. Vice Chancellors earning large salaries, one million dollars a year or more, cannot be seen to be doing nothing. Passivity is not an option. Watching and waiting will not do. It is assumed that prompt and decisive action will save the sector from even greater crisis and so, 27,000-plus people lose their livelihood as universities rebalance their staffing profiles. That is to say, 27,000-plus people were made redundant or, in the case of casuals, did not have contracts renewed.


I am not suggesting these decisions were necessarily right or wrong. University leaders did what they thought needed doing. What I am suggesting, is that treating the pandemic’s impact on student enrolment numbers as an unprecedented crisis that requires an urgent solution will likely lead to a particular course of action. Treating it is an unfamiliar situation that requires close monitoring to see how it evolves over time will likely lead to a different outcome, possibly one that involves no drastic decisions or actions. Taking a little time allows decision makers to put events into historical perspective, and this means more than simply looking back and comparing numbers over the past triennium. The broader point here is that this is not just an exercise in abstraction or a thought experiment; treating too many issues as unprecedented and demanding an urgent response has consequences.


Not long after I wrote the preceding passages, barely a fortnight in fact, many of Australia’s universities began to reveal record surpluses for the year in question, more than AU$5.3 billion in total, with the largest being in excess of AU$1 billion. Some universities actually increased their international enrollments in 2021 thanks to students’ willingness to learn online from offshore (Hare 2022b). So, perhaps not so much a crisis as an unfamiliar situation. Would it have hurt to wait a little while to see how the situation played out? Probably not.


The hasty cross-country shift of home in early 2021 meant that instead of being in lockdown, as was the case in 2020, I was able to undertake a long-delayed end-to-end trek on the Larapinta Trail in remote central Australia. The trail takes its name from the dialect of the local indigenous Arrernte people, Larapinta being their name for the Finke River. The Finke, or Larapinta, is thought to be one of the oldest rivers on planet Earth, dating to approximately 350–400 million years ago. Geological evidence indicates that the river predates the end of the Alice Springs Orogeny, a 150 million year-long tectonic event that concluded approximately 300 million years ago. It seems entirely appropriate, then, that the title for this book, Now Is Not the Time, came to me on the fifth day of the walk while descending a tricky stretch of rocky trail passing through a visibly ancient yet timeless landscape. One cannot help but notice and feel the age of the lands through which the Larapinta Trail passes; its ancient geology is something to behold and wonder. Despite my best efforts to set aside thoughts of work and other distractions, I am grateful that this ancient setting offered up a title much more eloquent than the working title that sat uncomfortably at the top of the page. I am also grateful for my walking companions, who, by good fortune, included a chemist, two teachers and a student, along with two very able and knowledgeable guides. Erica, India, Michael, Catherine, Liv, and Damien proved to be engaging interlocutors when the topic of the book came up.


For better or worse, the ideas outlined in this book have not been shared or discussed as widely as they might usually have. This is in part due to working remotely and in part due to travel restrictions brought about by the pandemic. Personally, I have not missed long haul travel at all and have found that to be a blessing in disguise. The planet appears to be similarly grateful for the reprieve. I have, however, had the good fortune for the past six years to teach a cohort of wonderfully engaging Master’s students undertaking my History of Ideas class, all of whom, aware of it or not, have helped to kick the project along. The fact that those students have come from such varied disciplines as medicine, communications, design, engineering, history, international relations, literature, music, philosophy, political science, psychology, religion, and teaching has proven to be of great benefit all-round. I am also particularly grateful to a number of anonymous reviewers who provided thoughtful and constructive comments on earlier drafts of the manuscript.


I am particularly indebted to two successive Deans, Peter Hutchings and Matt McGuire, who have been more than accommodating in helping to make the necessary adjustments to my working arrangements that allow me to continue in the job with the appropriate degree of flexibility. Some long-standing friends have stuck with me through thick and thin, spanning continents, oceans, and time zones and for that, I am most grateful: thank you to Kim, Andy, Greta, and Marit. The same goes to Emily, Daren, Alex, and Will, across even more continents and time zones. Closer to home, I am particularly fortunate to enjoy the support and friendship of Victoria, Michael, Elsie, and Hugo. Closer to home again, thanks to my son I have recently had the good fortune to get to know Jarrod, Sally, Eleanor, Clayton, Dusty, Harry, and Lucy; a big family with big hearts for whom nothing is too much trouble.


As ever, I am eternally grateful for the love and support of my partner, Gerda, and our children Elke, and Lucien. Gerda, also known as Dr Roelvink, is a first-rate scholar, and she has long been an ideal sounding board for ideas, providing thoughtful comments on the manuscript. When it comes to keeping things in perspective, there can be no better catalyst or corrective than the (sometimes-brutal) honesty of children. The foster children who pass through our doors emphatically reaffirm this, a humbling experience if ever there was one.


As I was revising sections of this book in the early part of 2023, I became aware that there are other ways in which now is not the time. Rather cruelly, I watched on as my mother began to suffer from a form of sudden onset dementia. Quite abruptly and quite literally, for her, now was no longer the present, and at times, here was no longer here either, it was somewhere else. More often than not, my mother returned to living in the past, asking about the wellbeing and whereabouts of her own mother and siblings, most of whom have long since passed.


I guess there are times when we all, willingly or otherwise, transport ourselves to another time and place. Back in time, perhaps, to an era when we were more comfortable and felt more at home with our world. Or maybe forward in time to an imagined place where things will look better and brighter than they do now. Fortunately, most of us have the capacity to snap out of daydreams and return to the realities of the present; or for some, it might not be so fortunate. For others, like my mother and the many like her, their own mind no longer permits such options. Now is no longer here, it is somewhere else, another time and place. I dedicate this book to her, my Mum, Miriam Dawn Bowden (nee Williams).
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The Moment between Two Eternities


Like many people, I have one of those friends who likes forwarding to anyone and everyone in their contacts list any bit of internet advice that comes their way. One particular nugget of wisdom from some years ago sticks in my mind: “Yesterday is history. Tomorrow is a mystery. Today is a gift. That’s why it’s called the present.” Catchy as it might be, that is not why it is called the present. Such advice about “living in the moment” abounds; a quick Google search offers up, “The Art of Now: Six Steps to Living in the Moment,” or “10 Tips to Start Living in the Present Moment,” and “How to Live in the Present Moment: 35 Exercises and Tools,” among much similar advice. Apparently, living in the moment is the secret to happiness and success. Except, for most people, it probably is not. Like a lot of such sayings or phrases, while it might sound catchy, even pithy, it is not particularly sound advice for living your life by. Sure, there might be something in the sentiment worth exploring further, but the secret to a contented life is not hiding in a slogan.


It is also worth noting that for every catchy phrase, there is often another that contradicts it: “Look before you leap” versus “She who hesitates is lost”; or, “The pen is mightier than the sword” versus “Actions speak louder than words.” Then, of course, there is Janis Joplin, who was prepared to go against the live in the moment advice by trading all her tomorrows for just one more yesterday so that she could spend another day with her beloved Bobby McGee.1 Furthermore, what of me and my kind, historians, archaeologists and the like? Are we to be written off as lost causes because we dwell in and on the past, the raison d’être of a profession summarily dismissed?


Perhaps not surprisingly, it was a Baltic German scientist, Karl Ernst von Baer (1792–1876), with a particular interest in embryology, itself a kind of boundary in the stages of life, who elaborated on the idea of the “moment as the border between the past and the future” (Herzog et al. 2016; Baer 1862). One of the more interesting quotes that pops up about living in the present moment comes to us courtesy of Henry David Thoreau (1817–1862): “The meeting of two eternities, the past and the future…is precisely the present moment.” As with many literary quotes, this too is plucked from the page without context. Extracted and abridged to suit a particular pithy purpose. Taken from “Economy,” the first chapter of Walden, in this case, Thoreau is giving his readers an update on what he has achieved during his two years, two months, and two days of solitude in the woods near Walden Pond. Offering just a “hint at some of the enterprises…cherished,” and seeking “pardon for some obscurities,” he writes: “In any weather, at any hour of the day or night, I have been anxious to improve the nick of time, and notch it on my stick too; to stand on the meeting of two eternities, the past and future, which is precisely the present moment; to toe that line” (Thoreau 1966: 11).


While it sounds nice lyrically, the idea of the present being a meeting point between two eternities, the past and the future, was thought by many to be just that, a lyrical idea. For in the same year in which Walden was first published (1854), on the other side of the Atlantic the eminent mathematician, William Thomson (1824–1907), later Lord Kelvin, read a paper before the Royal Society of Edinburgh in which he stated, “I conclude that Sunlight cannot last as at present for 300,000 years” (Thomson 1857: 80). By his calculations, the clock was counting down on the future of humankind, and he was convinced “that the end of this world as a habitation for man, or for any living creature or plant at present existing in it, is mechanically inevitable” (Thomson 1855: 94). Thomson’s calculations on the age of the Earth similarly left him confident that “consolidation cannot have taken place less than 20,000,000 years ago…nor more than 400,000,000 years ago” (Thomson 1862: 161; Burchfield 1990: 69). There was no eternal past and, more concerning, no prospect of an eternal future. Rather, planet Earth was thought to have formed somewhere between 20 million and 400 million years ago, which put his thinking at odds with some of his fellow scientists of the time, including those influenced by Charles Darwin’s theorizing on evolution.


Pronouncements such as those by Lord Kelvin, a future President of the Royal Society, gave some scientific credence to longstanding beliefs in Christian Europe that the end of the world was indeed nigh. While he did not necessarily believe it so, the American geologist, Thomas Chrowder Chamberlin (1843–1928), observed some decades later, “We have grown up in the belief that the earth sprang from chaos at the opening of our era and is plunging on to catastrophe or to a final winter in the near future” (Chamberlin 1908: 5). Both time’s beginning and time’s end, then, were thought to be much closer to the present moment than is now known to be the case. That is, we now know the age of the Earth to be around 4.54 billion years old, while the slightly older Sun will continue to burn for at least that long again, possibly as much as 10 billion years into the future according to recent calculations. Lord Kelvin was partially right, though, in that the increasing intensity of the Sun will ultimately render Earth uninhabitable in the extremely distant future, about 1 billion years from now, assuming nothing too serious goes wrong in the meantime (Gesicki et al. 2018; Christensen-Dalsgaard 2021). The general idea that time’s end was closer than time’s beginning, the ratio of time ahead to time past ever diminishing, might well be a source of the live in the moment dictum. The collective equivalent, perhaps, of the mid-life crisis.2
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