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            ‘A manifesto for our times… Riveting’

            Deepa Anappara, author of The Last of Earth

            
                

            

            ‘Passionate, devoted, clear-sighted and lyrical, this book will take you through the changing seasons and toward the promise of a better world’

            Helen Jukes, author of Mother Animal

            
                

            

            ‘A searing exploration of the ways in which capitalist time restricts and defines our lives… This book gives us different ways to inhabit our world, minds and bodies, so that we might live more freely’

            Jessica Andrews, author of Milk Teeth

            
                

            

            ‘One of our most powerful, poetic and radical writers on ecology and the mystic… The Book of Mysteries came to me exactly when I needed it, lifted me out of an imposed sameness and re-introduced me to a wild, abundant, strange time’

            Roisin Dunnett, author of A Line You Have Traced

            
                

            

            ‘A beautiful book, full of heart and insight… which takes notice of things the way a forager would, gathering meaning, beauty and nourishment’

            Caroline Ross, author of Drawn From the Wild2
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            There is not any haunt of prophecy,

            Nor any old chimera of the grave,

            Neither the golden underground, nor isle

            Melodious, where spirits gat them home,

            Nor visionary south, nor cloudy palm

            Remote on heaven’s hill, that has endured

            As April’s green endures; or will endure

            wallace stevens

            
                

            

            
                

            

            Praise the eater and the eaten.

            Praise beginnings; praise the end.

            Praise the song and praise the singer.

            
                

            

            Praise the rain; it brings more rain.

            Praise the rain; it brings more rain.

            joy harjo

            
                

            

            
                

            

            If I were not human I would not be ashamed of anything.

            w.s. merwin

         

         6

      
   


   
      
         7
            Contents

         

         
            
               	Title Page

                  	Epigraph

                  	The Wheel of the Year 

                  	Beginnings 

                  	Wild Time 

                  	The Shape of the Seasons 

                  	Restorative Time: Samhain 

                  	Decreation Time: Yule; Imbolc 

                  	Grounded Time: Ostara 

                  	Kinship Time, Carnival Time: Beltane 

                  	Enchanted Time: Litha 

                  	Animist Time: Lughnasadh 

                  	Endings: Mabon 

                  	Acknowledgements 

                  	Notes 

                  	Copyright

               
8
            

         

      
   


   
      9
         
            [image: Diagram titled The Wheel of the Year. A circle encloses an eight-pointed star. Four season labels sit at the outer corners, each beside a cross-quarter festival: Winter beside Samhain on 1 November, Spring beside Imbolc on 1 February, Summer beside Beltane on 1 May, and Autumn beside Lughnasadh on 1 August. The solstices and equinoxes sit at the cardinal points between seasons: Yule on 20-23 December, Ostara on 19-22 March, Litha on 19-23 June, and Mabon on 21-24 September.]10
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         It is autumn equinox, when the sun is exactly above the equator, day and night of equal length. Summer is about to give way to the seasons of cool winds, ice and darkness.

         I am in Rome and, as the equinox also happens to fall on my birthday, my friend R wants to show me something special; to mark the moment of shift. Basilica di San Clemente is an elegant church built during the height of the Middle Ages, full of gorgeous gold leaf and painted frescoes. We move through the main church, admiring the murals and mosaics – but they are not what we are here for. In San Clemente there exists the echo of a more ancient past, a mysterious whisper of the buried time of our pagan ancestors.

         Underneath the present basilica is an even older church from the fourth century, which had been converted from the home of a Roman nobleman. Beneath that, in a damp, cold basement, is something else entirely – a second-century Mithraeum, a pagan temple built for the cult of Mithras. What we know of this secret sect (seen as a challenge to Roman Christianity, and repressed by it) is murky, but we do know that it was inspired by Iranian Zoroastrianism and required seven layers of secret initiation into its cult.14

         We descend the long staircase, past Christian paintings and spaces of worship, into the dank basement, the sound of dripping water echoing in our ears. Not much is left of the subterranean temple, but the curved space the worshippers cut from the rock survives, and, standing in the middle, their tall stone altar, carved with the image of the Mithras cult. This is the tauroctony or ‘bull-slaying’, a mythic scene of the god Mithras sacrificing a bull – its primal vitality released by the god for the good of mankind. The opening in the rock, through which we can see the temple, is covered by iron bars. This is, of course, to stop visitors getting in and damaging the ancient artefacts, but, standing in the wet gloom, summer’s glowing sun burning itself up far above me, it doesn’t feel that way. I feel a surge of energy come through the bars and the hairs on the nape of my neck bristle. Staring at the figure of Mithras, his cape blowing in unseen winds, his hand clutching the dripping knife, it seems as if it’s we who are being protected from him.

         Looking into the ritual space, I feel an unexpected intensity pouring from the altar that makes my breath catch in my chest. It feels as if, behind these bars, there is a raw power, profoundly mysterious and potent. I know it isn’t logical, but I have the strange feeling that the figure carved onto the altar is waiting. I do not know what it is waiting for. For its lost cult members, thousands of years dead? To be released from its buried cage, when there is a world to believe in its divinity again? I did not expect to stay long, but I cannot tear my eyes away. Other visitors come and go, but R and I remain, transfixed. I question the reality of the experience as I’m having it, but still feel hypnotised, compelled. The raised knife, the twisting bull, the pouring blood, the white altar glistening in the shade, hold me entirely in 15their spell, the space between light and dark perfectly balanced. There is an old power here, one for which I have no words.

         I stand in the shadows, palms open, allowing the altar’s unknown force to course through me. In marking the equinox in that ritual space I feel, suddenly, connected to the movements of the planets above me, the shortening days that will come, the summer that is over forever. Somehow the strange altar and the moment of the equinox have become one in my mind – life and death meshed together, my small life tied to the glow and change of the lives around me. I don’t fully understand the experience, but it burrows deep inside me.

         We return, eventually, to the light, to sunrise-coloured drinks with friends on the piazza for my birthday, bitter greens, piles of olive-oil-soaked focaccia and fluffy strawberry cake, but I still feel the wrenching pull of that strange darkness. Though we had felt a link between the day of the equinox and our experience in the hidden temple, we hadn’t realised that this connection already existed in the mythology of Mithraism itself. Historians argue that Mithras originated as the personification of the force responsible for the sequences of the equinoxes; he has also been portrayed as Chronos, the Roman figure of infinite time, and as light destroying darkness in an endless circle of creation and destruction. It is as if our instincts were following some deep signal from the gloom, the barely remembered rituals of the changing of the seasons, of the cycles in time which pull life and death from the soil.

         In Mithraic initiation, the initiate descends into the Mithraeum, then returns renewed. This movement within the temple is 16designed to mirror the running of the sun from solstice to solstice – a parallel for the soul’s journey from birth, to life, to death, and then to resurrection in a new form. In that mildewed basement, a connection was being spun between the shifts of the planet, and the shifts of our bodies and spirits – a rhythm which we are all part of, a time that flows from the Earth.

         I returned to my usual work and responsibilities, but something had shifted in that uncanny equinox – a vague, growing awareness that, under the schedules and calendars, there is another rhythm, beating out its low drum. Something quiet but persistent, calling through the dark.
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         For many years, I was mad. I suffered with the kind of depression that leaches the colour from your life and experiences. I moved wraith-like through the world, living, but as if through smeared glass. When, through treatment and the support of those around me, I managed to overcome this great grey weight, my entire sense of what mattered changed. No longer was the inside of my head the most important place – and how bizarrely, dazzlingly luminous the outside world was, the world that wasn’t me. Depression makes you self-obsessed, not because of towering ego or unbreakable confidence, but rather because everything beyond the self seems faint and thin. In depression it sometimes feels like nothing and no one else is truly real. You exist in the battered, leaky cage of your own mind – every thought, every feeling, tastes the same. Suffering and pleasure seem so similar 17that you can barely differentiate them. Otherness seems distant and unclear, shadows flickering on the wall.

         As I began to heal, I also began to feel things in their proper shapes, not only the rich intensity of human connection – friendship, sex and love – but the intense vigour of the natural world, the cacophony of other beings and lives. I had always found comfort in leaving my home in the city and entering more rural spaces, but as I was rehabilitated, these spaces became electrically charged, vibrating with a life that made me feel held, because I could finally be with what was not myself. The rasping of a crow, ignoring me, clattering in its own language; the slick red streak of a fox screaming off into the night with its own passions and intentions, felt like a kind of paradise. I was sick of myself, and so it was a profound relief to feel myself as only one small thread entangled in creation, to experience spaces and beings that weren’t shaped by me, and which had their own agency and freedom. I felt sure that the closer I got to the potent, life-giving otherness of nature, the healthier and happier I would become.

         But at the same time that I was waking up to the vitality of the natural world, I was also waking up to the deeply broken relationship between human and nonhuman. There were two parts to this. The first was obvious – the ravages of climate change and the environmental crisis were already clear during my years as a depressed young adult, but as I improved, and grew up, the signs of emergency became ever more raw and violent. There was no question that, despite all the scientific evidence, governments and corporations were doing little to avert the calamities that were already hitting many communities, and which would only 18get worse. The second was much more subtle, harder to name and to understand. It had something to do not only with the loss of physical connection to the natural world (I, like 4.4 billion other people who make up around fifty-six per cent of the world’s population, live in a city), but also with the loss of the ability to resonate on a deeper level with this world of the more-than-human. Something in the structure of contemporary society, as shaped by capitalism, not only separates us spatially from the natural world, but separates us mentally and emotionally too. I was desperate to forge a more expansive connection to nature, which seemed so alive and exciting to me in the aftermath of depression, but forging this connection was harder than I could have imagined.

         As I moved from youth to adulthood, I began writing about the natural world and our relationship with it. I took part in environmental debate and education. I spent time in rural areas whenever I got the opportunity, fitting in day trips and walks with friends, travelling to picturesque natural areas on holiday. I had assumed that, as healing took place, this connection would simply increase, that the intimacy would keep deepening, but this didn’t happen. Somehow, nothing I did was enough, and I couldn’t work out why – why I still felt disconnected, on the outside, looking at the otherness and beauty of the natural world without being able to fully resonate with it.

         When the pandemic hit, my partner and I were living in two different cities, so we decided to meet together at his parents’ farm on Exmoor – a place which, in that moment, seemed safe and protected. While this wasn’t some sort of straightforwardly bucolic or happy time, being in that rural space for so long 19was a revelation. The landscape of Exmoor is, as Britain goes, relatively wild. There are few settlements, and the toweringly steep hills and sheer cliffs lead down to clean and grey-eyed seas. Undomesticated Exmoor ponies roam freely, and the sky is filled with a kaleidoscope of birds: starlings, swallows, wrens, skylarks, buzzards, kites and hawks. In Exmoor I was able to be in a rural space for long enough for something radical to happen – which was a change in my experience of time. What once had felt like the default experience of time, something defined by the human schedule, workdays and appointments, began to give way to something else. As I spent time on Exmoor, I began to enter a new rhythm, a wild time that started to change my entire way of experiencing the natural world.

         During these months, I basically went nowhere. I had never been in one place for such an unbroken span of time, let alone somewhere this far from urban humanity. My stay began in March, just as winter was fully letting go of the land. I watched as the huge oak trees’ bark in front of the house turned, shade by shade, minute by minute, from a whitish silvery brown to a greeny jade brown, to a rich chocolate, leaves pouring out of their thick branches, clean as babies’ tongues. I noticed how the smells changed – the scent of winter was faint, muddy dampness, subtly acrid mulch, woody tinge of smoke in cold air. The scent of spring came slowly. The shape of the day, the washed-out white of the sky, could still look wintry, but that scent told you that something was coming – the aroma was almost impossible to define, but it smelled somehow like each atom of the air was being sluiced down, the undergrowth and grass giving off the sharp sparkle of fresh laundry, sea air clearing away the sky’s haze. Then, when spring really roared into life, the scent 20changed again – warm perfume of wild garlic and dog roses, intensely green richness from the birches, and thin, sweet milk smell from the petals of the daffodils. In Devon, I felt the rush of wild beings and places following their own drives and temporalities, changing as the seasons changed. The gusts of songbirds, who went from quiet peeping to a full-throated, cacophonous morning chorus as the days lengthened; the swifts arriving from the Sahara, their wheeling, high-pitched calls cauterising a bluebell-tinted sky. In my brief glimpses, the deer, too, moved differently – always shy, but shifting from a kind of steely, cautious alarm in winter to a playful, fizzing, yet somehow gentle energy as spring began. That spring was an unusually hot one, and I watched in awe as the increasing warmth and light brought the usually secretive and hidden adders, grass snakes and lizards onto the dry, scorched paths, soaking up the sun with twitching pleasure. I was stunned to find a tender, velvety mole lying on the grass, seemingly dropped by a bird of prey. I ran back to the house to try and get information on how to help it, but when I got back it was gone, either into the earth, or into the jaws of another creature. Hungry foxes stole into the sheep shed and gored unsuspecting lambs, their limp bloody bodies shocking me as I walked past in the early morning. On fallen logs and tree stumps, lichen engaged in its achingly slow dance, growing and expanding its delicate filaments. Under my feet, the roots of the trees passed signals to each other, gathered and redistributed water, preparing the way for renewal. And though I couldn’t see or feel that conversation, watching the same trees every day gave me a sensitivity to it, an awareness of that unfolding mystery that I could think about, but never fully witness or understand. All around me, even in busy, dense Britian, wild, uncontrolled life marked out its own rhythms and purposes, and as I became 21attuned to it, I felt released from the confines of my own scant mind.

         I also had the space to notice the subtle shifts in my own body as the seasons changed, and the weather and light changed with them. My need for rest and sleep decreased as the days got longer and warmer, and the spring days, which felt illuminated, glowing with a licked-clean brightness, made me want to walk, and stretch and move. My attention in the soft, candle-blue days of late winter had been inward, contained and thoughtful. I wanted to read long novels, run over ideas carefully, consider things slowly, take my time. As spring shot like adrenaline into the shivering green world around me, my attention became speedier, dizzier; I bounced from one idea to the next, picking up multiple books of poetry and reading them all at the same time, messaging my friends, who I missed achingly, with jokes and schemes and long strings of kisses. Despite my deep anxieties about those I cared for, despite my worries, being in Exmoor had connected me to the natural world in a way that I had craved for so long, not because it was the most ‘pure’ or untouched environment I’d ever been in (it wasn’t) – but because it had entered me into the shared experience of nature’s time. This was a time not defined by the orderly simplifications of clocks, calendars and work schedules, but a time which flowed out of, and was made by, the shifts and creations of the world itself.

         Sharing time in this way, being shaped and changed by it, gave me a vivid sense of the cycles and movements of the earth that were way beyond myself and my control, but that I was still a part of.22

         I felt small, but it was this smallness that allowed me to feel plugged into a richness that illuminated and enlivened me. It was as if a window had been smashed, and finally the air was rushing into my lungs. Ever since I had managed to come out of depression, it had been this feeling – being grounded in, and part of, a capacious world – that I had been searching for. Of course, I am far from the only person to feel the richness of a connection to the nonhuman world. The shift of the seasons, materially, physically and spiritually, has shaped the human experience since humanity first existed, and there is nothing odd in us being as affected by the movements of weather and of time as any fox, wolf or bumblebee. The experience I had on Exmoor is, in a way, as commonplace as any you could imagine. What is strange is that this form of wild encounter has become, or is becoming, rarer and rarer. So rare, in fact, that, before that time in Devon, I had barely ever experienced it.

         Yet I couldn’t stay in Exmoor, and despite the potency of my experience there, I didn’t want to. I needed to have my own life, to do what I could to care for my family, my friends and my community. Eventually, as the pandemic eased, I would need to return to work in person. But what I learnt then, and what continued to strike me as I went back to the city, was the power that exists in rooting oneself into the natural cycles which shape and define our world. Observing the beauty of nature was one thing, but entering its shifts in this way, feeling the tug of each phase of the moon on the bubbling waves, the lip of the light extending ever further with each sunrise, was different. Until this point, time had felt like something I was subject to, rather than part of. I had to finish my work ‘on time’, I had to look through my calendar to try and ‘find time’ for socialising and leisure, 23I had to ‘make up for lost time’. But wild time felt entirely different – instead of time being a force that exerted control over people and beings, this form of time seemed to come from those beings; they created it, through their growth, their migrations, their births and deaths. Time was born from the rising of the sun, and the shifts of the seasons, and the movements of my own body, and so, there was no ‘just in time’ or ‘out of time’ – there was only a shared chronology that moved with those changes, that went with us and came from us. None of our times were the same, but they all worked together, infinitely complicated rhythms setting the teeming world in motion.24
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         I returned to my flat in the city, and to work in person; to the intensity of daily urban living. I knew that making sure that I took opportunities to visit wild areas and rural spaces was important, that doing so would help me feel less stressed and tightly wound, yet these visits still left me unsatisfied. They interrupted the structure of my usual movement through time, but they didn’t redirect it. These short trips were snapshots of the natural world, not immersions within it. How could I connect with wild time over a weekend or a week off, one eye on my emails, burnt out from travel and work, disconnected from the subtlety of the rhythms unfolding in the soil or the land? I still loved these experiences, but it was painful to feel the stark difference between my previous engagement with wild time and my daily routine of capitalist time, tangled up in rhythms and structures that were not my own.

         Commuting between one city and another (one where my job is, the other where my friends and family are), I find myself settled in neither, my life seemingly a long tunnel of delayed trains, of midnight arrivals, bags never fully unpacked. I am never free at the right moments, never fully in a situation or an event, always passing through. At the same time, I know how lucky I am to have an interesting job, to be able to teach and talk about literature, which I love. But I am fraying. Outside my window, the weather changes, hot sun turns to cloud, rain drums its hands 28against the glass, and I barely notice. The rushing, pressing shape of my time has begun to numb me to everything happening beyond my own head. The writer and editor Akshi Singh contrasts the ‘different rhythm of living’ available to her in the Christmas break from her academic job, where she can stretch every day, and go ‘for walks in the sharp winter air’, to her usual routine, where she’s weighed down by the stress of ‘worries about migration or the relentless burden of university work’. During the slower rhythm of her break, she is able to ‘become conscious of something [she] had lost’ during her normal working life:

         
            I had lost the ability to see the world around me in its detail and texture, the ways in which grass silvered in the cold… the elation in the swoop of a crow’s flight, or the cosy way in which pigeons fluffed their feathers on windowsills… and just as the surface and textures of the world felt eroded, so too did language, reduced as it was to some joyless arithmetic of means and ends.

         

         When time is constricted, through the stress of capital’s formulas, and, in Singh’s case, the extremity of its inequality, it becomes impossible to fully feel the delicate details of the material world, and to respond to it in language that is capacious and creative. We are trapped, worn away, left with only ourselves.

         Robert Frost, in his poem ‘After Apple-Picking’, writes of how the repetitive movements of harvesting slip into his dreams: ‘Magnified apples appear and disappear,/Stem end and blossom end.’ Stressed and distracted, my dreams were now filled with my own horribly prosaic harvest – the endlessly scrolling blue grids of my phone calendar, appointments and reminders flashing through my unconscious, muffling the deeper dreamwork 29of the mind. Talking with my partner about potentially moving out of our mould- and damp-afflicted flat, I find myself in floods of tears. After his gentle questioning, I am able to admit with embarrassment that I’m crying because nowhere we are talking about moving will have skies dark enough for me to see the stars at night. It feels hopeless, and a little silly, but I cannot help the tears, and I cannot help the ache of wishing for the night sky; the way it changes and transforms, the way true night makes the daylight truer also, time unfolding above and below. This desire to see the stars is real, but it also represents something deeper: the loss of my ability to attentively connect with the material world around me, to feel myself inside the beat of time, alive to it.

         The answer to all this might seem obvious – drop out, move into the wild, change everything. But though my life was relatively privileged and safe, I couldn’t just move to a rural area (my job would not follow me there, nor would my friends or family). And even if I did, and could somehow manage such a life shift, most people would never be able to – the pressures of work, poverty, immigration status, illness, care and responsibility make that infinitely complicated. Just being in a rural area wasn’t, of course, going to be enough anyway. It won’t mean much to be surrounded by forests and hills if you have to spend most of your time driving to a job with long hours and bad conditions, or worrying about poor accommodation and cold. It is not just about what place we are in, but how we might be able to interact with that place. I wasn’t interested in a solo escape, but in experiencing a shared and renewed contact with natural wildness and unpredictability. And, I suspected, if we could do this, we might not only improve our own lives, but begin to shift our society’s destructive relationship with the natural world at large – finding 30new forms of relation and balance. As the writer Rebecca Solnit says: ‘We need to leave the age of fossil fuel behind, swiftly and decisively. But what drives our machines won’t change until we change what drives our ideas.’ To change how our society works, to ‘leave the age of fossil fuel behind’, means changing our ideas, because without doing so, our actions will never truly transform. It means changing the ways in which we think about our relationships with the nonhuman world – no longer seeing it as a resource to extract and use, or an ideal to romanticise, but instead attempting to resonate with, and connect with, its difference, its power and its agency.

         As I was feeling sorry for myself on the train, picking at the holes in my tights, coughing in the sticky air full of the breath of other commuters, I was also feeling lost. I had been writing for years about environmental issues, climate grief, our failure to respect the environment and the natural world. I knew that we had to change what ‘drives our ideas’. What I didn’t know was how to begin confronting and challenging the way that capital was constantly severing, or attempting to sever, our connection to the otherness of the natural world. Because how could we ever expect the damaging way that humanity treated nature to change if our relationship with nature was so distanced and so unwell? How could we excite people about protecting nature if they couldn’t feel what it meant to them, and what its value was? Nature wasn’t a pill you could take with one session of ‘forest bathing’. It was, is, a connection, an interaction with that which is not us, that which we can never fully own, control or define.

         It can be easy to think that the effect of capitalism on our relationship with the natural world has been mainly material. After 31all, it’s industrial capitalism that led to the explosion of fossil-fuel emissions which have caused climate change, it’s industrial capitalism that spews plastic into the seas, destroying habitats; fells trees in the rainforest; turns wild ecosystems into the unbroken sameness of arable land, their biodiversity destroyed. It is industrial capitalism that expands car-filled cities, and which makes it more difficult for those in urban areas to access rural landscapes, as the borders of the urban spread ever wider. No wonder many people, especially in the West, feel cut off from nature, when real wildness has never been physically more distant.

         But I think there is something too simple in this vision, which takes in the destruction of the physical aspects of the nonhuman world, but doesn’t consider that the loss for us as human beings is more than physical loss – it is emotional and spiritual loss also. Of course, environmental collapse puts us all in great material danger – and for many, especially in Indigenous communities and those in the global south, that danger has already arrived. It threatens our livelihoods, our homes and our lives, through drought, famine, floods and fires. Yet our losses are not only material. We are also being pulled painfully out of sync with nature’s rhythms, what I had begun to understand as the shape of wild time, time that flows from the natural world, rather than enforced or invented human structures.

         Our connection to, and intimacy with, the natural world is not fostered only by physical proximity – rather, I came to think of a connection to the natural world as something that has its own particular rhythm, that flows with the movement of the environment we are in. This rhythm and its structure will be different for every place, depending on that location’s unique weather 32patterns, seasons and ecosystems. This rhythm, this web of time, beats underneath the seemingly controlled organisation of capital. To understand this, it can be useful to contrast the linear and rigid Western approach to time with one where temporality emanates from the natural world. Sociologist Mike Donaldson evokes such a temporality in his description of an Aboriginal Australian experience of time:

         
            Daily time was marked by daybreak, sunrise, morning, midday, afternoon, late afternoon, sunset, evening and night. Time could be and was counted by sleeps, moons, phases of the moon and by seasons. Seasons were marked by religious ceremony, by temperature, winds and weather; by the appearance and disappearance of particular people and groups of people; the arrival of certain blossoms, plants, insects, birds, fish, animals, each according to their locality. Was the return of the peewee birds the harbinger of the wet season’s end, was it the end of the wet season which brought the birds, or was it the journey of the appropriate people to the place of the lily roots, which prompted one or the other or both? Aborigines continuously created the cycle of time.

         

         Here we get the sense of a community participating in a deeply local, shared experience of time – a time that is not planned in advance, but which exists as a product of, and a response to, dynamic changes and shifts in the material world. This is wild time – time that grows out of mutual interaction, not human imposition – an act of shared creation between all living things, flexible, porous and generative. Underneath the calendar, underneath the five-day working week and the financial quarters and the tax years and the ticking clocks, there is this mysterious 33time, a time that belongs to, and flows from, place and the natural world. Wild time exists on multiple levels at once, shaped by huge planetary movements, as the earth turns around the sun and seasons rise and fall, and by the tiny movements of hyper-local spaces and places, the return of the ‘peewee birds’, the growth of a new flower. Each form of time coexists with the other, creating an infinite temporal tapestry, a wild time that is actually billions of times working together, changing together, bringing the present into being.

         Within Indigenous communities, such as the Aboriginal community Donaldson discusses, there’s a huge diversity of thought in terms of time and how it’s understood. However, many Indigenous understandings share crucial commonalities that challenge the rigid linearity familiar from Western culture. Writing about concepts of time, scholar Medes Malaihollo suggests that many Indigenous peoples:

         
            …perceive time in a circular manner where past, present and future are all ‘one’. Due to their special relationship to their ancestral lands, these communities have been able to create complex methods that are connected to features of the earth and the environment in which they live… For the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders in Australia, time is… perceived as something more complex than only clocks and calendars… past, present and future are all connected in the concept ‘everywhen’ in the Aboriginal way of life. In that way, time is not rigid but flexible; it shifts according to one’s needs and what happens in the environment in which one lives… A similar perception of time can be found in Māori culture, which is based on survival from the natural environment…The Māori word for past (mua) 34also means ‘in front’, making the Māori concept of time opposite to a linear perspective of time… Indigenous Peoples view circularity as an essential component to their understanding of the world and its operation.

         

         Challenging rigid linearity will therefore always mean becoming a student of Indigenous philosophies of and approaches to time, and their radical differences from Western concepts; in these traditions, time is often understood as emerging from the complex and intersecting relationships of nature, people and place.

         Indeed, the diversity of non-Western traditions’ approaches to time helps us to see how contingent and constructed the concept of Western linear time truly is. Despite what we are encouraged to believe, linear time is far from the ‘standard’ position, and when we delve into the multiplicity of chronological approaches across the globe, alongside their unique contexts and cultural structures, this becomes starkly clear. An example of this is provided by the Kenyan theological scholar John Mbiti, whose research with local communities took place primarily in East Africa. Mbiti notes that in these ‘traditional’ societies, ideas of linear time and the future are not engaged with in forms the West would be familiar with:

         
            The linear concept of time in western thought, with an indefinite past, present and infinite future, is practically foreign to [sic] African thinking. The future is virtually absent because events which lie in it have not taken place, they have not been realized and cannot, therefore, constitute time… Actual time is therefore what is present and what is past. It moves ‘backward’ rather than ‘forward’; and people set their minds not on future 35things, but chiefly on what has taken place… Time has to be experienced in order to make sense or to become real. A person experiences time partly in his own individual life, and partly through the society which goes back many generations before his own birth. Since what is in the future has not been experienced, it does not make sense; it cannot, therefore, constitute part of time… events or phenomena which constitute time are reckoned or considered in their relation with one another and as they take place. For example, the rising of the sun is an event which is recognized by the whole community. It does not matter
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