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Through time we understand and represent ourselves 
in the world. Time informs the ways in which we 
articulate our sense of self, the ways in which we 
conceptualize our origins and possible futures in rela
tion to others. In addition, it has been a critical element 
in how anthropologists constitute their object. 

The past decades have seen an increase in anthropo
logical interest in time, particularly in relation to the 
past (Antze and Lambek 1996), to historiography 
(Palmie 2002), and memory and remembering (Argenti 
and Schramm 2010; Bloch 1998; Connerton 1989; 
2009; Fabian 2007, see also the 1993 Etnofoor issue on 
Herinneren en Vergeten). In this issue of Etnofoor, we 
want to explore some of the ways anthropologists think 
about and research time today. 

Even this very short overview of recent work in 
anthropology suggests that time itself is not timeless. 

Notions of time vary not only within anthropological 
theory, but also more generally depending on the 
cultural context and the historical moment. The present 
age of post-industrial globalization and rapid techno
logical change, for example, has its own dynamics of 
how people perceive time. 

In this issue, the authors embrace the understanding 
that time is not a given, but rather it is constantly in the 
making. John Bender and David E. Wellbery propose 
one way of understanding time's constructedness, 
indeed its fabrication, by introducing the concept of 
chronotypes: 'models or patterns through which time 
assumes practical or conceptual significance' (1991 : 3). 
As the term 'construction' implies, these distinct types 
of temporality are an ongoing process; they are 
constantly adapted and transformed according to 
multiple individual, social, and cultural circumstances 
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and purposes, converging, interacting, or conflicting 
with each other. Consequently, chronotypes have their 
own histories as well as their own localities. In contrast 
to the modern paradigm of 'universal time', anthro
pologists understand time as a creation in itself, one 
that is not necessarily shared, and lived, by everyone in 
any culture or society. Objective time clashes with 
subjective time, Mircea Eliade's (1959) pagan cyclical 
time diverges from Hebreo-Christian linear time, Jack 
Goody's (1979, 1987) discontinuity in oral cultures is 
overwritten by precise temporal framing in written 
master narratives. Others argue for an understanding 
of 'multiple timings or of clocks running simultane
ously ... asynchronously produced by physical circum
stance, historical events, social placement, and the 
expectations of family or communal units' (Bender and 
Wellbery 1991: 11). 

The contributions in this issue of Etnofoor take the 
constructedness of time as a point of departure to 
examine several themes characterizing the social 
production of specific chronotypes. One such recurring 
theme is the materiality of time. People's experience of 
time and the way in which time is imagined depends to 
a large extent on the material forms through which 
time is represented and made palpable. Goodwyn
Hawkins, for example, examines the ways in which a 
sense of continuity and rupture with relation to the 
past, present and the future is sedimented, or indeed 
woven into the landscape in Northern England. Here, 
social and economic changes, from industrialism 
towards a post-industrial society, become part of a 
fabric of the landscape as people grapple with new 
social and economic roles. Similarly, Sutherland shows 
how a re-vision of the past and a utopian vision of the 
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future in Benin rely on a geographical realignment of 
the African and American continents that is more than 
merely symbolic. Indeed, it may have very concrete 
consequences for the ways Beninese society is organ
ized politically. De Witte, too, shows how notions of 
the future among Ghanaian charismatics draw heavily 
on material wealth to construct an image of the future. 
Materiality, including place, is thus understood to be an 
essential part in the construction of chronotypes. 

How anthropologists conceptualize time hinges on 
an understanding of the technologies of time. In 
anthropology, time reckoning has for a good part been 
concerned with the material means of reckoning time 
(c£ Munn 1992), such as calendars, clocks, or seasonal 
rituals. This approach is underscored by the authors in 
this issue, but they extend it beyond these classical 
technologies of time, including landscapes, dreams, 
computers, geodesic domes, and the spirit of neoliber
alism. Although they do not focus on the technologies 
of time measurement as such, the authors explore how 
technological change informs a changing perception of 
time. Whereas Goodwyn-Hawkins looks at how tech
nological change in industrial production informs the 
ways in which people create senses of time, both 
Sutherland and De Witte look at how experiences of 
the divine relate to changing modes of production in 
West Africa, thereby creating new senses of both 
historical and spiritual time. Zandbergen looks at the 
ways in which the silicon-based technologies of the 
U.S. Bay Area created a sense of acceleration, but at the 
same time elicited the pursuit of utopian 'organic' socie
ties in which humans and machines increasingly merge. 

Technology is one of the main ingredients in many 
brands of futurology. The future has long been a 



(perhaps implicit) interest in anthropology. In addition 
to the classic example of cargo cults, research on poverty, 
development, HIV / AIDS, land use, demography, social 
and economic inequality, religious fundamentalism and 
processes of inclusion and exclusion have also been 
central future-oriented themes in anthropology. This 
could be termed anthropology's own futurology, even 
as these studies analyze how different people in 
different places and different times do or do not 
conceive of the future. As the authors in this issue show, 
a sense of the future is inextricably linked with a sense 
of the past. As a consequence, memory plays a central 
role in all of the contributions. Goodwyn-Hawkins 
finds a kind of nostalgia for the good old times among 
the former textile workers in Northern England. 
Sutherland examines how utopian notions of diaspora 
rely on a realignment of the past. In De Witte's case, 
the past must even be renounced in order to make room 
for a bright, prosperous future. And Zandbergen shows 
how Bay Area techno-geeks have developed their own 
brands of futurology using the latest high-tech means, 
both in terms of computers and spirituality. 

The contributions in this issue push anthropological 
thought about time in new directions. They look at the 
diversity of 'prototypical cultural forms within which 
time assumes significance' (Bender and Wellbery 1991: 
3), and through their new material deal with notions 
that have long engaged anthropologists. Since time 
immemorial, for example, people across the world have 
reflected on the end of time in a variety of ways. Doom 
scenarios figure prominently in many religious 
doctrines, whether as biblical apocalypse or as the 
advent of various prophets and messiahs. Eschatolog
ical preoccupations have informed philosophical trea-

tises, science fiction, and all kinds of futurology. An 
idea of the end of time, in other words, is as old as the 
idea of time itself 

Yet in our age of global warming, a general sense of 
the end of time is acquiring a new kind of urgency. 
Alarming news about melting ice caps, rising sea levels, 
and environmental crisis are accompanied by celebra
tions of the apocalypse in popular culture, such as 
recently in Roland Emmerich's gloomy film 2012 or 
Lars van Trier's Melancholia. We are frightened by 
millennium bugs threatening to destroy our data, and 
get excited by Twitter-spread frenzies of the imminent 
Rapture. Although many of these predictions prove 
false, other fears are realized in the terrorist attacks on 
New York's Twin Towers, tsunamis, or nuclear disasters. 
In politics as well, apocalyptic visions of the end of 
democracy, the fall of Western economic dominance, or 
the end of ' Christian civilization' have gained ground. 

Of course, anthropology has its own tradition of 
conceptions and discursive uses of time. The interroga
tion of how such chronotypes have influenced the way 
anthropology constitutes its object and reinforces 
difference (Fabian 2002) was an important interven
tion in rethinking the discipline. In the early twenty
first century, what has the impact of this self-critique 
been, and how has it been developed further? 

The contributions in this issue engage with the 
question of time, both within and beyond anthropo
logical epistemology. They seek to both understand 
and situate historically the resurgent senses of time, 
asking what this means for the way in which different 
people in the present age understand themselves and 
the world according to changing notions of time. How 
does a sense of the end of time correspond to the belief 
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in utopias and the future? How do we understand 
ourselves and the world in relation to a sense of finite
ness? What solutions are we offered, what ways out? 
And how do we style, communicate, and mediate 
chronotypes such as the end of time? 

We have also included a photo essay showing a 
selection of Pieter Hugo's series Permanent Error. The 
photographs clearly move beyond the issue of time per 
se, but they speak to the other contributions in inter
esting ways. For one, the dumping area for electronic 
waste that forms the background for some of the 
photographs is actually the back side of the Interna
tional Central Gospel Church De Witte talks about in 
her contribution. This link is certainly more than coin
cidental, because without undue drama it quite matter
of-factly problematizes relationship between a celebra
tion of material wealth on the charismatic-religious 
front stage, and the acrid back stage on which it hinges. 

Indeed, this dynamic transcends the local Ghanaian 
context, pointing to the interrelations of a global 
economy in which the machines of the Bay Area - a 
central ingredient of an acceleration of time Zand
bergen examines - continue their social lives in a 
garbage dump of global proportions. Although their 
appearance as well as the time regimes they engender 
may have changed between the drawing boards of the 
Bay Area and the garbage dump in Accra, they are 
nonetheless linked through global transfers and circula
tions. Hence the photo essay provides another view on 
the multiple facets of technological change Zandbergen 
as well as Goodwyin-Hawkins discuss in their contri
butions. The photo essay seemed to us both an elegant 
conclusion to this issue of Etnofoor, as well as a thought
provoking inspiration for future lines of inquiry. 
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We hope you enjoy the variety of approaches to 
Time suggested in this issue of Etncfoor. 
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