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SAVING TIME

A Buddhist perspective on the end

David R. Loy

Each culture believes that every other space and time is an approximation

to or perversion of the real space and time in which it lives.
(Mumford, 1934)

What is the ‘real space and time’ in which our culture lives? A hundred years ago
it would have been easier to say, but the twentieth century has complicated things.
In its early years relativity theory displaced the Newtonian _umnm%.mg of space and
time as empty formal containers. At the other end of the century, postmodernism
has shattered our linear future-orientation: the self’s modernist alienation has
given way to a fragmentation which releases our subjectivity from the intention-
alities that used to focus it, encouraging a more fluid and multiple sense of
personal and social identity.

This collapse of linearity would seem to imply the timelessness of simultaneity,
but that has not meant freedom from time: time — or the lack of it — has become
more of a problem for most of us. The dissolution of linear temporality is linked
with accelerated ephemerality and a widespread increase in insecurity and
anxiety, contributing a ‘manic’ quality to much of public and private life. A ‘time-
compression’ effect means we experience ourselves as having less time to do the
things we need or want to do. I am surely not the only contributor to this volume
to notice the not-always-amusing irony in wondering when I could find the time
to write this essay. A 1992 survey by the National Recreation and Park Associa-
tion found that 38 per cent of Americans report ‘always’ feeling rushed, up from
22 per cent in 1971. Lou Harris polls have shown a 37 per cent decrease in
Americans’ leisure time over a twenty-year period, leading him to assert that
‘Time may have become the most precious commodity in the land’ (Levine,
1997: 107). But what if commodifying time is itself the problem?

Some see the comparison as nostalgia for a more leisurely past that never was.

While Juliet Schor (1992) and A.R. Hochschild (1997) have argued that
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DAVID R. LOY

Our contemporary preoccupation with the tension between linear time and
postmodern time serves to distract us from what, historically, has been a far more
important understanding of time. In traditional societies, including the
premodern West, space and time are religious in their basic structure. Instead of
being some neutral, Cartesian-like grid for mapping the affairs that happen in this
world, spatiotemporal schemas provide the sacred patterns that give meaning to
the affairs of this world. This much is generally known, but I want to go further
by suggesting that that is still the case today, for space and time are essentially
religious in the functionalist sense that such schemas cannot help embodying our
most basic understanding of what the world is and how we should live in it. From
this perspective, space-time compression is a late stage (the last stage?) in the
failure of ‘secular’ time, in which its inability to provide an adequate schema of
meaning for our lives becomes evident. The future-directedness of linear time
provided that meaning by promising fulfilment in the future: originally in the
millennarian End of Time with the return of Christ, which was imminent; later,
in the Enlightenment promise to remake society and nature until they fulfil our
desires. Today our inability to respond adequately to the many environmental
crises, among other things, signifies the collapse of our collective faith in the
future. If the future cannot save us any more, the solution we seek can no longer
be located there. Now our time is truly hollowed out into a meaningless
continuum. But if time always has a religious function, such eviscerated
temporality is best understood as nihilistic, because signifying our inability to
discover any meaning to individual or collective life in the world.

This of course challenges the distinction we normally assume between the
religious orientation of traditional societies and the secularity of modern Western
civilisation. So 1 shall begin by attempting to deconstruct that duality, by
employing a category derived from Buddhism. As is well known, the concept of
anatta ‘no-self’ is essential to Buddhist teachings, but to make sense of it we must
relate it to an even more important concept: dukkha, usually translated as
‘suffering’ yet better understood as frustration or unhappiness. The four truths
into which Sakyamuni often summarised his teachings revolve around this
concept: life as dukkha, the cause of that dukkha, the end of dukkha, and the path to
end dukkha.

Elsewhere (Loy, 1996) I have argued that today we can use the psychoanalytic
understanding of repression to help us understand anatta and dukkha. Then anatta
implies that our primary repression is not sexual wishes (as Freud thought), nor
even death fears (as many existential psychologists think) but awareness of non-
self — the intuition that ‘[ am not real’ - which we become conscious of (the
‘return of the repressed’) as a sense of lack infecting our empty core. The death-
repression emphasised by existential psychology transforms the Oedipal complex
into what Norman Brown calls an Oedipal project: the attempt to conquer death
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DAVID R. LOY

summarises the matter brilliantly: time is ‘a schema for the expiation of guilt’,
which in my Buddhist terms becomes: time originates from our sense of lack and
our futile attempts to fill in that lack. In sum, the temporality we live in is the
canvas we erect before us on which we paint the dreams that fascinate us, because
they offer the hope of filling up our sense-of-lack. It is not the only way that
humans have tried to resolve their /lack, but it has been a very important part of
our way.

Then the collapse of the future (‘progress’) means our lack is losing the
projects whereby it hoped to become real, with some drastic consequences. One
is our increasing distractability: various addictions both physical and mental
become more compulsive. Another, probably more relevant for most of the
people who read this essay, is a heightened anxiety that feels compelled to do
more things more quickly, to bury itself in its projects. In this latter case, our
collective sense of increasing time-pressure reflects the increasing burden of our
lack without the space-time schema that previously enabled us to objectify it and
thus get a handle on it. On this account, space-time compression should be
understood as part of a more general social crisis of meaning.

This lack approach to time enables us to understand what otherwise seems so
peculiar about the temporality of many non-Western cultures and shows how our
own neutral space-time continuum evolved ‘out of’ such a different temporality.
It may also help us better understand the contemporary (Western) crisis of time
and social meaning and — perhaps — offer ways of resolving it.

Non-Western Time

In prehistoric times, and in primitive societies until well into this cen-
tury, the supernatural and the passage of time as represented by the

yearly cycle were so closely linked that they were virtually m:&mmzm&mv.
able.

(Thompson, 1996: 4)

Not only the yearly cydle, for it is no exaggeration to make the same claim about
the measurement of time generally: it is ‘inextricably bound up with belief in the
supernatural’ (Thompson, 1996: 3), since time is not a contentless container but
essential to the way that most traditional societies try to bring this world into
harmony with a higher one. According to this approach, our lack is due to their
disharmony (or the threat of it), and the solution is not time as empty continuum
but time as pattern to be renewed or re-enacted. In contrast to our linear
succession of cause-and-effect events, this is an associative temporality in which
history and cosmology are inseparable, for time and what happens in time are not
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DAVID R. LOY

The Aztecs were even more devoted to the sun, for all their festivals were
preoccupied with paying their ‘debt’ to it by supplying the essential energy that
would keep it on its course. Only by fuelling the sun with enough of life’s vital
fluid — blood — could they maintain the balance of powers among the cosmic
forces that would keep the world from being destroyed again. The primary
responsibility of the state was ensuring that there were enough sacrifices,
providing a social mission that we can hardly admire but must understand: for in
this manner the Aztecs, like the Maya, did not distinguish time from meaning,
since the nature of their time determined the nature of their Jack and what they
needed to do to overcome it.

The parallel holds for spatiality. The Aztecs, like most other non-modern
civilisations including pre-Copernican Europe, understood themselves to be
living at the centre of the universe, and this was no mere conceit for them. Their
axis mundi was the Templo Major, which faced west towards the setting sun, the
most propitious position to receive the sacrifices that would maintain that deity
on his course. For these pre-Columbian American cultures, as with many
premodern peoples, each of the four cardinal directions had its own sacred
meaning; and due to the sun the primary axis was east—west rather than our
north—south. One does not need to go back very far to find such resonances in
Western culture: many of the earliest New World maps place east at the top; and
in addition so too the etymology of ‘orientation’, one of its old meanings being
that part of the church one looks at when viewing the altar from the nave —
traditionally east. ‘So there are religious roots to our cardinal directions, and each
of the compass points is tied to the pagan art of sun worship buried deep in our
past’ (Aveni, 1995: 263—4).

In contrast, the Chinese emperor, who was believed to be the terrestrial
complement of the immovable celestial pole, aligned his palace and city precisely
in a north-south direction, which made them symmetrical and harmonious with
the heavens; as with the pre-Columbians, however, each of the cardinal directions
had its own symbolic colour, bird and season. Although this sacrality of space (or
time) is not so prominent a theme in Buddhism, the Tibetan tangka of tantric
Buddhism emphasises spatial relationships by placing different Buddhas (with
different consorts, colours, etc.) in different directions; for example, Amida (and
his paradise) are in the west. I am sure that each reader will be able to supplement
this with other examples that come to mind. The prima facie notion that Chinese

fengshui must be silly derives directly from our modern presumption that space,
like time, is homogeneous and neutral, yet a survey of other cultures reveals this
to be a minority opinion. The more common view throughout history is that
space, like time, is infused with significance because different places and
directions require different responses from us; to fulfil our spiritual role in the
cosmos we must discriminate between them. From this perspective, the most
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DAVID R. LOY

None of the above is very surprising in itself, but the important thing is to read
it in the light of what was said earlier about non-Western time: contrary to the
linear cause-and-effect continuum that we tend to project back upon our ancient
world as well, our origins reveal the same associative temporality which does not
distinguish between cosmos and history, between time and what happens in time,
for there too time is not a homogeneous continuum but a meaning-providing
pattern to be re-enacted. The ancient Mediterranean (‘the middle of the earth’)
world was not very concerned about determining the timing of one historical
event by relating it to another; that presupposes our anachronistic belief in an
objective and universal time-continuum in which everything can be situated. So
we should not be surprised that the first clocks we know of, such as the Tower of
the Winds in Athens, were not so much efforts to measure time as models of the
cosmos constructed to represent and celebrate the beauty and simplicity of
heavenly motion (Aveni, 1995: 92).

Perhaps that helps us understand the extraordinary fascination of the first wave
of cathedral clocks in the high middle ages: they symbolised the divine structure
of time. The medieval Christian mind too did not yet conceive of history as our
continuous chain of cause and effect. As Auerbach puts it, ‘the here and now is no
longer a mere link in an earthly chain of events, it is simultaneously something
which has always been, and will be fulfilled in the future; and, strictly, in the eyes
of God, it is something eternal, something omnitemporal, something already
consummated in the realm of fragmentary earthly event’ (1968: 64). Describing
the monastic origins of our clock-time, David Landes emphasises how the first
clocks had the effect of creating

‘only one time, that of the group, that of the community. Time of rest,
of prayer, of work, of meditation, of reading: signaled by the bell, meas-
ured and kept by the sacristan, excluding individual and autonomous
time.” Time, in other words, was of the essence because it belonged to
the community and to God; and the bells saw to it that this precious, in-
extensible resource was not wasted.

(1983: 68, quoting Albert d’Haenens)

But the notion that time is a resource is an anachronism that describes our attitude,
not theirs, for it detracts from the essential point that time was God’s and should
be used to glorify Him (which is why usury was immoral: it profited from using
something — time — that belonged only to God).

In sum, medieval time largely retains the non-Western non-duality between
cosmology and history, between meaning and temporality — with one important
difference. For the Maya and the Aztecs, the end of time, which Bmmg occur
without their laborious efforts, would be the greatest possible catastrophe; for
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DAVID R. LOY

science; from a lack perspective, however, the continuity between them is more

important. The medieval search for spiritual wisdom included an attempt to .
losoph

understand the workings of God in the natural world. How does nature manifest of
of an absolute

God’s mind and will? How do its phenomena embody his ‘signature’? And, most ong them, vag
importantly, what does this understanding of the world reveal about our role in
it, i.e., the meaning of our lives? Galileo’s insight turned out to be the revolu-

. ‘ . . . . > ‘ ires a God 2
tionary one: ‘the Book of Nature is written in mathematical symbols’ by ‘the ,

which also i
great Geometer’, so the key to its hidden laws is to be found by discovering the o onalso K

mathematical laws of the cosmos — laws that could not have been discovered

; s relati

without chronographs which ‘disassociated time from human events and helped o7 i return from objecti to event
; nt-

to create the belief in an independent world of mathematically measured - Zeneous continuum bt e to the o
B ; e 0

sequences’ (Mumford, 1934: 15).

i up: far from being a non-spiritu
The three most consequential scientific discoveries all involved a new under- :

ties of premodern cultures, the ev:
recently viewed as objective — the

standing of the meaning of space and/or time. Copernicus displaced us from the

centre of the universe, w_ﬁrocmr without z:moﬂwﬁms&bm this Bmwmmsmmmmao: in our s onave been :izm = g wmmmwo:m in its o
‘secular’ terms, since he viewed the sun as a spiritual being. Darwin’s theory did wnotton insofar as it remains essentially conn
much the same for our temporality: instead of being at the centre of a cosmic «~ to resolve our lack. Those projects
drama of fall and salvation, which provided the teleology of history, humankind wostanding our Jack has changed, but w]
was a late and mi&mdﬁw accidental result of the same _uwo_om.:.n& forces that i oss that fack. Inasmuch as the nozuwmm ]
produced every other species. “rt ot away to do that, our postmodern t

We usually see these discoveries as crucial to the development of our secular = viewed as nihilistic, For vmarm_um the fi

5,

- agreed way to get a handle on our g
and therefore our approach to resolving it: instead of being the crux of creation - where does that leave us today? Under

world, but they may also be viewed as simply displacing our understanding of lack AN

and history, our lack too is marginalised and its problematic shifted. We can no

<chemas does not in itself help us de
dv not need to ﬁ.o&?.m the sun to

orient ourselves by constructing som

_o:wﬂ. %ﬁm& to the structure of the cosmos for our salvation, but must work it SRS
out ourselves. The new space-time was abstract and homogenised, yet from this

perspective it is somewhat misleading simply to call it ‘secular’ or ‘objective’: “:27 mtations of postmodernity leave us
. . . . . . . = T ) i \.a BOH‘
rather, it provided us with a different kind of grid on which to work out our fack. «* aimit. Although time and space

oaimt g are so
S presumptuous to suppose we can alte
rules, we now had an infinite football field where we had to set up the goalposts P PP

In place of an intricate spiritual obstacle-course to be followed according to fixed

“rium seems a fitting occasion to wonder
and decide which way to run. SR €

This alternative perspective becomes clearer in the case of the third, and in

some ways the most important, scientific development: Newton’s mechanics,

which, by accounting for both terrestrial and heavenly motion with the same HOmmﬁm tim
gravitational laws, eliminated the need for anything more than a deistic Creator.
The Newtonian universe was self-sustaining and completely mechanical — with the " odd thing was, no matter how much tin
remarkable exception that it retained God in the wholly passive role of a .. «pare; in some mysterious way, it simpl
privileged observer. “The Deity endures for ever, and is everywhere present, and :ir<t. but then quite unmistakably, his days gr
by existing always and everywhere, He constitutes duration and space. ... [He is]a

Y g ¥ bAM P

being incorporeal, living, intelligent, omnipresent, who in infinite space as it were
in his sensory, sees the nE:mw themselves intimately, and ﬁroacmr? perceives
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