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Praise for The Long View:

‘A captivating guide . . . The Long View is simply crammed with interesting ideas. This is a beautifully turned, calmly persuasive but urgent book.’

Ian McEwan, novelist and screenwriter
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‘The Long View is a manifesto calling for a radical reconception of our relationship with time. Richard Fisher documents the social, psychological and economic reasons we have become stranded on the Island of Now – and charts routes for us to get back to the mainland.’

Marcia Bjornerud, author of Timefulness

‘Urgent and profound. Richard Fisher’s The Long View shows how thinking differently about time can change the world. The future begins with how we imagine it. This is essential reading for anyone who wishes to be a good ancestor.’

David Farrier, author of Footprints

‘Moving beyond the abjection that dominates today’s headlines about the future, Richard Fisher charts a hope-fuelled path toward the twenty-third century . . . An astounding read.’

Vincent Ialenti, author of Deep Time Reckoning

‘Some of our greatest powers derive from our ability to think about the future. Fisher takes us on a fascinating tour of long-mindedness, and why it matters.’

Thomas Suddendorf, co-author of The Invention of Tomorrow

‘Utterly brilliant. Profoundly thought-provoking, and at times movingly personal, The Long View is a crucial exploration of our relationship with time. Full of lessons from our past and hope for the future, this is the essential roadmap for how we can successfully navigate the coming centuries.’

Lewis Dartnell, author of The Knowledge

‘Philosophical, insightful and entertaining. In a world of short-sightedness, The Long View is a helpful guide to understand and connect us to the future. In the light of the climate emergency, long-term thinking is more urgent than ever.’

Andri Snær Magnason, author of On Time and Water




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


ops/images/author.jpg





ops/images/title.jpg
Richard Fisher

The
Long View

Why We Need to Transform
How the World Sees Time





ops/images/9781472285232_FC.jpg
Rard Fisher
The
Long View

Why We Need to Transform
How the World Sees Time
‘Joyous, clegant and very often sublime’ Thomas Moynihan





