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The puzzle of time has always been of interest to man. It cannot seen and cannot be 
heard -  that is probably part of its mystery. Although it is not perceivable through our 
senses, we know about it. In fact, it is such an important organizing and administrative 
factor in our life -  and becoming more and more so in modernity -  that without some 
sense of time it is almost inconceivable to get along in this world. Philosophers, natural 
scientists and historians are often up against the problematology of time in the course of 
their studies, and it seems that this complex of questions is not regarded at all secondary 
by them; on the contrary, it takes a fundamental place in their attempts to find explana
tions for the main mysteries. Let us not forget about art either -  and particularly not 
about literature and the cinema. That is an area where the power and at the same time 
intangibility of time are in the focus of innumerable works.

The question of time and space is usually investigated in their interconnection. 
This is a custom 1 am going to divert from, concentrating from now on exclusively on 
“time”. Let me refer the reader interested in the history of concepts and semantics con
nected with space to Alexander Gosztonyi’s monograph (Gosztonyi, 1976).

Because of the differentiation in the course of the history of philosophy of the theme, 
the abstract question of “What is time?” is possible to approach from several angles. Despite 
possible overlapping, these thematologies are setting their own research orientations. This 
is also indicated by the fact that arguments and empirical findings cannot be transferred 
automatically from one to the other. In other words, one is dealing with different modes of 
thinking. Of course, the approaches listed below may be further broken down, but I think 
the categories arrived at find inclusion among the main thematologies to be discussed.

A. Time appears as a basic feature of nature in a number of studies. Here I am 
thinking not only of physics and mathematics, which in their description and interpreta
tion of natural phenomena developed a variety of time concepts, but also of biology 
which explores the relevance of time to the structure of nature. As Ilya Prigogine writes, 
“The distinction between the past and the future is prepostulated already in the simplest 
forms of life” (Prigogine, 1979, p. 220; and 1983, pp. 240-289). There are “internal clocks” 
operating in all living things which are set by cosmic events. Thus, these internal clocks 
adjust themselves continuously to the events in time of external nature. This is indispen
sable for orientation in the environment (Lorenz, 1981). The dimension of time was, 
however, not at all taken for granted as a subject of biological studies. It can be noted 
only starting with the 18th century (Jacob, 1970).



B. Another major area of the study of the problematology of time applies to research 
on subjective time. Works of art usually concentrate on this aspect with great sensibility. 
Differences in experiencing time and the development of concepts relating to time in the 
course of socialization are frequent topics in scientific studies as well. Let me refer here 
only to the work of Piaget (Piaget, 1955), a classic in this theme. Speed, movement and 
rhythm are directly observable in the everyday experience of time. It is often raised that 
theories which attempt to explain time through motion are wrong because the concept of 
time has already presupposed the concept of time (e.g. Luhmann, 1968, p. 7). This concept 
postulates that motion can only be taken as a measurable aspect between an interval in 
space and extent of time. On the other hand, Piaget called attention to the fact in childhood 
that it is not this that constitutes a measurable aspect for the development of a sense of 
speed, but the concept of speed includes also some reference to order; and thus he traced 
childhood intuition in regard to speed to the phenomenon of recurrence. It is a question, 
however, that what may be true from the point of view of individual psychology is also 
applicable to phenomena in social contexts (Rammstedt, 1975, pp. 47-48).

C. The above reference leads to the thematology of the social construction of time. 
This is an aspect where the connection of time perspectives with social roles and the 
images of the world as expressed by different strata and in different cultures is interest
ing; in this respect the relationship of time to the rules of human coexistence offers itself 
as a field of study. From the science of history to sociology, including social theory and 
comparative research on different cultures, a lot of people have studied this area. Of 
pioneer significance was Durkheim’s work who stressed the social character of time that 
cannot be reduced either to physical nature or to individuals. In his view, to understand 
the social dimension of time one has to study the collective symbols and images of society. 
In other words, social time is “outside” of the individual. This is, of course, not meant in 
the spacial sense but in the way that time imposes an external impact on the individual. 
In addition, let me stress another important momentum -  I think this is also reinforced 
by the studies of W horf- namely that Koselleck’s interpretation of historical time holds 
for the social context as a whole. He says that one cannot speak of historical time in the 
singular but only about historical times (Koselleck, 1979, pp. 10, 264-265). This means 
that researchers have to study the various social constructs of time, and the social con
text in which the researcher happens to live defines always only certain types of time 
concepts. As Gurewich puts it, “’Sense of time’ is not born with man; the time and space 
concepts of the individual are always defined by the culture to which he belongs” 
(Gurewich, 1974b, p. 26).

D. This fourth approach definitely differs from the previous three inasmuch as in 
those cases the basis for distinction lies in the different objective aspects (Nature, mental 
life of the individual, and degree of socialization) of differentiation, whereas in this case 
something else constitutes the basis. What this “something else” is, is, perhaps, best 
expressible -  only on a general level of indication -  by saying that it is a peculiar kind of 
reflection. I am thinking of the philosophical aspects of time. The philosophical inter
pretation of time was for a long time a kind of substitute to contain all the problems 
which then gradually became promoted into special fields of enquiry. As a result of this 
differentiation, by our century the subject of reflection was research and its results in the
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philosophical consideration of time, or the research findings already produced in one of 
the already specialized areas, formulating it in more general terms and with greater va
lidity. That was what Bergson did when he responded to the transition in physics point
ing from Newton’s reversible time to Gibbs’s irreversible time and which was then ex
pressed with more general validity by Heisenberg (Wiener, 1974, p. 86). Or else the 
question of time were researched independent of the thematology, of specialized fields, 
and the findings emphasized the very thing that cannot be grasped by the specialized 
sciences. Let me refer here above all to Heidegger, despite the fact that attention was 
called to the kinship between the ontological hypotheses of modern theoretical physics 
and Heidegger’s thoughts. However,

this is not to be considered a matter of interaction (WeizsScker, 1980, pp. 22-32).

*

Among the aspects sketched from here on, 1 expect to treat the social construction of 
time in greater detail. Emphasis on this problematology is justified by the fact that con
cepts of time historically and culturally differently affected not only the coexistence of 
people and their communication but -  through this very thing -  concepts were provided 
for putting the events of natural phenomena into the stream of time and for explaining 
this stream of time and for explaining this stream of time; whereas the framework in 
which the subjective experience of time generally occurred were similarly defined. But 
what is the philosophical approach? In this regard Norbert Elias, who went on with his 
research -  remaining for long in a manuscript form -  on the history of civilization which 
has become well-known in a broad scientific circle since the 1970s (Goudsblom, 1977, 
pp. 17-100), had some interesting things to say. The relevant studies were recently pub
lished in full length (Elias, 1983 and 1984) and among these works his remarks on time 
amount to a volume. In Elias’s view the traditional philosophical treatment of time 
worked with questionable paradigmatic hypotheses, despite the fact that it was based on 
sharply antagonistic positions.

According to one position time is an objective phenomenon free of human aspects, 
something that is not different from other manifestations of nature except that it is not 
perceivable. It was probably Newton who was the most prominent representative of this 
trend. According to the other position, on the other hand, time is a mode of seeing hap
penings together -  a mode that depends on the peculiar nature of human consciousness, 
or rather of human intellect, of the mind. And accordingly it precedes -  as a precondi
tion -  current human experience. In other words, this a priori nature of time means that 
time is independent of any knowledge that is at one’s disposal in society and cannot be 
mastered through learning but is an endowment. This is a position we wish to represent 
through Kant. Although the two approaches are divergent, they have the common epis
temological feature that both postulate a universal, self-repeating starting point, the 
beginning of cognition. The only question is whether the objective or the subjective has 
priority, when events become set in the current of time in our thinking. In other words, it 
is either the image of “external” things that is imprinted in people and their knowledge is 
based on this; or else people project the special experiences of their “internal” intellec-
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tual nature. In the idiom of this terminology the world is generally “outside”, whereas 
knowledge is “inside”. Thus, there is a definite gap between “external” and “internal”; 
and cognition begins when one pole bridges this gap on account of its dominance.

Elias, on the other hand -  in harmony with the fundamental tenets of his research 
on the theory of civilization (Elias, 1976. II. pp. 378-379.) -  applies the “sequence model”. 
This approach focuses perception not on the invariable beyond the variable world but 
“on the discovery of immanent structures and rules of change patterns; the discovery of 
the trend of change in the sequence of time (Elias, 1984, p. 105).” Human knowledge is 
the result of man’s long learning process that has no beginning. However inventive an 
individual is, he is building on an already existing store of knowledge, he is continuing 
that store of knowledge. Let us add to all this that the impossibility of localizing the 
beginning arises for two reasons: first, responding to knowledge always presupposes 
knowledge, there must have been something at the time of the beginning -  and if there is 
nothing, there is no beginning either; and, second, knowledge used in a given social 
group (or culture) does not begin when the people growing up in the given group begin 
to apply that body of knowledge.1 Therefore, it is a question whether the theories of 
action based on the individual are adequate. It is probably more correct to link the indi
vidual with the network of human communication. This probably holds even though we 
are making our knowledge of time the subject of investigation.

The same problematology of the beginning arises when Elias analyses various in
terpreters of Galileo. They argue whether Galileo developed the law of free-fall deduc
tively or inductively. These questions are absurd, Elias says, because “they presuppose 
that man is capable of thinking without prior observations -  or is capable of observing 
without prior thinking, ... that research begins either with thinking or with observation” 
(Elias, 1984, p. 87). In the same monograph Elias says: “In human development as we 
know it there is no zero point to real knowledge, on the other hand, there are gradations 
in which the grounds for knowledge in regard to reality are slight compared to the 
grounds for imagination” (Elias, 1984, p. 158).

*

Attempts to measure and define time
Once time is neither visible nor audible, is unperceivable by our senses, how can it be 
measured? Or it is probably not time per se that we measure but the relative lengths of 
socially standardized happenings. And we use recurring “sequence” models for this such 
as hours and minutes which render processes that are not directly comparable -  compa
rable directly. First, the sequence of natural phenomena were used as a standard basis of 
comparison. N. Wiener remarks that already the Babylonians knew that time is best 
measured by the course of the stars. And this approach was nurtured by the fact that “the 
future is in some ways a repetition of the past” (Wiener, 1974, p. 78). The use of natural 
phenomena as a measuring instrument was gradually replaced by measuring devices 
made by man. In 10th-12th century Europe the relatively exact sand-glass and water- 
clock (clepsydra) were not very wide spread and the sundials then used were unreliable. 
Thus, people lived in a world whose course they were not able to influence and were not
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even able to measure reliably. Block writes that “this period was completely indifferent 
in regard to time (Block, 1974. p. 161).” Clocks and other time measuring devices -  
whether man made or natural movements -  are simply specific mechanical movements 
or movements based on other physical phenomena which people used for their own 
subjective objectives as a means of orientation. Therefore, the development of time 
measuring devices is describable as the process of people learning orientation in the 
world in a way that became increasingly satisfactory for them.

In other words, clocks do not register time but have their own movements that we use 
as a means of orientation for defining the contents and duration of social activities. And 
this is a framework of reference for other sequences of change as well. That is why one can 
say that three factors are involved in time: man and various (at least two) changes (i.e. 
differences). The measurement of time is simply the fitting to each other of at least two 
phases of continuous changes. And in this sequence one serves as a measuring device for 
the other (or others). To make this possible, the duration of the units in the variables used 
as a framework of reference must be repetitive. Otherwise it could not be used for compari
son. These recurring happenings perceived as points of reference may be natural or bio
logical phenomena or social. A physical process which has often been chosen for a point of 
reference for time measuring devices gains its character as such only if in connection with 
its physical aspects it works also as a social symbol and as such becomes linked with the 
social circuit, with the communication network. All this suggests the interdependence of 
nature and society. After all, the measurement -  and awareness -  of time would not be 
possible without recurring processes in nature, though this is not enough in itself: becoming 
a social symbol is also necessary. The concept of time is simply not only the conceptual 
scanning of an objectively existing process. If that were the case, it would be very difficult 
to explain why the same processes are differently scanned in different cultures or in differ
ent periods within the same cultural continuum.2

For instance, sociologically these weeks and years are natural cycles but meaning
ful social orders. As Sorokin pointed out already in a book dated from 1943, not only 
getting up and going to sleep are linked to the sequences of light and darkness, but day 
and night provide a framework for other social activities as well. For instance, night 
suggests evil witches, crime, sex, and dreams, while daylight usually goes with produc
tive activity (Bergmann -  citing Sorokin -  1983, p. 482). Fixing in a more or less arbi
trary fashion a given position of the Sun as the starting and endpoint of a unit of social 
time, it gradually became possible to create a framework for human activity. The elabo
ration and acceptance of the timescale of centuries and millennia were similarly slow. 
This is a non-recurring time-scale which made possible for the living to place them
selves in the sequence of generations. This did not develop until such social units as the 
state and church assumed the character of long-term transition, and for keeping institu
tions in operational order it was essential to hold in mind the continuity of the said in
stitutions; in other words, it was essential to keep their past continuously in the present. 
The replacement of such a slowly developing timescale with a different one is certainly 
not free of problems. It is not free of problems only because traditions become attached 
to any time-scale already in use (e.g. days of religious and other rites), but also because 
no institution will easily give up its possible monopoly on the measurement of time. To
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be sure, such a monopoly means at the same time a monopoly over social activities. 
Although the time structure of social regimes is both presupposed and defined by the 
physical, biological, psychological and social environment, it does influence the forma
tions of the social structure on account of the normative force of the already accepted 
concept of time.3

*

The semantics of time
We have to distinguish between two main types of time concepts:

-  Structural aspects, that is concepts applying to units of change known to and 
used by people. Such are the order of concepts depending on years, months and days, 
which represent the regular and continuous sequence of various durations of time on a 
non-repetitive time-scale in such a way as to form a system that is clear and definite 
for the users.

-  Another type of time concepts are 1 inked to experience. These concepts refer to 
the various modes of experiencing the units mentioned in the other type. Such as, for 
instance, past -  present -  future, which stand for the relationship of a given “expe- 
riencer” to a sequence of changes (Elias, 1984, p. 47; WeizsScker, 1980, p. 112).

The older concepts of time, for instance, those based on the position of the Sun, 
were more concrete, they represented a more precise grade of the synthesis of particulars 
and reached the level of present generalizing concepts only slowly. In ancient times the 
question was not “what is the Sun and what is the Moon?”, but “what this or that con
stellation in the sky means for us”. The ability to distance our knowledge from its 
source, the ability to make distinctions which gives reliability to one’s knowledge and 
enables man to exert some control over events, is a result of very long-term learning.

The gradual separation between the physical and social aspects of time was con
nected with the absurd in the physical sciences. Nature appeared for Man as a well- 
ordered and more “real” something in comparison with the apparently less well-ordered 
and accidental social world. They thought of physical time as of something that has 
high-precision measurablity, whereas social time was considered less measurable. The 
questions of the theory of time were for a long time put up to theoretical physicists, and 
at the same time insufficient attention was devoted to research on social time.4

I mentioned that Elias spoke about a learning process with out a beginning and 
wanted to know with respect to this model time how the synthesis develops through 
which we learn about sequential events as things happening together or not happening 
together. For the human species learning capacity that transcends generations is char
acteristic, the ability to pass on experience in the form of knowledge. This also forms 
the basis for the slow expansion of the means for orientation. Time is a means of 
orientation created by man, which depends on the state of social institutions that rep
resent and convey time. Elias holds that the changes in these institutions and in the 
experiences they express is not accidental but structured. This is to be stressed be
cause Elias arrived at similar findings earlier in his civilization research as well 
(Elias, 1976. II. pp. 378-379).
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The term “time” applies to the inclusion in a possible referential framework of the 
positions and segments of a process of happenings moving along several continuums. The 
concept of time and time as a communicable social symbol carries an image that may be 
experienced, though not perceptible to the senses through the vehicle of such a perceivable 
something as, for instance, a calendar. That is why traditional epistemology concluded that 
time is not something that is independent of the individual. And yet, the concept of time 
and its definition is not invented by individuals in isolation but is something that people 
learn as they grow up and, by the same token, people learn about the linked institutions 
through this socialization process (supposing that they have grown up in a society where 
this concept and the institutions linked to it do exist). A child who grows up on a given 
code of civilization senses very soon the nature of time as an “impact from the outside”. If 
he does not learn to develop the corresponding internal compulsions whereby he is able to 
regulate his conduct, it will be almost impossible for him to behave as an adult in any given 
society. How all this takes place in the individual person depends on the contribution of the 
civilization process to the development of social acclimatization.

Time exists autonomously because it is independent of the individual person, 
though at the same time it is not independent of human society. This relative independ
ence is observable in the aspects of social organization and physical movements. As 
society is becoming increasingly complex, the need for co-ordination and synchroniza
tion is met by increasingly differentiated time concepts and time measuring devices.

Let us see what semantic sets have developed and became variegated to fulfil these 
requirements. Elemental difference which is expressed in the experience of time has 
assumed two distinct semantic forms. The first is the differentiation of “before and af
ter”, and the other is “past-present-future”. A bipolar and a tripolar approach. There are 
arguments about whether these two types of differentiation can be traced from each 
other (Bieri, 1972).

Apart from those two types, the differentiation of “now -  not now” and “steady 
motion and accelerated motion” must be mentioned. The various forms of time experi
ence received emphasis in different periods and became fitted into a more comprehen
sive consciousness of time.

Below I wish to sketch, strongly relying on Gurevich’s views, how this conscious
ness of time developed. (There will be further references to the historical changes in the 
sense of time in the concluding part of my paper.) Primitive consciousness grasped the 
world in its synchronic and diachronic fullness with a sense of simultaneity, in other 
words this conscience was “extratemporary”. According to this consciousness the events 
of past, present and future take place in a single plane. Time orientation applies only to 
the immediate future and the past directly behind. Events farther off are weakly co
ordinated and weakly integrated. In such a society time (and space) is not indifferent but 
a mysterious and powerful force which may be good or bad according to its sensual and 
emotional content. The ancient Greeks (similarly to the Chinese) already worked out a 
striking concept of time. This image of time became formulated in their myths and was 
cyclic because in these cultures people experienced the world as a mighty circle within 
which there was relative calm. The chronological sequences which organized everyday 
life met with the time of the myths on the occasions of rites and festivities and defined
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practical life through these coincidences. Ancient man was not able to transcend the 
natural environment and did not view himself as distinct from the natural medium. On 
the basis of the myths working to explain nature, for him everything was recurrence. 
Only the Roman historians constituted an exception as they seemed to have an under
standing of linearity. This resulted in a more differentiated approach to time. As Gure- 
wich writes: “A really precise distinction between past, present and future becomes 
possible only when a linear concept of time combined with recognition of irreversibility 
becomes dominant in social consciousness (Gurewich, 1974a, p. 34).” The irreversibility 
and linear nature of time -  which is natural for us -  is, however, only one view of time.

Christianity as it gained ground influenced the time concept. The fact is that Chris
tianity took over from Judaism the concept of linear and ceaseless time and comple
mented it by arranging time along with the central event of history, in other words, time 
prior and subsequent to the incarnation and agony of Christ. Despite the irreversibility of 
time the cyclic nature is preserved as one vast closed cycle as man returns to eternity. 
With the transition to Christianity cosmic sociological and ideological space also be
comes hierarchic. Religious concept strongly influenced sense of space. Medieval man 
“conceived of the world in its integrity and consequently did not consider its parts inde
pendent but only bits of the whole that bear the mark of the whole. Everything that exists 
suggests a central organizing principle, is part of a regulated hierarchy and adjusts har
moniously to other units in the cosmos (Gurewich, 1974b, p. 253).”

Finality, that is the progress of the world from the creation to eternity, worked for 
this harmony in people’s consciousness of time. Saint Augustine and Saint Thomas 
Aquinas considerably influenced the shaping of the time concept. The images of time 
that organized everyday life were not so differentiated. Similarly to ancient times the 
rhythm of nature remained definitive. The experience of the cycles of nature provided a 
model for understanding non-natural occurrences. Only the light of what has already 
happened once gave reality to all happenings. This sort of consciousness is not inter
ested in the new but wonders whether what has already happened will happen again. The 
future is only tradition repeating itself, in other words, the future does not manifest itself 
as one of several alternatives but as the only possibility (Bourdieu, 1977, pp. 21-27 ). 
We cannot characterize medieval man by describing him as indifferent to time (here we 
have to render Bloch’s earlier statement more precise), it is more a matter of his being 
less perceptive of changes; stability, tradition and repetition are his categories.

Even within this concept of time we can observe gradual shifts. As Le Goff puts it: 
the transition took place from “Biblical time” to “commercial time”. Urban life brought 
a lot of new things; time is money, opening hours, and working hours have to be de
fined. Clocks mounted the municipal towers -  and this satisfied the interest of the towns 
people for knowing what the time was and also increased their pride. Control over time 
started to slide out from the hands of the clergy and with the inaccurate mechanical 
clocks of the 14* and 15* centuries the urban communities determined their own time. 
In this are time stretched into a straight line -  at least in the West. In earlier ages the 
distinctions between past, present and future were relative and variable. The present 
shrank into a point “that keeps running ceaselessly along the line leading from the past 
to the future and changes the future into the past (Gurewich, 1974a, p. 83).” For the first
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time man was confronted with the perception that even though nothing happens, time 
does not stop, that time is irreversible. He realized that time has to be watched and pro
ductively filled because it is available in limited quantities.

Bourdieu points out that while in precapitalist systems the production cycle is visi
ble and understandable for the individual and thus a time concept attached to natural 
cycles seem satisfactory, under capitalism, because of the longer production cycle, the 
need arises for conceptualizing an indirect and abstract future. For people working at 
workplaces time increases the number of external impositions and they have to find a 
way for bridging the gap between their own time and the employer’s time. It becomes 
less and less possible to live without developing conscious awareness of time. The 
spread of the use of money presupposes a high level of categorization in time systems. 
Man, who makes plans and rational calculations for the future, cannot rely on mere in
tuitions or traditions. The life of present-day man, as Gurewich says, unfolds sub specie 
temporis (Gurewich, 1974a, p. 33). One can economize on time but time can also be 
spent in a spendthrift way. The precalculated future rests no longer on such a firm foun
dation as the image of the future suggested by the older time concept. This future is 
already pregnant with uncertainty and risks. The horizon of future expectations becomes 
separated from the past field of experiences (Koselleck, 1979. pp. 349-375).

By making arrangements for future sequences the calendar creates group cohesion 
“because it ensures harmony between individual conduct and the expectations regarding 
the conduct of others on a reciprocal basis... Thus, respect for rhythm in time is in fact 
one of the fundamental commands of the ethics of conformity (Bourdieu, 1977. pp. 38- 
39.).” The time concepts of this period are more differentiated and they are considerably 
different in meaning from the formulation of the same concepts earlier. Now we are 
going to examine how the problem of time appears in a possible description of this com
plex society as presented by Niklas Luhmann.

*

Universal time -  and different time categories
The problematologhy of time was always emphasized in Niklas Luhmann’s systems 
theory. The wellknown sociologist published a study already in 1968 on the scarcity of 
time and did this because he considered the question of time being of crucial importance 
in any description of modem society. I shall mention the basic categories of his theory 
only to the extent that they are directly linked to the problematology here discussed. 
These references will be inevitably sketchy; however, more detailed discussion is avail
able in Béla Pokol’s 1987 monograph (pp. 230-318). Luhmann calls the field of socio
logical research the world of rationality as he virtually set a programme on this in his 
discussion with Habermas. This rationality on the basis of which social systems develop, 
may be broken down to three dimensions. Namely, objective, temporal and social di
mensions. The objective dimension exists in the case of social systems in regard to the 
topics of meaningful communications. (In the case of psychological systems it assumes 
the form of meaningful intentions in regard to the object.) The time dimension is struc
tured as the “before-after” difference applies to a separate horizon stretching into the
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past and future. For rational systems time is an interpretation of reality from the aspect 
of the difference between past and present. Here the horizon of the past is no beginning 
and the future is no end. This is excluded exactly by the concept of a horizon 
(Koselleck, 1979, p. 356; Luhmann, 1986). Between past and future, just where a 
change becomes irreversible, is positioned the present, lasting as long as this process of 
becoming irreversible lasts. Finally, the social dimension refers to various perspectives 
of interpretation and their accord or dissent (Luhmann, 1984. pp. 112-122). The ques
tion of “What is time?” in general terms is left open by Luhmann because he doubts on 
the possibility of recording time without any reference to a given system.

Time is given in any environment and system but does not necessarily assume the 
same form and same structural relevance for the given environment and system. Already 
the distinction between system and environment produces the time factor, for maintain
ing the point-by-point correlation of the differences between the two is impossible (if we 
did not exclude this possibility, we could not talk about any difference); in other words, 
as the system reduces the complexity of the environment it is unable to respond to events 
in the environment at the same time but has to arrange them by the means of some se
lection to a time sequence. “Time is the basis of the need for selection in a complex 
system because if infinite time were at disposal, everything could be linked to everything 
(Luhmann, 1984, p. 70).” At the same time selection itself is related to time because it 
takes time. Thus, complex systems become temporized, i.e. become differentiated in the 
dimension of time, and they abandon any claim of synchronicity with their environment. 
In this case we are dealing then with two different complexity-reduction operations. On 
the one hand, separation from the environment means some reduction of complexity and 
takes time; and, on the other hand, the temporisation of the system (this will be dis
cussed at length later on) results in complexity increase and this complexity also has to 
be reduced in the system. These reductions are made easier by some schematization.

Let us examine the problem of the scarcity of time first. Time is not scarce “in it
self’ within social systems; the scarcity of time is experienced in the complex systems. 
A system is complex if it is impossible to link each of its elements with all other ele
ments; in other words, the interpretative capacity of the system and possibility move 
along different axes. There is always a larger number of possibilities than have become 
realized; that is, whatever happened could have happened otherwise. This shows the 
contingency of the systems. The elements of a complex system must be selective if its 
complexity is to be maintained. In consequence of complexity, many more possibilities 
of experience exist than occur. On the other hand, w whatever occurs or happens takes 
time. Experiences and acts all need time. One experiences and acts all need time. One 
experiences this time as scarce because we are interested in a larger number of experi
ences and actions. This “extra” exists always only as a possibility. The question is how 
we can spare time to realize a larger number of possibilities for experience. Time may 
be gained at the expense of another dimension -  for instance, at the cost of the social 
dimension when consensus is considered unnecessary. Such a case is contact between 
the members of a hierarchy: a command as communication form is institutionalized and, 
for instance, military units gain time for survival. The question is whether what is possi
ble in the case of a special organization is also feasible in a complex modern society.
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In a functionally differentiated modem society such values as, for instance, hy
giene, culture, life, recreation, peace and freedom, etc. cannot be thought of as a hierar
chy of invariables but are important altogether as a whole. Thus, however, as the dura
tion of their sequence cannot be set, one can be met as a criterion only at the expense of 
the other. “Only when speed is possible in the shifts between value preferences on a 
strained time horizon can tolerance and readiness for compromise be institutionalized, 
for only then will it become clear whether the momentary abandonment of given values 
does not put their validity in doubt (Luhmann, 1975, p. 155).” Thus, complex social 
systems may resolve their value conflicts in a time sequence; in other words, always 
only a momentary priority has to be decided about. In all this the importance of shifts 
should be emphasized and not our having an infinity of time. In fact, the validity of 
values has to be upheld in their coexistence and their differentiation in this coexistence 
because time is limited. If we had infinite time it would destroy variability.5

*

In the theory of social systems the time problem was generally tested from the point of 
view of stability and grasping its duration in hours led to the conservation of the system. 
However, in a complex and changing environment the maintenance of the system is only 
possible if the system itself becomes dynamic. In this case the flexibility of the structures 
functionally corresponds to change. The differentiation of structure and process can be 
considered the appointment of a system in such a way as to make its constancy and 
changes simultaneously possible. The concept according to which structures are timeless 
and only processes have a place in time should be revised. What seems to be more true 
is that the time of structures and the time of processes are different (Koselleck, 1979, p. 
144; Luhmann, 1984, p. 73). Structures record time as reversible, whereas processes put 
the emphasis on irreversibility. As I mentioned, complex systems are selective, in other 
words, from the relationship of their elements they pick those which are important for 
the relations of the environment. It is not the domination of a relationship among the 
different elements that render a structure structure and a process process, but the differ
ing selectivity of their relationships. The quality of the structure and of the process are 
able to change because the range of selection widens and a larger number of possibilities 
become available. According to Luhmann, time cannot be reduced in a modern society 
to chronological sequence, to differentiation between “before and after”, since in this 
way we would ignore the difference between past and future through which is consti
tuted the present. The temporization of complexity -  as I already mentioned -  presup
poses that not only the differentiation of consecutiveness develops but also that of coex
istence, which ensures that the possibilities which have not become actualized just now 
are preserved and at the same time calls attention to the contingencies of the future.

The systems theories treating complex systems generally discuss the relations be
tween complexity and time in two ways:

a) Time was taken for one dimension in the multidimensional framework of com
plexity. Thus, complexity increases if the system is able to assume several states of vari
ous characteristics in its sequence;
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b) this relationship was grasped as part of an input-output model where a different 
time was scheduled for input and output.

These approaches are problematic because they ignore the fact that complex sys
tems constitute time in themselves in order to expand their relationship possibilities. 
A temporized system consists of temporized elements, that is events. The events can be 
identified by their fixed place in time. Time -  in its complete fulfilment -  is more com
plex than recordable through any chronology, because the elements are capable of car
rying events not only because they take place in a given period of time but also because 
time is one dimension of rational definition as “in the event not only the event itself 
takes place but, according to the extent of its relevance, it reshapes the past and the 
future (Luhmann, 1980, p. 242).

Earlier I wrote that the future was contingent; of course, this contingency must be 
raised in regard to the future as well. From the point of view of what is present at any 
one time there is a given past. To a different present a different past may attach. Kosel- 
leck points out that already Goethe said that world history has to be rewritten again and 
again and not only because new sources have been found but also because the present 
changes in the continuity of time and this leads to points of view from which the past 
may be understood and assessed in new ways (Koselleck, 1979, p. 191).”

What is this present which is constituted through the differentiation of past and fu
ture? Luhmann says that we have at our disposal two kinds of present. On the one hand, 
the present is characterized by its being like a point at which the future inevitably turns 
into past -  an irreversibility that is measured by clocks; and, on the other hand, we expe
rience the present as extended in time, as something in which reversibilities are synchro
nized and in which it is possible to speed up or slow down selective connections. Com
munication itself necessitates the extension of the present as one has to wait for the re
sponse of the partner, otherwise communication becomes senseless (Luhmann, 1981, p. 
134). Just as the dimension of time results in the broadening of the possibilities for 
choice through the fact that the selective realignments need not extinguish each other but 
may rank themselves into a sequence through the replaceability of each, the same way, 
communication extends the dimension of time not only because the communicating 
partners have to wait for each other but also through the fact that a present communica
tion enables one to see as present the pasts and futures of other people.

The modem sense of time is based on the actual present which finds its place 
through distinguishing between its past and its future. In the past and future of any pres
ent there are past and future presents and each has had or will have its own time horizon. 
In other words, the difference between future and past enters again and again into the 
future and past of every present.6 Time is introduced into time.

The semantic change of discussing the description of the world and of society in 
terms of time concepts has been notable since the second half of the 18th century 
(Luhmann, 1987). Time accounts not only for the certain anticipation of something but 
also for uncertainty. For this reason the semantics of time has become twofold also from 
the point of view of anticipations. To this category belong chónos and kairós in the case 
of the Greeks, and aetemitas and tempus in the Middle Ages. (It should be noted that 
aeternitas is not simply a long duration without beginning and end but pure present -  the
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time in which past and future meet.) In a functionally differentiated complex society the 
present -  is no longer fit to guarantee or merely symbolize contents. Time can no longer 
be arranged in human life simply as a process “from morning until night” or from “birth 
until death”. Every epoch becomes historicized with a past and future valid only for 
itself. Information breaks through the adhesion of systems to their pasts and prevents 
that the state of a system be defined exclusively by its own past. What is certain is -  to 
wax paradosical -  that there is variability, that is, the uncertainty deriving from contin
gency. Uncertainties and risks have to be built into the anticipations. People have to be 
protected against the uncertainty stemming from the temporization of time, for instance, 
through upholding norms, identity images and structures or else through the develop
ment of various communication media involving symbolic generalizations. And as to 
time, this is done through the development of abstract time horizons which permit that 
various systems histories apply to each other. Time may become detached from the 
events and assume the form of a world dimension that may be culturally interpreted. 
Emphasis on time, raising it above sociality, is the prerequisite for any measurement of 
time. This abstractly construed time is what Niklas Luhmann calls world time, one di
mension of the world horizon.' This world time -  as a coordinative generalization -  
must guarantee

-  homogeneity (in other words, independence from definite movements and their 
speed)

-  reversibility (the possibility of thinking back despite irreversible processes)
-  definability (through dating and causality)
-transitivity (as the precondition for comparing various periods) (Luhmann, 

1975b, p. 111).
The linear time concept of modem time seems to meet these criteria and makes 

possible for the present of the historical process to constitute on their time horizons a 
global time, which in fact signifies that the time definitions of these presents are not 
simultaneous with each other.

Attempting a typology
Partly as a conclusion to the foregoing, I would like to call attention to a forgotten ty
pology. The concept was worked out in the first half of the 1970s by Otthein 
Rammstedt, who relied strongly on the then not yet fully worked out Luhmannian con
cept of evolution. His theory, however, did not elicit much response in the professional 
literature on the problematology of time, although his experiment to develop a system 
would offer useful grips for those who study the links between the types of differentia
tion in society, the interconnections between sense of time and the rational forms of 
experiencing time. This typology distinguished between the following forms of sense of 
time that can be listed in historical sequence.

1. An occasional sense of time does not consider time pan of a continuous move
ment but the experienced sequential order of non- continuous events. Ordinary social 
systems -  which are not differentiated either by segments or by function -  achieve 
“social certainty” for their systems by considering the changes occurring in the natural 
environment not vital changes happening at a moment but placeable in an immense
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space and time in such a way as the eternal present keeps continuing. Past and future are 
included in the present not in separation but as equals. The concept of “today” expands, 
and confronts the past as “now'” and the future as “not now'”. This expansion, through its 
possibility of transforming whichever now, prevents numerically oriented chronology. It 
is impossible to differentiate among changes taking place in the system and in the envi
ronment in regard to movements. In such a sense of time the decisive thing is that the 
changes are not imposed as natural law. Reversible and irreversible “times” confront 
each other as equals and neutralizing each other. Changes in society and in nature are up 
to mythical forces. These changes are conceived of as a sequence of arbitrary acts (or 
the results of such acts) and cannot be anticipated either in their special nature or in their 
general character. As the arbitrary acts go together with a lot of complexity, the system 
must work to minimize the changes which are impossible to anticipate. Therefore, in this 
time concept the system assumes the form of the only possible as against the environ
ment where everything is possible. These systems are called archaic systems in the pro
fessional literature. Here the members of the system cannot belong to other systems; 
they have to meet their requirements through the system and in the system.

2. Cyclic is a sense of time which concludes through the measurement of continually 
recurring identical happenings that all happenings are cyclical. Although in the process of 
cycles the past and future do not coincide, a difference between them is not considered. 
What was will come again; what will come has already happened -  is what this concept 
suggests. What will come cannot be shaped but is predestined by what was. “Whatever 
happened once is here to stay for the present as possible in the future (Rammstedt, 1975, p. 
52).” This concept of time traces the changes to laws whose distinctions between “now and 
not now” are no longer comprehensible unless with the differentiation of “before and af
ter”. In this approach not only the environment is complex but also the system, which sees 
itself as changing itself naturally according to the extents permitted by something like a 
law. The fact, that there was first an X condition and later a Y condition does not state that 
X is a real alternative possibility for Y, but that X is the only possible truth for the reality of 
Y. Although at the Y point of time X is no longer reality but it was necessary to enable Y 
to become reality. The whole world is subject to a cycle. The parts in the world have their 
fixed place in space as part of the whole and these places are not interchangeable. In these 
segmentarily differentiated societies the systems become stabilized through the semantics 
of “before and after” . This receives special emphasis as segmentarily differentiated society 
comes into contact with a differently structured society. In such a contact this other society 
may possibly appear as an alternative possibility. A cyclic concept, on the other hand, 
protects against this danger because it prevents the system from being influenced by effects 
which have not yet existed in this particular system. The present state of society is the 
“after” of the “before” that differs from other societies. In other words, every society has its 
own “before” and “after” from which the centripetal force of dyclicity prevents it from 
breaking out.

3. Linear sense of time with a fixed future. This concept of time experiences all 
happenings as progressively and irreversibly running toward a final goal (telos). Here 
negligible is the question whether time as a whole runs along a circle where the end of 
the world is the beginning, or runs spirally or even in a straight line. It is likewise negli-
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gible on examination of this model whether telos is immanent in the motion of happen
ings or seems to be external. The future -  the “after” -  receives primacy against the 
present, which present is always only the “before”, only a means for achieving the goal -  
the goal in which finally time ceases. Here the future determination of happenings can 
no longer be conceived of through the distinction of “before” and “after”. The triple 
phase is necessary to make possible experiencing the supposed and hoped for process. 
Society must always preserve its past as a surviving “before”, in order to place and le
gitimize the present from the point of view of the goal. The distinction of “past -  present 
-  future” with a set image of the future makes it possible in such a consciousness of time 
to perceive the synchronousness of all happenings as simultaneous non-simultaneity 
from the point of view of the common goal. The spacial growth of states, the population 
increases, and the fact the these societies are structured by the division of labour, do not 
make possible direct containment in space and time for every action and every experi
ence. The future of society is not fixed intersubjectively but is considered an objective 
endowment, and goal-directed action and experience are moral requisites. Telos as the 
desired goal and the future of the present as the realistic goal are a duality whose dis
crepancy may lead to disappointment. However, this generally does not result in asking 
questions about the desirability of the desirable goal but only renders problematic the 
means applied in the past of the present.

4. Linear sense of time with the future open. In this case the happenings are experi
enced as running at different speeds and as being irreversible. Here, on account of the 
open and shapeable future, reference to the present will be in focus because it is always 
in the present that what happens in the future is decided. In this present, however, there 
is always more possibility than what can be realized; and the possibilities which did not 
become realized survive as possibilities that can still be realized. The possibility poten
tial depends on the structure of present society, for the selections that shape the future 
take place there. Apart from our present realities, there are also other realities. Before 
and after the present reality there will be -  or there were -  realities which bear no refer
ence at all to present realities. This is the time consciousness of functional differentia
tion. For this non-simultaneous simultaneities are typical. As functional as the openness 
of the future is for existing social systems, just as dysfunctional it is for individuals. 
Subjectively an individual is unable to integrate such a future into his life process; for 
him there is need for something invariable in all the changes to find his identity in it. 
The consciousness of time is, however, for an individual only a means to align the 
changes perceived chronologically and, thus categorized, to observe them. Without a 
subjectively oriented goal the openness and malleability' of time ensure for the individual 
merely that tomorrow will be different from today.

Identity is difficult to find in a form of differentiation where the different vocations 
and the partial systems (e.g., economy, law, family) each have their different time 
structures and so do the organizations. These non-simultaneities must be co-ordinated 
with simultaneity, with the world time, lest society fall apart. However, this world time 
does not abolish the differences analyzed above. What uncertainties this situation causes 
in one’s personal life are clearly indicated by the heroic struggles everyone wages in his 
or her own life with time.
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1 The Hungarian writer and historian Antal Szerb described this in the following terms: “All periods of 
history have some antecedents; nothing is truly a beginning.” Or, in another context, Gcrschenkron, the 
economic historian, mentions that the definition of the causes of historic events as a beginning may vary’ 
according to whether the researcher has some more convincing argument in store (Gcrschenkron, 1962, 
pp. 11-39.).

2 For the diversity of time concepts that may develop in a given culture, Bergmann provides a good 
example by making the following distinctions -  on the basis of Coser’s research -  between the time 
perspectives as they developed in the United States:
-  individualistic and active-conformist -  oriented toward individual success
-  collective and active -  having two subtypes:

a) oriented toward an individual future with voluntary' alliances and contacts;
b) oriented toward a collective future as a utopian time perspective

-collective and passive -  a chiliastic concept hoping to achieve change in the existing conditions 
through a turn from the “outside” instead of action;

-  individualistic and passive -  a hedonistic perspective concentrating on “here” and “now” with no 
affiliation to social groups (Bergmann, 1983, pp. 472-473.).

3 Bloch revives and interesting story' from the 11 th century where the participants of a tournament were not 
able to tell the exact time and decide whether to wait for the party absent or state that the time for the 
tournament was over and the opponent did not dare to show up As they could not make a decision they 
asked the priests w ho were able to indicate the passing of time with more or less accuracy by the sound of 
a bell. Finally, the jury established (or rather agreed) that the waiting time was over (Bloch. 1974, pp. 
160-161 ). In the same way, it was not easy to change the established calendar. Nowadays one takes it for 
granted that the new year begins on list January, but when King Charles IX of France made an attempt to 
introduce 1st January as the first day of the year he met with considerable resistance. Although the year 
1566 began on 14th April, he decided to conclude it on 31st December, thus making it an eight-month 
seven-day year, so that the new year -  1567 -  would begin on 1st January' (Elias, 1984, pp. 21-27). One 
comes across similar aversion whenever the need arises for a radical reform of the old calendar, for a 
simpler new calendar built on units of lO.Custom has so far prevented the universal introduction of such a 
calendar, in spite of the fact that it would be much more comprehensible (Bagmen. 1983, pp. 481^188).

4 Galileo’s findings marked a turning point also from the aspect that in his research on free-fall he applied 
an altered water clock (clepsydra), a time measuring device that had been used before to measure the time 
and duration of only social events (Elias, 1984, p. 91).

5 Heinemann and Ludcs hold that when there is no ample time at disposal man is helped to pick one out of 
several alternatives by the following mechanisms:
a) dependence of personal time on the “social calendar”
b) the alternatives being structured by the moral assessment of the various forms of the application of 

time
c) the role of individual habits and rites in the application of time (Heinemann-Ludes, 1978, pp. 220- 

243).

6 Luhmann, quoting Spencer Brown, makes a reference to the concept of re-entry. To the same concept 
belongs Gunter’s equally important research. Günter worked on the elaboration of a kind of temporal 
logics and introduced lime as a third valued alongside the pairs “positive-negative” or “subjective- 
objective” (Günter, 1959 and 1967).

7 Schütz embarks on similar conclusions when he writes that intersubjective harmony in the social lifework 
is co-ordinated by world time (Schütz-Luckmann, 1979, pp. 73-78).
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SUMMARY

Ceaseless time

ANDRÁS KARÁCSONY

The author of the paper, having briefly separated the various aspects of the problem of 
time (natural, subjective, social and philosophical), deals with the issues of the social 
constitution of time. Initially he accepts Norbert Elias’s stand, according to wich social 
processes should be interpreted as learning processes without a beginning. Consequently 
he studies changes of measuring and defining time as a changing means of orientation of 
human activity and experience which is embedded in the network of human communi
cation. Subsequently the paper discusses the historical types of consciousness about time 
and semantics; and goes into greater detail about the semantics of time of functionally 
differentiated modern society, about the shortage of time, the different time constitutions 
of processes and structures. The latter topics have allowed the author to present the 
concept of time playing a fundamental role in Niklas Luhmann’s systems theory.
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