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Preface

This book is the fi rst volume in a planned two-volume study of the 
history of consciousness. This volume represents a history of time-
consciousness. The next volume, currently in progress, focuses on 
the history of self-consciousness. This order is itself a philosophical 
problem and it involves some crucial philosophical decisions. 
Some philosophers would expect the study of self-consciousness 
to come before the study of time-consciousness. These philoso-
phers have intuitions formed by the Kantian and neo-Kantian tradi-
tion. According to this tradition, time is a form of intuition and is 
imposed by the mind on experience. Holders of this view might 
well expect, then, a theory of self-consciousness to come before 
(both logically and temporally) a theory of time-consciousness.

By starting with time-consciousness, this book challenges the 
logical ordering that puts mind before time. The thought that is 
being explored in the phenomenological tradition is that temporal-
ity is a condition for the possibility of subjectivity. The assumption 
that the reverse is the case must therefore not be taken for granted. 
Along the way, however, several other aspects of the Kantian tradi-
tion are also called into question. Among them is the very idea of 
something “coming before” something else. The transcendental 
program of showing the logically prior “conditions for the possibil-
ity of experience in general” is challenged here. Simply reversing 
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the ordering of the relation of mind and time would not break with 
transcendental philosophy. To make that break, a thoroughly prag-
matic or hermeneutical philosophy will have to give up the project 
of explaining which is the more primordial, mind or time, and 
which is derived. Furthermore, the very concepts, mind and time, 
must be problematized. Although they are not necessarily aban-
doned, the extent to which they surreptitiously carry with them 
much philosophical baggage should become clearer as this histori-
cal study of time- and self-consciousness unfolds. In this volume, 
the idea of time-consciousness itself is called into question right at 
the beginning. Whether it survives at the end or not, it undergoes 
conceptual transformations that might well make it unrecognizable 
to its most famous proponent, Edmund Husserl.

A subsidiary thesis of this book is that the history of philosophy 
can make a philosophical difference. The method of critical history, 
or genealogy, is intended to challenge predominant understandings 
of what the philosophical issues are supposed to be by shaking the 
foundations of philosophy and showing that philosophical concepts 
and issues are not fi xed in stone forever. The thought that there are 
perennial problems of philosophy that have not changed is thus 
itself to be questioned. What philosophy itself is concerned with 
and how it has changed needs to be shown by a critical history of 
philosophical themes. This history has the potential to reveal and 
perhaps even to cause meaning changes, conceptual shifts, and 
even tectonic transformations in the overall philosophical land-
scape. If these studies contribute to those transformations even to 
a small extent, they will have served their purpose.

viii Preface
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Introduction

In contrast to the exquisite inquiries of Marcel Proust into how time 
is experienced, philosophical attempts to describe lived temporality 
may appear graceless. Nevertheless, there is an appealing aesthetic 
quality and even a certain beauty in the subtleties, distinctions, and 
intricacies of the great philosophers as they work on an intractable 
problem such as time. Proust’s goal is not so different from 
philosophers such as Kant, Nietzsche, Heidegger, Bergson, and 
Deleuze, who want to identify the source of time. Starting from the 
recognition of the increasingly rapid loss of time, the task becomes 
to explain what it is that we lose as time goes by. From these 
explanations comes a hope to recover or regain, not the time we 
have lost, but the time that remains: the time of our lives.

The project of all philosophy may be to gain reconciliation with 
time, whether or not a particular philosopher includes an explicit 
analysis of time. Not every philosopher has made time an express 
topic, however, and this study engages only a further subset of 
those who did. In particular, this study focuses on the tradition of 
phenomenology with attention as well to some precursors and suc-
cessors. The purpose is to see how phenomenological philosophers 
have tried to locate the source of time, how they analyze time’s 
passing, and fi nally, again like Proust, how they depict our relation 
to time once it has been regained. Resentment of mortality and 
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reconciliation with fi nitude are equally possible reactions to time’s 
passing. The question becomes the normative one of how best to 
relate to time. There is also the political question of the optimal 
strategy for dealing with time’s passing on the level of the social 
and historical. Nostalgia for the past and hope for the future each 
have their adherents, for instance. Yet there are those who reject 
both of these attitudes. If we give up utopian hopes, however, are 
we then simply resigned to the temporal fi nitude that eats away at 
our lives? Or in the manner of Proust or Nietzsche, can we become 
reconciled to time by creating our lives all over again and turning 
life into literature?

These questions should indicate that this book is not primarily 
about the nature of time in general. The focus is instead on the 
history of the phenomenology of time as time shows up in human 
lives. To write about the nature of time in and of itself would 
require an exploration of a complex array of issues about the status 
of what could be called “scientifi c” or “objective” or “universal” 
time, that is to say, the “time of the universe.” Restricting the 
book to the phenomenology of human temporality—to “the time 
of our lives”—raises an equally formidable but different set of 
questions. In this book some of the questions raised by our authors 
are the following. Is the time of our lives a function of a life as 
a whole, a lifetime, or can it be condensed into a single moment 
of vision? Does a life have a unity that runs through it, or is the 
unity of time, and of a life, a narrative, a story, a fi ction, or even 
an illusion? Can time be perceived? What is the time like that we 
encounter in our experience of our world and ourselves? Is the 
time of our lives the same as the time of nature or of history? In 
particular, if time runs through our lives, in which direction does 
it run? Does time come toward us from the future, as Martin 
Heidegger maintained, from behind us through the past, as Pierre 
Bourdieu asserted, or from the present, cycling perhaps in an 
eternal recurrence, as Friedrich Nietzsche speculated? Then there 
is Immanuel Kant’s question: is temporality a feature of us or of 

xii Introduction
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the world? That is, is the time of our lives subjective or objective, 
or is there a third possibility?

Such questions could well require much more than one lifetime 
to answer. When they are approached from the human or phenome-
nological viewpoint rather than from the standpoint of physics or 
metaphysics, however, the questions take on a different and more 
accessible character. To pick up on the last one as an example, a 
major issue is whether the time of our lives is in fact merely a sub-
jective or perceptual phenomenon, or whether it is just as real as the 
time of the universe. One might think that making that distinction 
into a sharp difference in kind solves the problems by differentiating 
between, say, the way psychology might deal with time and the way 
physics postulates time. On this approach, physical time will be 
taken as real and psychological time will be construed as unreal, as 
a merely subjective illusion. For phenomenology, however, the very 
distinction between the subjective and the objective, between the 
physical and the psychological, is what is at issue.

To avoid ambiguous references to “time,” where whether one is 
talking about universal time or human time is unclear, let me stipu-
late provisionally a conceptual distinction between the terms “time” 
and “temporality.” The term “time” can be used to refer to universal 
time, clock time, or objective time. In contrast, “temporality” is 
time insofar as it manifests itself in human existence. Note that I 
have cautiously not specifi ed temporality as “subjective time,” or 
“experienced time,” because these terms are at issue. Instead, my 
intention is to discuss philosophical accounts of what has been 
called “lived time,” or “human temporality”—hence, “the time of 
our lives.” Because our philosophers often do not make this distinc-
tion between the time of the universe and the time of our lives, it 
will be hard to maintain in every instance. We may have to ask on 
occasion, what “time” is it? Nevertheless, the distinction will be 
useful for demarcating and delimiting the issues of this study.

In the history of phenomenology, not attending to this distinction 
has led to some philosophical labyrinths. For instance, the fi rst 
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self-described phenomenologist, Edmund Husserl (1859–1938), 
was never able to complete to his own satisfaction his book, Zur 
Phänomenologie des inneren Zeitbewusstseins (best translated as 
On the Phenomenology of Internal Time Consciousness). Right 
away, note the ambiguity that is caused by this term “internal.” Is 
it time or consciousness that is “internal”? The term “internal” 
represents a philosophical fi xation on the Kantian question of 
whether time is real, or whether it is imposed by the mind on the 
world. The terms “internal” and “consciousness” also suggest that 
time is a thing or a quality imposed by a “subject” on “experience.” 
All these terms are problematic and should be used with care.

The initial task of this book will be to explain how the “time of 
our lives” emerges as a separate problem from the “time of the 
universe.” This book is intended as an introduction that explains 
how the problems shift when viewed from the distinctive point of 
view of temporality as a problem for our lives. If this book is an 
introduction, it is not necessarily introductory. The issues are 
complex and the existential perspective emerges only gradually 
from a historical discussion where philosophers had other goals as 
well. Some were trying to say what time really was, or whether it 
was real at all. That is not the problem here, because temporality 
must be experienced as real. Others were trying to describe tem-
porality from a subjective as opposed to the objective point of view. 
That enterprise comes closer to the project here, but it is not exactly 
the same because for other philosophers such as Heidegger and 
Merleau-Ponty, the subject–object distinction is what is in ques-
tion. Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty want to explain that distinction 
as an emergent one that grows out of primordial temporality and 
that therefore cannot be used to determine the status of temporality 
beforehand.

As the book progresses and the phenomenological issues get 
sorted out, the questions become more explicitly social and politi-
cal or “critical.” They also become more personal or “existential.” 
So as the history of the concept of temporality is reviewed, the 

xiv Introduction
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standpoint of this book will also emerge. In Ludwig Wittgenstein’s 
words, “Light dawns gradually over the whole.”1 In plainer lan-
guage, the book will discuss the history of the phenomenological 
concept of time-consciousness to the extent that it relates to wider 
human interests and purposes involved in questions about tempo-
rality, or the passing of time.2

Temporality

To survey the landscape of the book in more detail, I will now 
explain the concept of temporality in a preliminary fashion, as well 
as the method of analysis. For Kant, as chapter 1 shows, the main 
question about time is whether the time of what he calls “the starry 
skies above” is objective or subjective, that is, mind independent 
or mind dependent, real or ideal. The same question could not be 
asked about what I am calling temporality. Clearly human experi-
ence is temporal, whether or not we are conscious of the temporal. 
Also, it seems hard to deny that we can be conscious of the tem-
porality of existence. We know, then, that temporality is real. The 
question of the source of time, that is, of whether time comes from 
the mind or the world, is obviated by the undeniable occurrence of 
temporality. The reality of temporality seems equally objective and 
subjective. Standard parlance would say that we recognize that the 
experience of the fl ow going faster or slower is subjective, yet 
nevertheless it is generally acknowledged that the fl ow is objec-
tively happening. So the character of temporality—for example, 
whether it goes by quickly or slowly—appears to be dependent on 
the mind and would thus be said to be subjective. It is hard to deny 
that time goes by, however, and thus it seems incontestable that we 
are experiencing a phenomenon that is genuinely objective.

Focusing on temporality allows the phenomenologist to avoid 
many of the metaphysical questions that arise about the reality or 
the ideality of time. Other philosophical issues are not so easily 
dispelled, however. To return to the question, for instance, about 
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whether time can be perceived, I note that we perceive ourselves 
as in time, and we perceive temporal sequence. We even perceive 
temporality insofar as we have the experience of time passing. 
Thus, we can say that time passes quickly or slowly, that a piece 
of music was played allegro or adagio. But do we perceive time 
itself? It is hard to know what there would be to perceive. The 
steady advance of the second hand? Punching into the atomic 
clock? These are temporal phenomena, but they are not time.

This account involves the famous problem known as the arrow 
of time, which I have already invoked as a question about objective 
time. When temporality is what is at stake, the question becomes 
more particularly, in which direction do we experience the fl ow of 
temporality? Is it experienced, for instance, as coming from the 
past into the present and then fl owing on into the future? Or does 
it come out of the future into the present and then on into the past? 
We can even ask whether the fl uvial metaphor makes any sense at 
all. Water fl ows relative to the banks of the river, but relative to 
what could temporality be said to fl ow?

A related conundrum concerns the size of the present. Is it just 
an infi nitesimal blip between the past and the future? If this were 
the case, and if the past and the future do not exist, then what does 
exist is certainly very fl eeting. If the present is not to disappear, it 
must be more than the minuscule gap between the moment that just 
was and the moment that is about to come.

The discussion has now turned to the issue of the oneness of 
temporality at any given point in time. It also leads to the issue of 
the unity of temporality over time, which is not the same. The 
notions of oneness and unity are usefully distinguished. The problem 
about oneness concerns the question of how we know that any given 
moment is the same for everyone. That is, how is clock time possi-
ble? We can say, “Synchronize your watches,” but this presupposes 
public time, the source of which is supposedly objective time. But 
that term is precisely the problem. The question about unity arises 
from asking about the cohesiveness of temporality. Heidegger, for 
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instance, wanted to know about the temporal connection of a life 
between birth and death. The connectedness of our lives over time 
is thus a central issue in our ability to be authentic beings insofar 
as inauthenticity is precisely the lack of temporal unity.

Genealogy and Phenomenology

These are some questions about time that turn into questions about 
temporality. This book will test the value of distinguishing, at least 
conceptually, time and temporality. A conceptual distinction is not 
necessarily a distinction that can be made in experience. Kant dis-
tinguishes concepts and intuitions, for instance, but he does not 
claim that this distinction can be experienced. Instead, every expe-
rience must combine concepts and intuitions. Specifi c chapters will 
focus on the questions about temporality that are within the purview 
of phenomenology. Insofar as this book represents a history of the 
concept of temporality, it can be read as an introduction to the 
philosophical issues. At the same time, however, it must enter into 
debate with the phenomenologists about temporal experience. It is, 
therefore, a critical history of temporality. The term “critical” here 
implies a connection with the tradition of critical theory. The alle-
giances of this book are less with the Frankfurt School, however, 
than with Michel Foucault’s use of the genealogical method. In 
Foucault’s genealogy of ethics, for instance, he is writing not about 
the explicit moral rules that people espouse, but more about the 
underlying ethos, or “ethical substance” of different cultures, 
whether ancient or modern, Western or Eastern. Ethical substance, 
a term he borrows without acknowledgment from Hegel’s Phenom-
enology of Spirit, includes the basic ethos of a culture’s ethical 
formation. This ethos helps to explain why people adhere to ethical 
norms, and what they hope to become through their pursuit of these 
norms.

In a study of temporality, the corollary of the ethos is the sense 
of time passing and the strategies that emerge for dealing with it. 
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This book therefore supplements the history of phenomenology in 
chapters 1 through 4 with a genealogical account of the relevance 
of this history for contemporary life in chapter 5. As the historical 
account of the phenomenology of the present, the past, and the 
future progresses, the normative issues about temporality will 
begin to appear, until fi nally in chapter 5, the question of how 
to reconcile ourselves to the passing of our lives is addressed 
directly.

In sum, this book is a selective study of the history of modern 
continental philosophy with particular attention to accounts of the 
temporality of the present, past, and future. The book differs from 
others in that it devotes a chapter to each of these three modes of 
time, and discusses the phenomenological philosophers who had 
the most to say about each modality. Insofar as it is diffi cult to keep 
the temporal dimensions entirely separate, it will be necessary to 
refer to the other two dimensions in discussing one. I emphasize 
the philosophers who have the most to say about the thematic 
problems associated with the particular mode of temporality over 
those who have less to say about it.

As that organization has disadvantages for a reader who is more 
interested in a particular thinker than in the separate modes 
of present, past, and future, I wish to point out that the book can 
be read either horizontally or vertically. By that I mean that if a 
reader were particularly interested in Heidegger or in poststruc-
turalist philosophers such as Derrida or Deleuze, it would be pos-
sible to read the sections in different chapters bearing on that 
philosopher.3

In contrast to that horizontal way of working through the chap-
ters, is the standard, vertical way of reading each chapter at a time, 
with its topical focus on problems arising from a particular dimen-
sion of temporality. What follows is a brief indication of the 
philosophical issues discussed in each chapter.

Chapter 1 sets up the issue about the source of time through an 
account of Kant’s interpretation of time and Heidegger’s deliberate 
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misreading of Kant. One important point that emerges from this 
comparison is that there is a signifi cant difference between the 
Kantian approach to temporality through “faculty psychology,” and 
the phenomenological approach through “duration.” Although I 
read Husserl as a theorist of duration, I fi nd elements of both dura-
tion and faculty psychology in his student Martin Heidegger. Issues 
about normativity come up with the question of whether Hei-
degger’s distinction between the authentic and the inauthentic is a 
moral distinction. Heidegger denies that the authentic–inauthentic 
distinction is value-laden, but I maintain that it has to be understood 
at least as the source of values, that is, as the basis of normativity. 
Other issues include a discussion of whether the mind is the source 
of temporality or, if that thought is not surprising enough, whether 
temporality could be the source of subjectivity. Questions in the 
philosophy of mind come up in discussing the tensions between 
Kant’s and Heidegger’s notions of subjectivity. Furthermore, atten-
tion has to be given to how to account for the synchronic oneness 
of temporality at any given moment as well as the diachronic unity 
of temporality over time. Chapter 1 is intended for readers with 
particular interests in Kant and Heidegger. The general reader may 
wish to start instead with chapter 2, perhaps coming back to chapter 
1 later.

Chapters 2, 3, and 4 focus respectively on each of the dimensions 
of present, past, and future. Chapter 2 raises the question, what is 
the present? The discussion starts with Hegel and William James 
before turning to the phenomenologists proper, namely, Husserl, 
the early Heidegger, and Merleau-Ponty. Hegel and James bring 
out problems in specifying exactly what “now” means. Hegel raises 
the question of whether the word “now” works as an indexical 
or a universal. James sees the present as ambiguous between 
instantaneity and duration. Husserl’s theory of internal time-
consciousness suggests how it can be both. Because Merleau-Ponty 
is an infl uential interpreter of Husserl, the order of exposition puts 
Merleau-Ponty before Heidegger. Merleau-Ponty sees the source 
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of the present in each individual, and despite his account of inter-
subjectivity, the problem is whether he can escape the quagmire of 
temporal idealism. Heidegger distinguishes various kinds of tem-
porality, with different evaluations of the signifi cance of the present. 
The question also becomes whether the emphasis on the temporal 
present makes Merleau-Ponty’s view susceptible to Derrida’s cri-
tique of the metaphysics of presence. Derrida’s famous critique of 
presence is both derived from and applied to Heidegger. Another 
source for it is Nietzsche’s doctrine of eternal return, which is 
examined to see whether it can validate the primacy of the present. 
Along the way, the chapter also explores the limitations of two 
common metaphors for time—time as a river and time as a string 
of pearls—when these are applied not to time, but instead only to 
temporality. Merleau-Ponty’s images of the fountain and the rail-
road car are explored as alternative metaphors for temporality.

The chapter on the past, chapter 3, is concerned with issues about 
where time goes and whether the past can be changed. Brief lessons 
are extracted from the German tradition, including Husserl, Hei-
degger, and Gadamer, as well as the French tradition, including 
Jean-Paul Sartre, Pierre Bourdieu, and Michel Foucault. Then the 
discussion turns to Henri Bergson, as interpreted fi rst by Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty and then by Gilles Deleuze. Despite Bergson’s 
problematic encounter with Einstein and relativity theory, Berg-
son’s account of duration as an expandable cone is signifi cantly 
different in philosophically interesting ways from Husserl’s graph, 
which still represents temporality as linear and punctual.

Chapter 4 concentrates on the future, raising issues about the 
phenomenology of the futural, but also about political implications. 
In particular, the question is whether we need to hope for future 
utopias in order to justify present actions. Action requires a sense 
of direction, which has been imperiled by the speed of modern life 
and the need to act without refl ection. The models for a historical 
sense of hope are Kant and Hegel, who are then contrasted with 
philosophers who do not share the hopes of the Enlightenment. In 
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contrast to Marx’s hope for Revolution as a response to temporality, 
I consider Žižek’s attitude of Refusal, in the manner of Bartleby, 
as well as Derrida’s “roguish” political program of deconstructive 
genealogy. The genealogical dimension of this study starts to 
become evident in this chapter, and it appears explicitly with the 
normative issues raised in the next chapter.

Chapter 5 thus concludes with some existential strategies for 
dealing with the apparent fl ow of temporality. Proust and Benjamin 
are contrasted on the effectiveness of reminiscence and remem-
brance for ameliorating the sting of time’s passing. In addition to 
a discussion of Heidegger’s political attitudes and the changes in 
his thought, this chapter takes seriously Slavoj Žižek’s critique of 
both Heidegger and poststructuralism. Finally, it concludes with a 
reading of Deleuze that links without synthesizing Husserl’s and 
Bergson’s approaches to temporality. A postscript on the genealogi-
cal method in contrast to phenomenology and critical theory clari-
fi es the philosophical allegiances of this study of the time of our 
lives.

Introduction xxi
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Where should a history of the phenomenology of temporality 
begin? Strictly speaking, phenomenology in the distinctive sense 
that it has today starts with Edmund Husserl. Martin Heidegger and 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty are then among those who subsequently 
self-identifi ed as phenomenologists, although Heidegger’s connec-
tion to Husserl makes that label problematic. Any such history 
would have to recognize, however, that phenomenology emerges 
from a longer and wider tradition that includes major fi gures such 
as Immanuel Kant as well as Husserl’s precursors and near con-
temporaries such as William James or Franz Brentano.

This chapter begins accordingly with an introductory account of 
Kant in the fi rst section, followed by a discussion of Heidegger’s 
reading of Kant in the second section, and of the development of 
the early Heidegger’s own efforts at explaining temporality in the 
third section. In the broadest terms, the principal thread is the 
search for the source of temporality. Although vastly different in 
style from Proust’s project of searching for lost time, the philo-
sophical search for the source of time is similar in its goals. Proust’s 
project is informed, after all, by Bergson’s theory of temporality, 
as we will see in later chapters. The question raised by both litera-
ture and philosophy concerns time’s passing, and how to reconcile 
ourselves to it. The philosophical project is to construct a theory 
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2 Chapter 1

that recognizes temporality as an unavoidable feature of experi-
ence. What must be explained is our sense both that time is inde-
pendent of us and that our experience introduces qualitative 
elements into the experience of temporality.

In more technical terms, the question in the Kantian tradition is 
whether time is mind dependent or mind independent. Kant seems 
to have wanted to have it both ways, so the question in the fi rst 
section is whether he succeeded. In the second section we will 
discuss Heidegger’s interpretation whereby Kant missed his own 
cue when in rewriting the fi rst Critique Kant played down the role 
of the imagination in the production of temporal experience. In the 
third section Heidegger’s own analysis of the temporality of phe-
nomena such as joy, anxiety, and boredom is examined to see 
how he argues for his inversion of the problem. On his account, 
the question is not whether time is mind dependent or mind 
 independent, but whether mind is dependent on or independent of 
a prior temporalization of the world.

The purpose of these accounts is not to explore all the complexi-
ties of Kant and Heidegger scholarship, but to highlight what is 
involved in the project of searching for the source of time. Later 
chapters go into detail about how these and other philosophers 
viewed the different dimensions of time—present, past, and future. 
These opening accounts of Kant and Heidegger are intended to 
provide a framework for the subsequent investigations of these 
three dimensions of temporality and the particular problems that 
go along with each of them.

Kant on the Source of Time

What is the source of time? If that seems like a strange question, 
try thinking about what the source of temporality might be. Con-
sider the distinction that I stipulated in the introduction between 
the time of the universe as opposed to the temporality of our lives. 
Given the question about the source of temporality, this distinction 
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between objective time and lived temporality implies that there are 
only two possibilities for the source of time, the world or ourselves. 
If temporality is the time of our lives, as opposed to the time of the 
universe, then a plausible answer is that temporality comes from 
us, unlike time, which must come from the universe. Philosophy 
is not so easily satisfi ed, however, by such a quick answer to the 
question. Philosophical conscience forces a further question: what 
is meant by “comes from us”? This question in turn divides into 
two others: (1) who is this “we”? and (2) what does “comes from” 
mean?

Kant and Heidegger are two philosophers who answer these 
questions differently, despite Heidegger’s attempt to elicit his own 
view from Kant. Although Kant criticizes Descartes for starting 
from the “I think” or the cogito, Kant himself reduces all that “we” 
are empirically to a transcendental “I,” which he calls the “tran-
scendental unity of apperception.” This unity is the purely formal 
principle of the identity of experience and is completely empty of 
content. Why is unity so important, then, and what is its relevance 
to Kant’s explanation of time? Kant’s method of explanation of the 
genesis of experience is called “faculty psychology.” If at fi rst 
glance it does not seem promising to maintain that this transcen-
dental unity of apperception could be the source of time, neverthe-
less, Kant does entertain the thought that the mind is the source of 
time, as I will now explain.

Kant’s faculty psychology is the precursor of modern cognitive 
science insofar as he is the fi rst philosopher to use a computational 
model to explain the mind’s production of experience.1 In this type 
of explanation, the mind is not a tabula rasa, an empty slate, or a 
black box, as it is for the empiricists. On the empiricists’ model, 
the mind’s reception of data is already experienced. For Kant, in 
contrast, experience is the output of a complicated prior process of 
“synthesis,” which produces experience but is not itself experi-
enced. The input, which also is not experienced as such, he calls 
intuition, and it “comes from” the faculty of sensibility. At fi rst this 
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input is an undigested multiplicity of sensations. This input must 
therefore be “unifi ed” or “synthesized” in Kantian terminology, or 
“processed” in more recent terminology, by being brought under 
concepts supplied by the faculty of the understanding. Thus, the 
data come from the world and the concepts from the mind. These 
are the only two possibilities, and Kant maintains that concepts 
without intuitions are empty, and intuitions without concepts are 
blind. For Kant—who does not yet distinguish time from temporal-
ity in the manner of the later phenomenologists—the source of time 
must be either the world or the mind. That is to say, time must be 
either real or ideal. It must be either mind independent or mind 
dependent.

Which is it? Kant’s answer is that time is not a concept, but 
neither is it the content of an intuition. Instead, he calls it a form 
of intuition. If the only two possibilities are concepts and intuitions, 
what does he mean by this idea of form? In the “Transcendental 
Aesthetic” of the fi rst Critique he offers some arguments for why 
time is not a concept and why it is also not an intuited content. 
Time is not the content of intuition because time is (a) not empiri-
cal, and (b) necessary. That time is not empirical means that it 
cannot be perceived. That time is necessary means that although 
there could be time in the absence of appearances, there could not 
be any appearances without time. Necessity, furthermore, cannot 
be determined from empirical matters only, but is contributed by 
the mind. Time is not a concept primarily because it is a unitary 
phenomenon, which Kant calls a singularity, since the parts of time 
are all in one time. Insofar as concepts capture only generalities, 
not singularities, time then cannot be a concept. Kant decides to 
call time a form of intuition because all experiences are temporal 
(determined as successive in time), even if only some experiences 
involve time directly.

As a response to the question of where time comes from, the 
answer that time is a form of intuition might appear to be trying to 
have it both ways.2 On the one hand, insofar as time is a form of 
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intuition, it comes from the mind. On the other hand, however, 
insofar as it is a form of intuition, and intuition receives data from 
the real world, time is empirically real. Kant is thus in some respects 
an idealist about time insofar as he claims that time is mind depen-
dent, and in other respects he is not an idealist. He maintains that 
he can be both an empirical realist about time, insofar as he regards 
time as independently real, and a transcendental idealist about time, 
insofar as he regards time as ultimately mind dependent.

What “idealism” means in the Kantian framework is obviously 
quite complex. Kant mentions several kinds of idealism in the 
Critique of Pure Reason, including his own transcendental ideal-
ism. Kant’s critique of Descartes in the “Refutation of Idealism” 
depends on viewing Descartes as what Kant calls a problematic 
idealist. Unlike the dogmatic idealist, Berkeley, who denies the 
existence of objects in space, the problematic idealist merely doubts 
their existence. Kant’s strategy is then to turn the tables on this 
version of empirical idealism by proving that “even our inner 
experience, undoubted by Descartes, is possible only under the 
presupposition of outer experience” (B275). Kant believes that it 
is a “scandal of philosophy and universal human reason” that we 
lack a proof of the external world.3

Indeed, there is a question about what is even meant by common 
terms like “external” or images of the “things outside us.” Such 
phrases could mean experience of “objects as outer” or they could 
mean, more strongly, experience of “mind-independent things.” 
Hallucinations, for instance, are cases of the former but not of the 
latter. What has to be proved is that there is input and that experi-
ence is not coming from me alone. Thus, even if I am a brain in a 
vat and am deceptively programmed by an evil genius with false 
input, there must be (1) external input (even if it is illusory), and 
(2) objective orderability. Inner experience is orderable (deter-
mined in time) only if an outer order is being experienced.4 If 
experience were completely chaotic, I could not distinguish inner 
and outer, and I probably could not talk about an “I” at all. Even 
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an experience of the inner, such as a hallucination, is objective in 
the sense that it must be orderable as internal. I say of a particular 
experience that it is just a hallucination and only inner, because I 
know that it is not orderable along with outer experience. That is 
why people can know that they are having hallucinations. They can 
know that they are hallucinating because at some level they intuit 
that these experiences could not be externally real.5

If one were to ask which experiences are really outside, 
the answer would depend on what “outside” means. On Kant’s 
account, objectivity implies orderability, where orderability is time-
 determination. What this means is that for Kant the outside is 
determined not by direct perception but by application of the rules 
of experience. The rules, and not some manner of introspecting the 
phenomenon, determine what counts as being outside and what 
does not. Kant also believes, however, that the representation of 
something persistent is not a persisting representation. Whereas the 
former is invariably fl eeting and changeable, it necessarily refers 
to something that persists without being represented itself. In the 
section of the Critique of Pure Reason called the First Analogy, 
Kant identifi es the source of this persistence as substance. Let me 
review Kant’s argument for persisting substance with the purpose 
of eliciting what that argument tells us further about his conception 
of time.

Berkeley maintained that to be is to be perceived. But, says Kant 
in the fi rst Critique (B225), time cannot be perceived. Does that 
entail, then, that time does not exist? The answer is no: the nonex-
istence of time does not follow from our inability to perceive it. 
For Kant, the main reason time cannot be perceived is because 
although perception is constantly changing, time itself does not 
change. Time is the framework for all perception, or more pre-
cisely, the condition for the perception of any object whatsoever, 
including temporality.

This argument represents a revolutionary perspective on time. 
Instead of talking about the nature of time as it is in itself, Kant 
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focuses attention on time as a function of our minds. This is the 
fi rst step beyond a metaphysics of time and toward a phenomenol-
ogy of temporality. Kant is, of course, a metaphysician and he does 
want to say that there are respects in which we must view ourselves 
as standing outside of time. In the moral sphere, for instance, when 
we judge an action to be right or wrong, we do so by projecting a 
conception of ourselves as moral legislators who are above time, 
deciding forever and always on the moral rule involved in action. 
In the metaphysical sphere, furthermore, Kant does argue for the 
existence of an immortal soul, although from a moral point of view 
only. Although we cannot have knowledge of our immortality, Kant 
maintains that we have to believe that we have an immortal soul 
insofar as we believe we can be moral agents. The argument starts 
from the premise that we cannot try to do something we believe to 
be impossible. Insofar as we act morally, we are trying to achieve 
something roughly like moral perfection. But because moral back-
sliding is always possible, achieving this end would require an 
infi nite amount of time. Therefore, wanting to be moral requires us 
to believe that we have immortal souls.

These considerations are pertinent to the present inquiry, 
however, only to the extent that they indicate some reasons Kant 
may have for saying that the self is both constrained by time and 
independent of time. If the mind is the origin of time, that does not 
make time any less real for us. The fi nitude of the mind is charac-
terized not by the limitations on life, but by the time-bound nature 
of experience. Time is an a priori condition of every experience, 
even if it is not thematized in the experience.

What does this account of time tell us about Kant’s understand-
ing of temporality? For one thing, turning idealism’s game against 
itself shows that whereas Cartesianism holds that “the only imme-
diate experience is inner experience” and that outer experience 
is only mediated or inferred, for Kant the only immediate experi-
ence is outer experience and inner experience is only mediated 
(B276–277). Kant does not think that this turning of the tables 
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means that we are not conscious of our own existence. That minimal 
sense of subjectivity is still preserved. Only a very minimal sense 
is preserved, it must be noted, because all that follows is that a 
subject exists. We are told nothing about what it is. That is to say, 
we do not thereby have experience (empirical cognition) of 
anything about the subject in itself (B277). All this reversal of 
Cartesianism entails is that “inner intuition, i.e., time” is possible 
only because outer objects are known to exist immediately (B277). 
Kant also maintains that persisting matter is not inferred a posteri-
ori or “drawn from outer experience” (B278). On the contrary, it 
is an a priori presupposition as “the necessary condition of all time-
determination, thus also as the determination of inner sense in 
regard to our own existence through the existence of outer things” 
(B278). “Persistence” is explained a priori (as substance), and is 
not obtained from outer experience. Persistence is not actually 
perceived, but it is a condition for the possibility of any particular 
perception (e.g., perception of change).

In the “Refutation of Idealism” the crucial question concerns why 
Kant thought that the persistent had to be external substance. Why 
could the persistent not be something more “inner” rather than 
“outer,” more “subjective” than “objective” (to use some problem-
atic terms)? Two perfectly good internal candidates for the persis-
tent (or the “permanent” according to some translations) in 
experience are time and the “I think.” Let me discuss time fi rst. 
According to the “Transcendental Aesthetic,” time is the essential 
feature of inner sense, and all experience involves inner sense 
(whereas only some experiences involve outer sense). Time is there-
fore a feature of every experience. Would not time be, then, a good 
candidate for the permanent backdrop for perception, which is, of 
course, not perceived as such? Kant’s rejection of this possibility is 
stated forcefully and clearly. “Time,” he writes in the A edition, “has 
in it nothing abiding, and hence gives cognition only of a change 
of determinations, but not of the determinable object” (A381). Here 
there might seem to be a metaphysical issue about the nature of 
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time insofar as this claim that time “has in it nothing abiding” 
seems to contradict his other claim that time is the permanent 
framework that makes experience possible. Note, however, that he 
says “in it” (where “it” refers to time). Does that tell us whether 
time itself is changing or unchanging? One current reading is that 
the framework of time is always there (although it is not perceived), 
but within that framework the content is always changing. His 
argument is drawing not so much on the metaphysics of time per 
se, however, as on the phenomenology of time-determination. If 
time changed every moment, then there would be nothing that could 
feature in each and every experience. The point is rather that time, 
which has in it “nothing abiding,” could not be determined, that is, 
experiences could not be ordered, except against an unchanging 
backdrop, which must be substance and not time.

Accepting this argument does not lead right away to the confi r-
mation of external substance as the permanent backdrop. Another 
internal candidate could be the “I think” itself. In fact, insofar as 
the “I think” must be able to accompany all my experiences, and 
is thus a permanent framework for experience, it would seem to be 
an even better candidate for the permanent. Kant rejects the cogito 
as the source of persistence, however, for much the same reason 
as he rejects time as the permanent. The above quotation then 
continues, “For in that which we call the soul, everything is in 
continual fl ux, and it has nothing abiding, except perhaps (if one 
insists) the I, which is simple only because this representation has 
no content, and hence, no manifold, on account of which it seems 
to represent a simple object, or better put, it seems to designate 
one” (A381; emphasis added). There is “nothing abiding,” then, 
either in time or in the mind. In the Paralogisms he also asserts: 
“But now we have in inner intuition nothing at all that persists, for 
the I is only the consciousness of my thinking” (B413). In context, 
his reason for asserting that permanence is not given in inner intui-
tion is that he wants to show that the oneness or unity of conscious-
ness does not prove the existence of a permanent self (B420). The 
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unity is not an intuition of the subject as object (B422). The purely 
formal “I” is the same in every experience, and does not have any 
content that could stay the same. Persisting or abiding content is 
required if I am to be able to perceive temporal difference, for 
instance, by determining that there were two separate events and 
that one came before the other. Thus, he says that the representation 
“I” is not an intuition but “a merely intellectual representation of 
the self-activity of a thinking subject” (B278). As such an empty 
thought, the “I” provides nothing that could be the basis for the 
persistence that makes possible the perception of motion and 
change.

Insight into Kant’s understanding of the nature of subjectivity 
can be gained most directly from the Transcendental Deduction 
of the fi rst Critique. What is “deduced” in that section of the 
Transcendental Analytic? In contrast to the Refutation of Idealism, 
which shows that there is no “I” without an “It,” the Transcendental 
Deduction can be summed up as a proof that there is no “It” without 
an “I.” These slogans may be useful pedagogically to sum up Kant’s 
complex and prolix text, but they can also be misleadingly simple. 
For instance, the “I” in each case is different. The “I” in the Refuta-
tion of Idealism is the subjectivity that can be introspected, the 
empirical ego. In contrast, the “I” in the Transcendental Deduction 
is the transcendental ego, the subjectivity that is doing the introspec-
tion. This difference could also be characterized as the difference 
between the constituting consciousness and the constituted con-
sciousness. Kant wants to establish that whereas the input through 
sensible intuition is a manifold, the output that is actually experi-
enced (whether inner or outer) has a unity to it (or better, a oneness). 
Where does the oneness come from? It could not come from the 
intuitions, which are a multiplicity. Even the concepts are multiple. 
The oneness of experienced output, on this model, would not be 
possible unless a single processor synthesized the manifold.

Clearly this metaphor of a combinatory processor has its limita-
tions, however helpful it might be in revealing the differences 
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between Kant and his predecessors. There are questions, for 
instance, about whether the hardware or the software is the source 
of the oneness or unity. Even if the software is the processor, there 
is still a question about whether the metaphor captures distinctions 
about consciousness adequately. The relation of the transcendental 
ego and the empirical ego, for instance, is not to be thought of 
as the relation of a container to the contained. Admittedly, it is 
hard not to think of the relation that way when Kant himself says 
things like “all manifold of intuition has a necessary relation to 
the ‘I think’ in the same subject in which this manifold is to be 
encountered” (B132). This way of putting the point makes the 
introspected content seem as if it is encountered “in” the mind. In 
the same breath Kant will also reverse the containment relation 
and make it seem as if the “I think” is contained in experience, 
when he says that “in all consciousness [the ‘I think’] is one and 
the same” (B132). The little word “in” is thus troublesome insofar 
as it can suggest the relation of spatial containment, which Kant 
does not want to imply, as well as what he does mean to suggest, 
which is more on the order of logical implication. Perhaps this 
line could have been better rendered in English as, “throughout 
all consciousness the ‘I think’ is one and the same.” The German 
does say, however, “in allem Bewusstsein ein und dasselbe ist,” 
so both the Kemp Smith and the Guyer/Wood translations are 
correct to use the word “in.” A careful reader should be aware, 
however, that the word does not necessarily connote spatial 
containment.

In sum, the principle of persistence is not and cannot be “in me,” 
and it cannot be either “the I of apperception” or “time.” Inner 
sense is constantly changing, but to be able to say this, there has 
to be something that is not changing (B277). This cannot be the 
“I,” because there is no intuition of the “I.” Kant concludes then 
that the “I think” as a persisting formal framework would be empty 
of content and would not suffi ce as the persistent background for 
temporal discrimination. How would one know, say, that there 
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were two empty moments in succession? Nothing plus nothing is 
nothing.

Heidegger’s Reading of Kant

Where, then, does time come from? What connects the stream of 
consciousness? What makes experience a unity such that we can 
know that time is continuous and that there is only one world? 
Kant’s masterful move is to claim to be both a realist and an ideal-
ist, but not in the same way. Here is where the previously men-
tioned distinction between empirical realism and transcendental 
idealism comes in. Kant wants to be an empirical realist, and thus 
neither a dogmatic empirical idealist like Berkeley, who denies 
external substance, nor a problematic empirical idealist like 
Descartes, who doubts the external world. Kant maintains that the 
only way to be an empirical realist is to be a transcendental 
idealist.

What does it mean to be a transcendental idealist specifi cally 
about the nature of time? Perhaps the most radical answer to 
this question in the history of the reception of Kant is Martin 
Heidegger’s reading of Kant on time in Kant and the Problem of 
Metaphysics. Published initially in 1929, shortly after his publica-
tion in 1927 of his major work, Being and Time, this so-called 
Kantbuch is intended to provide a more basic understanding of 
philosophy by revealing the links between Kantian transcendental 
philosophy and Husserlian phenomenology. These were the domi-
nant approaches to philosophy in Heidegger’s day, and what they 
both missed, according to Heidegger, was the fundamental impor-
tance of temporality. Heidegger was intensely preoccupied with 
time during the 1920s. Kant’s writings on time provided the crucial 
backdrop for Heidegger until he foregrounded them in this study. 
In particular, Heidegger’s Kant book can be considered as a study 
of the section of the fi rst Critique called the “Schematism.” This 
section of the Critique explains how time is added to intuitions and 
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concepts as the transcendental machinery cranks out experience 
through the various levels of processing. In any case, Kant clearly 
had become the test for any philosophical account of time.

In this section I will argue two theses. First, I will try to explain 
briefl y why even if the Kant book is mistaken as a reading of Kant, 
it nevertheless illustrates the difference between the Husserlian 
and the Kantian approaches to time constitution. Second, I want 
to establish that this reading of Kant shows how Heidegger’s 
project of explaining temporality “errs” as a general philosophical 
project. “To err” is not the same as to be in error in a way that 
could lead, say, to failing a test. It could also mean something like 
going in a different direction from standard ways of thinking, or 
uncovering insights that are buried in the text. In this section, I will 
be turning the charge of errancy back against not only Heidegger’s 
reading of Kant, but also his attempt to make temporality the foun-
dation of metaphysics. Heidegger acknowledged the fi rst mistake. 
Whether he ever saw the second errancy is more diffi cult to 
determine.

Heidegger’s interpretation of Kant was intended to be a later part 
of Being and Time, of which he published only a part. In the 
author’s preface to the fi rst edition of Kant and the Problem of 
Metaphysics, Heidegger says, “This interpretation of the Critique 
of Pure Reason arose in connection with a fi rst working-out of Part 
Two of Being and Time.”6 In this part he intended to deconstruct 
and even to destroy the history of philosophy through a series of 
readings that would show where previous philosophers failed to do 
philosophy right, that is, where they fell short of doing philosophy 
in Heidegger’s way and therefore where they went wrong in their 
analyses of fundamental phenomena, particularly time and tempo-
rality. In Being and Time he says that the purpose of this destruction 
is not simply to “shake off ” the tradition, but to shake it up. “This 
hardened tradition must be loosened up,” he says, in order to dis-
cover new possibilities that are contained in it but that have been 
occluded by the standard interpretations.7
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In the author’s preface to the second edition of the Kant book in 
1950, Heidegger acknowledges the charge of Ernst Cassirer and 
other critics that his readings do violence to the historical texts. He 
justifi es this violence as the supposedly inevitable result of trying 
to engage the texts in a thinking that could give rise to new philo-
sophical insights. “A thoughtful dialogue,” he remarks, “is bound 
by other laws.”8 The “other laws” are presumably the laws not of 
accurate philology but of good philosophy. He then gives his mea 
culpa: “The instances in which I have gone astray and the short-
comings of the present endeavor have become so clear to me on 
the path of thinking during the period [since its fi rst publication] 
that I therefore refuse to make this work into a patchwork by com-
pensating with supplements, appendices, and postscripts. Thinkers 
learn from their shortcomings to be more persevering.”9

At issue in Heidegger’s reading of Kant is the importance that 
Heidegger gives to the faculty of the mind Kant calls the imagina-
tion. Kant himself deemphasizes the role of the imagination in the 
B edition of the Critique of Pure Reason. Heidegger faces a long 
tradition of Kant scholarship that maintains that the B edition 
transforms the “psychological” arguments of the A edition into 
more properly “logical” arguments. Heidegger, in contrast, sees the 
B edition as even more psychological than the A edition, and in 
any case, for Heidegger the distinction between the psychological 
and the logical misses the point of both editions, which is to be 
“transcendental.”10 The transcendental is both “subjective” and 
“objective,” depending on whether the focus is on inner or outer 
experience. On Heidegger’s reading, the main difference between 
the two editions is the shift from the pure power of the imagination 
to the pure understanding as the central faculty of “transcendence.” 
Transcendence is synonymous with the “possibility of experi-
ence.”11 In The Metaphysical Foundations of Logic, Heidegger 
explains that transcendence, or Being-in-the-world, in contrast 
to intentionality for Husserl, is not a movement from interior to 
exterior.12 Transcendence fi rst constitutes the subjectivity of a 
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subject and makes the intentional distinction between interior and 
exterior possible.

Kant scholars must of course heed the self-understanding of the 
master, and thus Cassirer and others cannot take Heidegger’s 
reading seriously. From the point of view of a history of ways of 
understanding temporality, however, Heidegger’s Kant book rep-
resents a unique account of time constitution. Whether the theory 
advanced is Kant’s own understanding or merely Heidegger’s 
“errancy” is beside the point. For present purposes, Heidegger’s 
Kant book can be regarded as confronting two different traditions 
of theorizing the connection between time and the mind. The fi rst 
approach is through faculty psychology. This is the Kantian 
approach and it is based on an understanding of the mind as the 
interaction of what Kant called “faculties.” Faculty psychology 
sees time as being added by one particular part of the mind to the 
output of each and every moment of experience.

In contrast to this atomistic account of the source of time, there 
is a more holistic model of the mind that sees time differently.13 
Call this the “duration” account because it accounts for time as 
duration rather than as a series of moments. The two principal 
theorists of duration that I will be discussing in more detail below 
are Husserl and Bergson.

Let us look fi rst at Kantian faculty psychology. The Kantian 
approach of faculty psychology sees different faculties as having 
different functions. Sensibility, for instance, contributes the data 
brought under concepts by the faculty of the understanding in what 
Kant calls synthesis. Whereas the understanding always involves 
synthesis with sensibility, the faculty of reason applies concepts 
independently of sensibility. In addition to these three faculties, 
Kant also sometimes speaks of a fourth faculty, the imagination. In 
the fi rst edition the imagination plays a more central role than it 
does in the second edition, where it is no longer described as a 
separate faculty (although its importance is reestablished in Kant’s 
discussion of judgment, including aesthetic judgment in particular). 
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In the A edition of the fi rst Critique Kant maintains, according to 
Heidegger, that what orders experience temporally is not sensibil-
ity, understanding, or reason, but the imagination. The imagination 
adds time to the synthesis of intuitions (data) and the categories 
(concepts). As a result of such a synthesis, each moment of experi-
ence is a unit of a single time.

In today’s terms the Kantian faculties might be called “modules.” 
Using metaphors for the mind drawn from computer science, con-
temporary cognitive psychology often speaks of modules that 
operate below the level of consciousness. These modular “subpro-
cessors” then fi lter the data and “synthesize” or process it into a 
form recognizable by a higher-level processor. Kant hypothesizes 
three levels of such cognitive processing or synthesis. Each one of 
these levels of synthesis is, in Heidegger’s terms, “time-forming.” 
Heidegger’s claim is that these activities are the source of time in 
its various dimensions. Although he cannot fi nd much textual 
evidence in the fi rst Critique itself, he fi nds at least some grounds 
in Kant’s Lectures on Metaphysics for thinking of these three syn-
theses as forming respectively the three temporal modalities of 
present, past, and future.14

Thus, the fi rst level is the synthesis of apprehension. This is 
where the data get entered. Perception is a paradigm case of this 
type of synthesis. More to the point, this level of synthesis produces 
or forms time as the series of Nows. It is thus the source of the 
present with which we “reckon,” even if “this sequence of nows, 
however, is in no way time in its originality.”15 By the term “origi-
nal,” I take Heidegger to be saying that for Kant the source of time 
is the transcendental power of imagination, which allows this expe-
rience of time as a sequence of Nows to “spring forth.”16 Heidegger 
underscores the role of imagination in the formation of time when 
he says, “If the transcendental power of imagination, as the pure, 
forming faculty, in itself forms time—i.e., allows time to spring 
forth—then we cannot avoid the thesis [that] the transcendental 
power of imagination is original time.”17
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The synthesis of reproduction takes place when the input is 
reprocessed in the absence of the source of the data. Reproduction 
is “bringing-forth-again,” and is, accordingly, “a kind of unify-
ing.”18 What kind of unifying does Heidegger mean, exactly? The 
argument he gives is that the mind must not “lose from thought” 
that which “differentiates time.”19 In other words, if the mind did 
not know the difference between thoughts that it was having now 
and thoughts that it had earlier, that earlier experience would be 
lost completely. Heidegger sees this mode of synthesis as essential 
to the oneness and unity of experience:

the pure power of imagination, with regard to this mode of synthesis, is 
time-forming. It can be called pure “reproduction” not because it attends 
to a being which is gone nor because it attends to it as something experi-
enced earlier. Rather,  .  .  .  it opens up in general the horizon of the possible 
attending-to, the having-been-ness, and so it “forms” this “after” as 
such.20

Whereas the synthesis of apprehension forms experience into a 
sequence of Nows, the synthesis of reproduction adds the possibil-
ity of forming time into past as well as present times. The question 
then arises, is this characterization of time suffi cient, or is a third 
form of synthesis needed, one that forms time into the future? Will 
this formation of time be as essential to experience as the present 
and past are?

Heidegger would like the text to show that the future is formed 
in the synthesis of recognition, which is the level where self-
 consciousness begins to play more of a role. He admits, however, 
that there is little or no textual evidence in the fi rst Critique for the 
temporal interpretation that he wants to give the synthesis of rec-
ognition as futural. Indeed, Anglophone commentators often read 
the synthesis of recognition as an argument for the necessity of the 
transcendental unity of apperception, which is in some sense 
outside of or independent from time. Heidegger’s preoccupation 
with time leads him to read Kant’s argument for the synthesis as 

Hoy_01_Ch01.indd   17 11/21/2008   11:16:04 AM



18 Chapter 1

amounting to an argument for the need for the future in order to 
make sense of the analysis that was just provided for the syntheses 
of apprehension and reproduction. Heidegger therefore claims that 
although the synthesis of recognition is third in the order of exposi-
tion of the syntheses, in terms of logical priority it comes before 
the other two syntheses. Heidegger sees the third synthesis as “in 
fact the fi rst.”21 “It pops up in advance of them,” he asserts, and 
the arguments for the necessity of Abbildung, or likeness, and 
Nachbildung, or reproduction, depend on the argument for Vorbil-
dung, or prefi guration.22 Let’s see how Heidegger forces a temporal 
dimension on Kant’s text.

“Without consciousness that that which we think is the very 
same as what we thought a moment before,” writes Kant, “all 
reproduction in the series of representations would be in vain” 
(A103).23 Heidegger adds that something could not be thought to 
be the same except against a backdrop that also remains the 
same. This empirical claim leads to the idea of a more general 
or “pure” horizon of “being-able-to-hold-something-before-us 
[Vorhaltbarkeit].”24 This Vorhaltbarkeit amounts to a Vorhaften, a 
preliminary attaching or a prefi gurative grasping. The “vor” sug-
gests a projection of a future in this fore-structuring of experience. 
Heidegger therefore concludes that the synthesis of recognition is 
time-forming and the time that it forms is the future: this synthesis, 
he says, “explores in advance  .  .  .  what must be held before us in 
advance as the same in order that the apprehending and reproduc-
ing syntheses in general can fi nd a closed, circumscribed fi eld of 
beings within which they can attach to what they bring forth and 
encounter, so to speak, and take them in stride as beings.”25 Because 
the fi rst two syntheses presuppose this third synthesis, Heidegger 
believes that he can even maintain that the future has logical prior-
ity over the present and the past. He thus derives from Kant a 
transcendental argument for the primacy of the future. The argu-
ment is that because there is no self without time, and no time 
without a future, therefore, there is no self without a future. This 
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argument is remarkably different in character from the argument 
for the primacy of the future that he developed in Being and Time. 
There he showed the priority of the future through the more exis-
tential account of being-toward-death. Discussion of these different 
approaches will have to wait until chapter 4, which deals with the 
future.

For now, I need to explain the case that Heidegger makes for the 
fi rst premise, which concerns the relation of time to the self. Given 
the ideas of time and the “I think,” which is the source of which 
for Kant? Heidegger discusses this issue in reference to Kant’s 
famous sentence about the mind-dependency of time: “Time is 
therefore merely a subjective condition of our (human) intuition 
(which is always sensible, i.e., insofar as we are affected by objects), 
and in itself, outside the subject, is nothing” (A35/B51). If Kant 
appears to be pulling the rug out from underneath himself here, one 
must remember that in addition to being an empirical realist about 
time, he is also a transcendental idealist, and it is as the latter that 
he is speaking at this point in the text.

Taking off from this striking claim, Heidegger provides an even 
more astonishing account of time as the source of the self. As a 
faculty psychologist, Kant is normally thought to be saying that 
time is subjective in the sense that the subject generates experience 
by imposing the form of time on the data of intuition. Heidegger, 
however, reverses the relation and suggests that time is the source 
of subjectivity. He makes a good point when he says that time is 
not something that affects a self that is already “at hand.” The self 
is not a distinct object or, as Heidegger would say, a vorhanden 
present-to-hand thing, to which time could then be attributed as if 
time were a property that an object could or could not possess. 
Heidegger then suggests, however, that “time as pure self-affection 
forms the essential structure of subjectivity.”26 A thoughtful reader 
might well wonder whether time is the sort of thing that could be 
a self-affecting activity or that could turn into subjectivity. But on 
Heidegger’s reading, one thing should be clear, namely, that Kant 
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is neither an idealist nor a realist about time. The debate between 
realists and idealists is about whether the mind or the world is the 
source of time. An idealist maintains that time is imposed by the 
mind on experience. An idealist could not make the curious asser-
tion that Heidegger attributes to Kant, namely, that time is what 
makes self-consciousness possible,27 and that it “fi rst makes the 
mind into a mind.”28

If an idealist could not make this assertion that time is the source 
of mind, could a realist make it? One might think so, because if 
time comes before subjectivity, then it is more real than subjectiv-
ity. Insofar as realism says that to be real is to be in time and space, 
however, this position could not be a form of realism. To say that 
time was real would be a category mistake that confused a neces-
sary condition of reality with something that was itself real. In any 
case, the idea that temporality is the source of time raises questions 
that are prior to the realist–idealist debate.

Heidegger therefore positions his reading of Kant before the 
distinction between realism and idealism can get a foothold. Time 
is not in the mind, but rather is the ground for the possibility of 
the mind and the self. Because the temporal movement “ ‘from-out-
 of-itself-toward  .  .  .  and back-to-itself’ fi rst constitutes the mental 
character of the mind as a fi nite self,” time and the “I think” are 
not at odds with each other, but “they are the same.”29 What does 
this mean? One thing to note is that when Heidegger speaks of 
“the mind,” he is speaking loosely, insofar as his theory does not 
allow him to use the term, and it is not a technical term of Kant’s 
either. Another point to note is that Heidegger is not identifying 
the transcendental unity of apperception with “the mind.” For 
him, the mind is empirical consciousness, whereas the “I think” is 
not a content of consciousness but rather a condition of it. In the 
previous quotation Heidegger even says explicitly that the pure 
self-affection of original time is not the self-positing of a preexist-
ing mind among others, but rather that it “fi rst constitutes the 
mental character of the mind as a fi nite self.”30 Thus, subjectivity 
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does not exist prior to original time, but is made possible only 
through original time. Both time and the I of pure apperception 
are said to be fi xed, unchanging, and perduring.31 These character-
istics are usually attributed to mental substance, but Heidegger’s 
Kant does not believe in mental substance. Heidegger is 
instead hypothesizing that what Kant really wants to say is the 
following:

for Kant only wants to say with this that neither the I nor time is “in time.” 
To be sure. But does it follow from this that the I is not temporal, or does 
it come about directly that the I is so “temporal” that it is time itself, and 
that only as time itself, according to its ownmost essence, does it become 
possible?32

Heidegger grants that this interpretation does violence to Kant,33 
that Kant does not expressly see this himself,34 and that Kant was 
“unable to say more about this.”35 Heidegger then points to his own 
Being and Time as the standpoint from which to see how laying 
the ground for metaphysics “grows upon the ground of time.”36 
Heidegger’s turn away from the Kantian style of philosophy and 
especially from the use of theoretically laden terms such as “sub-
jectivity,” “consciousness,” and even “experience” is motivated by 
an increasing skepticism about the idea of experience experiencing 
itself. The point of Being and Time is to avoid the Cartesian prob-
lems that result from using these terms, and to create a new vocabu-
lary for phenomenological analysis. This change of vocabulary will 
enable Heidegger to think about issues of time and temporality 
differently, both in style and in substance. Now is the time, then, 
to turn to Heidegger’s own phenomenology of temporality in Being 
and Time, with some considerations about the development of his 
innovative theory.

The Early Heidegger

Although Heidegger began publishing on time as early as 1915 in 
“The Concept of Time in the Science of History,” his analyses more 
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clearly resemble those of Being and Time in lectures from 1924 
and 1925, including The Concept of Time, The History of the 
Concept of Time, and also “Wilhelm Dilthey’s Research and the 
Struggle for a Historical Worldview.” There are also important 
clarifi cations in lectures given shortly after Being and Time, includ-
ing The Basic Problems of Phenomenology (1927) and The Fun-
damental Concepts of Metaphysics: World, Finitude, Solitude 
(1929). The foregoing explication of Heidegger’s analysis of 
Kant in Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics left us hanging on 
Heidegger’s curious but fascinating remark about time and the I of 
apperception being the same. To see what he means and why he 
said what he did, it is important to understand Heidegger’s phe-
nomenology of temporality, especially in Being and Time and these 
other early writings on temporality. Heidegger’s intention is to 
show that Kant’s way of thinking about time and space is derived 
from what Heidegger calls a more “primordial” level of question-
ing. In contrast to Kant’s transcendental arguments, which show 
that if something is required for knowledge then something else is 
also required, Heidegger’s derivation arguments try to reverse the 
ontological ordering of the terms of analysis. From the Kantian 
perspective, time in the objective Newtonian sense of the present-
to-hand (vorhanden) universe comes before (i.e., is logically 
prior to) the human, qualitative experience of temporal moments. 
Heidegger inverts that ordering and argues not that objective, clock 
time does not exist, but that objective time is not intelligible without 
Dasein’s prior qualitative temporality. Heidegger’s project in Being 
and Time (1927) is to show that starting from objective time, the 
philosopher will not be able to explain qualitative temporality, but 
starting from qualitative temporality, the philosopher can explain 
objective time.

In the Dilthey paper of 1925 Heidegger remarks that “we our-
selves are time.”37 Because at that point Heidegger does not distin-
guish consistently between “time” and “temporality,” there is an 
ambiguity in this claim that we are time. From this assertion what 
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is not clear is whether it is the public “we” or each private indi-
vidual that is time. When he says in his more technical language, 
therefore, that “in each case Dasein itself is time,” the phrase “in 
each case” suggests that time is relative to each particular Dasein.38 
This clarifi cation leads to a further problem, however, insofar as it 
implies that there are as many different times as there are lives. 
This claim would be hard to reconcile with the standard Kantian 
intuition that time is one.

To sort out this problem, we must fi rst ask whether the “is” in 
the expression “Dasein is time” is the “is” of identity or the “is” 
of predication. Heidegger should not mean the “is” of predication, 
or he would be back in the Kantian camp of faculty psychology 
whereby time is a feature that is applied by one faculty (whether 
the imagination or the understanding) to another faculty (sensibil-
ity). That Heidegger means something as strong as an identity 
claim is indicated when he says, “Human life does not happen in 
time but rather is time itself.”39 In his more technical language he 
writes, “The being-there of Dasein is nothing other than being-
time. Time is not something that I encounter out there in the world, 
but is what I myself am.”40 Thus, time is encountered neither as an 
entity outside in the world, nor as something that whirs away inside 
consciousness. On this formulation I note that it also does not seem 
possible to ask which comes fi rst, Dasein or temporality. As a 
result, the neo-Kantian effort in Being and Time to “deduce” one 
from the other turns out to be unnecessary.41

Nevertheless, Heidegger offers a reasonably straightforward 
argument for the prioritization of temporality over Dasein. Being 
and Time states clearly that “Time is primordial as the temporaliz-
ing of temporality, and as such it makes possible the Constitution 
of the structure of care.”42 “Care” is a technical term that means 
that Dasein is always a being-in-the-world whose relation to the 
world makes Dasein what it is. In other words, Dasein is neces-
sarily care. Heidegger’s fi rst premise is thus that time makes care 
possible.43 He then infers from the fact that care is what Dasein is 
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that time also makes Dasein possible. Heidegger maintains further 
that temporality’s temporalizing makes possible “the multiplicity 
of Dasein’s modes of Being, and especially the basic possibility of 
authentic or inauthentic existence.”44 Temporality thus leads to 
making the distinction between authentic and inauthentic, as an 
example will soon illustrate. Although Heidegger denies that 
“authentic” and “inauthentic” are value-laden terms, they clearly 
indicate different ways of caring. Authenticity is a way of caring 
about death, whereas inauthenticity tries not to care about it. These 
different ways of caring could be called “normativity,” and thus 
temporality is shown to make normativity possible.

One problem with this argument is that if Dasein is care, then 
by saying that care is possible only through Dasein’s temporalizing, 
Heidegger seems to be caught in a tautology. He would then be 
saying vacuously that Dasein makes Dasein possible. Heidegger’s 
attempt to work out this puzzle is advanced somewhat by his 
analysis in The Basic Problems of Phenomenology (1927), which 
are lectures that he gave during the year in which Being and Time 
was published. Basic Problems distinguishes between Temporalität 
and Zeitlichkeit. Both are translated as “temporality,” but Albert 
Hofstadter, the translator, capitalizes Temporality when it means 
Temporalität and lets the lower-case stand for Zeitlichkeit. Thus, 
Temporalität is the Temporality that makes a priori knowledge of 
the objective possible and Zeitlichkeit is the ontological temporal-
ity of the understanding of being. The lectures break off before this 
distinction can be developed much more than to say that “time” is 
the most a priori phenomenon, “earlier than any possible earlier 
of whatever sort, because it is the basic condition for an earlier as 
such.”45

This argument is problematic on two counts. First, in using the 
term “time” here, Heidegger’s claim becomes ambiguous because 
it does not specify which of the two senses of time is meant. One 
assumes that by “time” in this sentence he means temporality in 
the sense of Zeitlichkeit insofar as this is what temporalizes itself 
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(sich zeitigt). Second, Heidegger maintains that the term “a priori” 
means “earlier” in a temporal sense. “A priori” means “earlier,” he 
says, and “earlier” is “patently a time-determination.”46 This claim 
could well be suspected of confusing the “temporally prior” with 
the “logically prior.” He explains, however, that he does not mean 
to say that a priori conditions are “temporally” prior in the sense 
where “temporally” implies “before” in the ordinary, “intratempo-
ral” understanding of time as a succession of moments in which 
we stand.47 But at the more fundamental level where “temporality 
[Zeitlichkeit] temporalizes itself,”48 he mocks the tradition for not 
realizing that “it cannot be denied that a time-determination is 
present in the concept of the a priori, the earlier.”49 Even with this 
qualifi cation, though, Heidegger still appears to be confusing “pri-
ority” in the logical sense with “priority” in the temporal sense. 
Although Heidegger is thus wrong, given current practice, on this 
question of word usage, he is right on the more important point 
that the aprioricity of the Temporal does not make it ontically 
the fi rst being, because time is not a being at all. As such, time 
cannot be said to be ontically “forever and eternal.”50 What is nor-
mally thought to be the case when ontic time no longer obtains is 
not clear in any case. Cold ashes in the motionless void, one 
supposes.

In The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics (1929), Heidegger 
adds some analyses that illustrate and indirectly clarify his state-
ment that “temporality temporalizes.” The topic is boredom. This 
starting point might seem to be an arbitrary and inauspicious basis 
for a theory of human existence insofar as boredom is merely one 
among many subjective states of mind in which one can fi nd 
oneself. Heidegger’s intention, however, is to show how attending 
directly to a phenomenon like boredom and avoiding the Cartesian 
vocabulary of consciousness will be more useful than assuming 
from the start that boredom is a merely subjective state of mind. 
Such an assumption presupposes an unbridgeable gap between 
subjective experience, to which the subject is the only one who has 
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access, and objective experience, which is accessible from many 
points of view, including natural science.51

Heidegger challenges the method that presupposes this gap. He 
maintains that this method treats our access to consciousness as 
itself something that can be made into an object for what he calls 
an “ascertaining” consciousness. “Ascertaining” tries to bring con-
sciousness itself to consciousness and does not recognize that this 
objectifying attempt in fact alters or destroys the phenomenon in 
question.52 Instead of this mode of false reifi cation, Heidegger 
argues for a phenomenological approach that he calls “awakening.” 
The ascertaining consciousness depends on a more basic implicit 
understanding to which we can be awakened. In awakening, the 
phenomenon in question is described not to objectify it and bring 
it under our control, but to release it from the grip of Cartesian 
and Kantian theories based on the notions of subjectivity and 
consciousness.

Theories of consciousness focus primarily on cognition, and 
they tend to treat other phenomena such as moods or emotions 
as side issues. Heidegger, in contrast, attributes greater importance 
to moods and emotions, which are a function of the basic category 
or “existentiale” of Dasein that he calls Befi ndlichkeit (disposed-
ness). Our Befi ndlichkeit is a function of how we fi nd ourselves 
in the world, how disposed or attuned we are to the situation 
that enables us to be who we have been. In The Fundamental 
Concepts of Metaphysics Heidegger specifi es disposedness as a 
Grundstimmung, which means that we are never without some 
emotive attunement. Because it is neither entirely conscious 
nor unconscious, however, this basic attunement needs to be 
“awakened” rather than “ascertained.” The attempt to ascertain 
attunement by making it explicit only serves to diminish it.53 Not 
an experience in the “soul,” attunement refl ects how we are there—
Da—in the world with one another.54 In contrast, Verstehen or the 
Understanding involves projecting possibilities into the future as 
the basis for action. Heidegger does not assume from the start that 
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attunement is a merely subjective phenomenon, unlike most phi-
losophers who see moods as only subjective. Neither merely sub-
jective nor entirely objective,55 modes of attunement reveal how 
we fi nd ourselves in a particular situation that both conditions what 
we can do and delimits what cannot be done. In Being and Time 
Heidegger focuses his discussion of attunement on fear and anxiety. 
Here in these lectures, The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics, 
he works instead on the mood of boredom. His intention is to show 
the particular connection between mood and the experience of 
time.

The German word for boredom is Langeweile, or literally a 
“long while.” Using boredom as the paradigm instead of anxiety, 
Heidegger argues that time is lengthened by boredom, and he 
describes some of our strategies for evading boredom by “shorten-
ing” time. With this etymological analysis of the German word for 
boredom, however, Heidegger runs the risk of an overly psychologi-
cal argument for his derivation claim. Just because the human expe-
rience of time can be long or short, it does not follow that human 
temporality is more primordial than objective time. At this point, 
though, it becomes important to ask, what does “primordial” mean 
for Heidegger? The term can be used in at least two ways. In one 
sense, it means “most basic” or “ground.” In another sense, however, 
it merely means “without which.” The former implies that if some-
thing, call it (a), is more primordial than something else, call it (b), 
then (a) could obtain when (b) did not obtain. The second usage is 
weaker and says only that there could not be (b) unless there were 
(a), but not that (a) could obtain even if (b) did not. On my reading, 
Heidegger holds the weaker relation between time and temporality: 
we could not reckon with objective time without existential tempo-
rality, but temporality is not so basic a level of experience that 
temporality could obtain in the absence of objective time.

In Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics he acknowledges that 
attunement concerns specifi c individuals, and thus seems psycho-
logical. He also thinks, however, that as “primordial,” profound 
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boredom makes psychology and psychoanalysis both possible and 
necessary. This boredom permeates “modern man” generally and 
is the mood or attunement of the present age. Heidegger has thus 
generalized Kierkegaard’s account and extended it into a critique 
of modern subjectivity.

Profound boredom contrasts with two other forms of boredom. 
Each of these three forms of boredom has two structural features 
by which it manifests its concern for things and its care for itself: 
(1) being held in limbo, and (2) being left empty. These can also 
be viewed as strategies for relating to boredom. The fi rst form of 
boredom is “becoming bored by” something in the world. This 
form of boredom seems to be caused by an object “outside” oneself 
such that we complain, “It’s boring!” Heidegger’s own example is 
a long wait for a train. One tries to escape this form of boredom 
by “passing the time.” For instance, while waiting for the train one 
might fi nd oneself constantly looking at one’s watch. Another 
example might be a philosophy lecture on boredom. As the lecture 
drags on, one might fi nd oneself watching how slowly the second 
hand of the clock on the wall moves around the dial—as if this 
activity will “shorten” time and make it go by faster. The charac-
teristics of this form of boredom are the wearisome and the tedious. 
One is held in limbo by the wearisome situation, and the tedious-
ness of the things that refuse to conform to one’s wishes and 
expectations leaves one empty.

If the world is the source of this fi rst form of boredom, the source 
of the second form of boredom is more explicitly the self. This 
form of boredom is “being bored with” one’s self in its situation. 
Heidegger’s example is of a social evening that seemed to be a 
pleasant experience while it was occurring, but later one realizes 
how bored one was. Here the time is passed differently insofar as 
there is no behavior such as constantly looking at the clock to make 
time pass more quickly. Whereas the fi rst kind of boredom arises 
from the world, the second form arises from Dasein.56 We do not 
say, for instance, as we might have in the fi rst form of boredom, 
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“the book was boring.” Instead, now we would speak of ourselves 
as being boring to ourselves. Heidegger does not say so, but the 
quality of being boring to oneself could well make one boring to 
others. One sees that there is no reason in the world for being bored 
with the social evening, but nevertheless, one is. One is held in 
limbo by the standing of time, or what I will call “taking one’s 
time,” as if time were a commodity that one could dispense at will. 
By taking one’s time and wasting it as one wants, one thereby 
hopes to bring time to a standstill and to halt its fl ow. That is to 
say, we try to forget the future and the past, and we try to convince 
ourselves that all that counts is the present. But in fact time is again 
not under our control, and it does not vanish.

Heidegger’s third form of boredom is “profound boredom.” In 
this form we are indifferent both to the world and ourselves. More-
over, the connection between the self and temporality becomes 
markedly evident. Being held in limbo occurs in this case through 
the refusal to come under one’s control not of some particular thing, 
but of things as a whole.57 This way of being held in limbo leads 
to our being left empty in the form of a bemusement with time as 
a whole. The emptiness is a function of the withdrawal of every-
thing, and the inability of anything to engage our interest and 
involvement. Playing on the idea of sightings (Sichten), Heidegger 
describes how this withdrawal takes place in each temporal 
dimension:

All beings withdraw from us without exception in every respect [Hinsicht], 
everything we look at and the way in which we look at it; everything in 
retrospect [Rücksicht], all beings that we look back upon as having been 
and having become and as past, and the way we look back at them; all 
beings in every prospect [Absicht], everything we look at prospectively as 
futural, and the way we have thus regarded them prospectively. Every-
thing—in every respect, in retrospect and prospect, beings simultaneously 
withdraw. The three perspectives [Sichten] of respect, retrospect, and pros-
pect do not belong to mere perception, nor even to theoretical or some 
other contemplative apprehending, but are the perspectives of all doing 
and activity of Dasein.58
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Through this withdrawing, we gain for the fi rst time a standpoint 
on the entirety of all that is withdrawing. Everything has to start to 
withdraw for us to get a sense of the whole. Heidegger calls this 
grasp of the whole the Augenblick or moment of vision in which 
the unity of one’s temporality is grasped as an integral existential 
possibility.

Today one might think that the phenomenon that Heidegger 
describes as profound boredom is really clinical depression. If 
that were so, there would be a fairly straightforward way out of 
this all-pervading boredom, namely, to take an antidepressant. 
Heidegger would regard this manner of responding as a failure to 
appreciate the way attunement reveals the world as such to Dasein. 
To see Heidegger’s answer in 1929 one must distinguish the concept 
of Dasein from that of both self and subjectivity. What he wants to 
do is “not to describe the consciousness of man but to evoke the 
Dasein in man.”59 What is the difference between describing con-
sciousness and evoking Dasein? Heidegger apparently believes that 
the realization that “modern man” is fundamentally bored with 
existence causes people to thematize the difference between their 
existence and the concept of “man” as subjectivity. Boredom is 
precisely the gap between subject and world that makes “man” 
possible. Realizing this “fundamental attunement” of the present 
age leads us, he says, to want “to liberate the humanity in man, to 
liberate the humanity of man, i.e., the essence of man, to let the 
Dasein in him become essential.”60 He then elaborates on this 
demand for liberation as follows: “This demand has nothing to do 
with some human ideal in one or other domain of possible action. 
It is the liberation of the Dasein in man that is at issue here. At the 
same time this liberation is the task laid upon us to assume once 
more our very Dasein as an actual burden.”61 Dasein must learn to 
answer for itself, and philosophy plays a crucial role here by getting 
the Dasein to realize that it has to take on the burden of being free. 
Only if Dasein takes this burden on itself will it be able to do 
something concrete about its situation.
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Even the philosopher has a mood, of course. But Heidegger 
attributes mood not simply to the philosopher, that is, the person 
doing the philosophizing, but to the philosophizing itself. People 
can be gripped by a fundamental attunement without recognizing 
it as such.62 The world-weariness of ennui and Weltschmerz were 
standard conditions at the end of the nineteenth century, and indeed, 
ennui may even have been a nineteenth-century French invention. 
Nevertheless, the activity of philosophizing would not be revela-
tory if it were not itself grounded in a basic attunement. “Philoso-
phy,” he emphasizes, “in each case happens in a fundamental 
attunement.”63 Citing Novalis, Heidegger suggests that modern 
philosophizing represents a fundamental attunement of homesick-
ness. This mood of homesickness refl ects philosophy’s desire to be 
at home everywhere in the world, when it cannot be. Because 
people are not at home in the world at all any longer, the modern 
philosopher’s mood is melancholic. For Heidegger there is no 
creativity without melancholy. That is not to say, however, that 
melancholy is always creative.

What is this depressing, profound boredom about? Heidegger 
suggests ironically that what is boring is neither objects nor sub-
jects, even if these seem to be the only two possibilities. What is 
profoundly boring is time. More precisely, temporality, or the time 
of Dasein, is what is boring. In boredom, Heidegger says, “one 
feels timeless, one feels removed from the fl ow of time.”64 But this 
is an oppressive feeling. Boredom is oppressive because time 
weighs heavily. Profound boredom is ontological, and it makes 
ontic boredom possible. Ontic boredom is boredom with a particu-
lar thing or situation (for instance, being bored by a long discussion 
of boredom). At the same time, the occurrence of ontic boredom 
points to ontological boredom. Ontological or profound boredom 
is emptiness, where everything withdraws. This withdrawal of 
everything makes Dasein aware of the whole of its existence.

Boredom is thus as ontologically revelatory of the whole of our 
life as anxiety (Angst) is in Being and Time. Neither is about any 
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particular thing, but each is about everything (and nothing). Neither 
of these, says Heidegger, is the only way to grasp the whole of 
one’s existence. Heidegger points toward this conclusion in his 
1929 lecture, “What Is Metaphysics?” There too he distinguishes 
between ordinary boredom and genuine or profound boredom. Of 
the latter he writes, “Profound boredom, drifting here and there in 
the abysses of our existence like a muffl ing fog, removes all things 
and human beings and oneself along with them into a remarkable 
indifference. This boredom reveals beings as a whole.”65 Joy and 
awe are said to offer a comparable revelation. Boredom, anxiety, 
joy, and awe each represent different ways in which our Dasein is 
revealed to us.

On my interpretation, though, anxiety and boredom have differ-
ent effects on our self-understanding. Anxiety is said to individuate 
Dasein by making Dasein confront its unique fate and destiny. 
Individuation is an encounter with what is meaningful about the 
world, and it still involves what Heidegger calls existential care. 
Rather than individuate Dasein, however, I read Heidegger as sug-
gesting that profound boredom subjectivizes Dasein. To say that 
Angst individuates is to say that each Dasein fi nds out what it cares 
about, and what makes it “in each case its own.” To say that pro-
found boredom subjectivizes is to maintain that the Dasein becomes 
indifferent to all meaningfulness and ceases to care about the world. 
Because of the degree of indifference to all meaningful interac-
tions, the Dasein is left merely with its inner life. Heidegger says 
that the temporality that is profoundly boring “constitutes the 
ground of the possibility of the subjectivity of subjects, and indeed 
in such a way that the essence of subjects consists precisely in 
having Dasein, i.e., in always already enveloping beings as a whole 
in advance.”66 To be a subject is not to be an individual who is 
engaged in a determinate way in the world and who has an identity. 
The subject is an indeterminate “one” who is precisely not engaged 
with the world. Heidegger says that when we say that we are our-
selves bored, we do not mean our individuated selves:
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Yet we are now no longer speaking of ourselves being bored with  .  .  .  , but 
are saying: It is boring for one. It—for one—not for me as me, not for you 
as you, not for us as us, but for one. Name, standing, vocation, role, age 
and fate as mine and yours disappear.  .  .  .  This is what is decisive: that here 
we become an undifferentiated no one.67

In other words, one becomes a subject.
As I understand Heidegger, however, the contradiction at the 

core of profound boredom is that this indifference to everything is 
not complete. Dasein cares about this indifference and presumably 
it does not want to be bored to this extent. Dasein cannot settle for 
saying, “Nothing matters, so that does not matter either.”68 Simply 
shrugging one’s shoulders and muttering “whatever” will only 
aggravate the problem. Like Kierkegaard’s aesthete, profound 
boredom tries to exist as a contradiction by preoccupying itself 
with its inner life. This might be accomplished by what is currently 
called mindfulness, where one attempts to arrest the fl ow of time 
by focusing on the minutiae of each passing moment, trying to 
break it down into smaller and smaller parts in the attempt to hold 
onto it and to put off the inevitable moment when even that activity 
becomes boring.

Heidegger sums up the analysis of profound boredom to show 
that boredom is as ontologically basic as anxiety. Both can lead to 
an understanding of the whole of one’s life as a coherent unity in 
the moment of vision:

Boredom is the entrancement of the temporal horizon, an entrancement 
which lets the moment of vision belonging to temporality vanish. In thus 
letting it vanish, boredom impels entranced Dasein into the moment of 
vision as the properly authentic possibility of its existence, an existence 
only possible in the midst of beings as a whole, and within the horizon of 
entrancement, their telling refusal of themselves as a whole.69

In other words, boredom eliminates the entrancement with the 
everyday world that leads to the forgetting of Dasein as an origi-
nary singularity.70 But this vanishing leads Dasein to face up to its 
attunement and to take over explicitly the moment of vision for its 
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own sake. Because the question of the meaning of our own lives 
can arise only with the recognition of the possible impossibility or 
the potential disappearance of everything, boredom is another 
pathway to authenticity in addition to anxiety. So although tempo-
rality is what is boring, it generates the “legitimate illusion” that 
“things are boring, and that it is people themselves who are bored.”71 
Neither subject nor object, profound boredom makes possible the 
subjectivity of subjects. It shows that the essence of subjects con-
sists in “having Dasein, i.e., always already enveloping beings as 
a whole in advance.”72

Boredom and anxiety (and joy and awe) are thus moods that are 
revelatory of the whole of our being-in-the-world. Each of them 
also contributes to the temporality of Dasein in particular ways. At 
the end of the fi rst division of Being and Time Heidegger has given 
a complete account of what it is to be a human being at a particular 
moment of time. In the second division, however, he wants to 
describe Dasein as a being whose life is “stretched out” in time 
between birth and death. His goal is to account for the “connected-
ness” of Dasein’s life. This is both an ontological and a normative 
task. As an ontological task he needs to describe how Dasein can 
be the same being at different times of life. As a normative task he 
wants to show how it is possible for Dasein to fail to connect its 
life, on the one hand, and to succeed in integrating the various 
moments in a cohesive manner, on the other. To fail to connect is 
to be inauthentic, that is, not one’s own, and to succeed in integrat-
ing one’s life cohesively is to be authentic, that is, one’s own.

Insofar as Dasein is always Mitsein or being-with-others, 
however, for the Dasein to be connected to itself, it must also be 
connected to its community. That is why it would be unsatisfactory 
if there were as many different times as there were individuals. 
Heidegger therefore owes us an explanation of the unity of time. 
As a provisional account, I would point out that as a member 
of a community and a generation, Dasein is initially constituted 
in a way that is “undifferentiated,” that is, neither authentic nor 
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inauthentic. Insofar as the Dasein is caught up in everydayness, for 
the most part it is inauthentic. Insofar as reckoning with time is 
necessary, the measuring of time can become a feature of our com-
munal world. Clock time is thus a feature of the public, everyday 
world, and Heidegger claims that it is derivative from primordial 
temporality. Heidegger’s account of Angst explains how Dasein 
can become authentic through resolve based on recognition of 
one’s unavoidable fi nitude. It is important to realize that authentic-
ity is not simply a function of the Dasein’s connectedness to its 
past. Authenticity also involves Dasein’s understanding of its 
present and its future. In fact, the past cannot be understood without 
understanding how it projects its future.

The future is the topic of chapter 4, where there is further discus-
sion of the temporality of the distinction between the authentic and 
the inauthentic. At this point, we have Heidegger’s account of the 
source of temporality and of normativity at hand. This account of 
the distinction between the authentic and the inauthentic allows for 
a provisional answer to the question of what Heidegger means when 
he says Dasein is time. Heidegger can be read as saying that Dasein 
interprets itself as temporal. Does this mean that Dasein could 
interpret itself as atemporal? The answer is no, not if to interpret 
itself means that Dasein exists as its interpretation. But if Dasein 
can only interpret itself as temporal, is Heidegger’s claim vacuous? 
Again, the answer is no, because there are at least two possible 
ways in which Dasein can exist temporally, namely, authentically 
and inauthentically. Heidegger’s claim is thus not vacuous. On the 
contrary, it makes all the difference to our lives. How the normative 
is refl ected in each of the temporal modes of past, present, and 
future can now be discussed in detail in the next chapters.

Refl ections

To sum up the results of this chapter, let me review the various 
answers our philosophers have given to the question, what is the 
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source of time? From an initial reading of Kant’s fi rst Critique, 
especially the Transcendental Aesthetic, it would be fair to con-
clude that his answer is that the source of time is the mind. As the 
form of intuition, it would seem that time is suffi ciently mind 
dependent for us to be able to say that without mind there would 
be no time.

Heidegger’s reading of Kant in Kant and the Problem of 
Metaphysics in 1929 specifi es the source of time in Kant more 
precisely as the faculty of imagination. Through his analysis of the 
section of the A edition called the Schematism, Heidegger was able 
to see the transcendental imagination as the spontaneous welling 
up of the temporal. Heidegger then went on to attribute to Kant his 
own speculation, which was that the mind did not produce time so 
much as time produced the mind.

In the meantime, Heidegger’s mentor Husserl had lectured 
on internal time-consciousness between 1905 and 1910, and 
Heidegger had edited and published a version of these lectures in 
1928. Although Kant offered an analysis of Newtonian, objective 
time, he did not have a specifi c theory of lived temporality. Husserl 
was the fi rst to provide an account not so much of time as of time-
consciousness. His introspective method of phenomenology led 
him to posit such time-consciousness as “inner.” Husserl’s contri-
bution was intended to go beyond Kantian faculty psychology 
whereby time was imposed on the data of sensation by a faculty in 
the form of a synthesis that produced experience. Instead, he 
located duration in the experience of the moment by saying that 
each moment was not isolated, but connected both to the previous 
moments through retentions and to future moments through proten-
tions. Once again, however, the source of temporality was taken to 
be internal and subjective.

Heidegger’s own account of temporality requires the source of 
temporality to be neither subjective nor objective. Instead, tempo-
rality is itself the source of the subjective–objective distinction. 
What does this mean? To put the point in a formulaic way, we could 
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say that in contrast to Kant’s view of time as mind dependent, 
Heidegger’s view is that it is the other way around, and mind is 
time dependent. In Heidegger’s terms, the statement that what 
temporalizes is temporality itself is intended to avoid reifying the 
mind into a present-at-hand object. Temporality has to do with the 
way that comportments occur. An important aspect of such behav-
ior is attunement, which is refl ected in moods, feelings, and emo-
tions more than in explicit self-conscious cognitions. As we saw, 
the method that Heidegger uses to characterize moods such as 
boredom is called “awakening.” Unlike Husserl’s method of phe-
nomenological reduction, which brackets the reality of the subject 
and object to focus on consciousness per se, Heidegger believes 
that it is important to get down below the level of consciousness 
to the phenomena themselves. Making some aspects of our lives 
explicit tends to distort or destroy them. Heidegger calls this deriv-
ative way of bringing things to explicit consciousness “ascertain-
ing.” I am suggesting that Heidegger sees Husserl’s phenomenological 
method as a form of ascertaining, in contrast to Heidegger’s own 
method of awakening.

Awakening reveals how the source of time is in temporality, and 
the source of temporality is nothing other than temporality itself. 
Heidegger’s elaborate example of such awakening is his discussion 
of boredom. Insofar as he was able to reduce the 150 pages of lec-
tures to one published sentence in the essay “What Is Metaphys-
ics?,” it would seem that the basic idea is not all that diffi cult. The 
point is that objective time is dependent on lived temporality and 
that the reverse is not the case. From that point of view, the way 
to describe temporality is not to reduce it to something else, but to 
see how it shows up in our implicit encounters with the world.

There are several other philosophically interesting issues or 
ideas that have come up in the course of this chapter that I would 
like to highlight. One of these is the contrast between explanations 
of temporality through faculty psychology and through accounts of 
duration. If Kant is the paradigm of the former, Husserl and, as we 
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will see, Bergson, are the quintessential theorists of the latter. 
Where to fi t Heidegger into this distinction is not so clear. On the 
one hand, his notions of human existence as divided into three 
major aspects of comportment—Befi ndlichkeit (disposedness), 
Verstehen (understanding), and Rede (discourse)—bear a certain 
resemblance to faculty psychology. His analysis of temporality 
into the three ecstases of past, present, and future (discussed in 
later chapters), however, is more in the tradition of duration theory. 
He was certainly aware of both Husserl and Bergson, as well as 
earlier philosophers of time from Aristotle and Augustine to 
Kant and Brentano. In general, then, as we encounter other 
philosophers of temporality in the following chapters, it may be 
productive to ask under which paradigm each of them fi gures. 
Then we can ask how they would solve the problem of explaining 
how time is one if temporality is relative to each individual. Is 
temporality so local that there are as many different times as there 
are people?

Another set of issues arose in this chapter around the idea 
of subjectivity, and they will need further investigation.73 For 
Heidegger the idea of subjectivity may be what Robert Brandom 
has dubbed a “Bad Idea,” one that should be dropped because of 
all the philosophical baggage that goes along with it. Or perhaps a 
more moderate approach would be to say that of course people have 
access to their own experiences, but that one should not try to build 
a philosophical method of phenomenological reduction around this 
minimalist claim. For Heidegger, under this construal, subjectivity 
would not be interesting to the philosopher, since it is a derivative 
and ontic mode, one that has some everyday use but no special 
philosophical signifi cance. Insofar as it designates a derivative 
mode of experience, its emergence can be explained by more basic 
phenomena such as boredom or anxiety. In other words, subjec-
tivity is to be explained; it does not do the explaining. More 
interesting will be ideas like the self and the individual, which are 
not identical to the idea of subjectivity. In relation to Heidegger, 
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for instance, one might well ask, if Dasein is not fi rst and foremost 
a subject, what is it? What does “Dasein” refer to exactly?

Furthermore, there is a set of problems about the relation of 
subjectivity and self-consciousness. Michel Foucault, for instance, 
gives us a method for describing how subjects are formed by social 
practices before they are self-conscious of who they have become. 
Moreover, there is not simply one form of subjectivity exemplifi ed 
by all subjects, but different subjectivities are formed under differ-
ent “cultural politics.”74

This reference to social practices and cultural politics raises 
issues about the possibility of phenomenology not simply describ-
ing experience, but also prescribing normativity. At this point we 
have one account of the birth of normativity, namely, Heidegger’s 
use of temporality to explain the distinction between authentic 
and inauthentic comportments. Later discussions will focus on the 
pertinence of this account of normativity to political and ethical 
attitudes toward the past and the future.
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Although clichés about time generally sound like truisms, they can 
also be revealing. In this particular case, “there is no time like the 
present” is often used as a practical adage. “Now is a good time to 
take action” would be another way of stating this advice. In this 
sense, it is closely linked to “Carpe diem”—seize the day! The 
expression can also be viewed not as practical advice, however, but 
as an ontological claim, one that points to the reality of the present 
and the unreality of the past and the future. “There is no time but 
the present” would be a better way of making this ontological point. 
So stated, the expression captures the common intuition that the 
present obtains in a different way than the past or the future. Some 
philosophers, however, have the contrasting intuition that the 
present takes no time at all and that ultimately there is no such 
thing as the present. Augustine raised this issue by asking whether 
the present is so instantaneous as to be practically nonexistent. 
Then if the past is gone, and the future is always not-yet, what does 
that say about the reality of time in general and of the present in 
particular?

In this chapter on the present I do not intend to tackle directly 
the metaphysical issues about the reality of time. Instead, I continue 
to approach the issues through the phenomenology of temporality. 
By starting from the analysis of temporality—from the time of our 

2 
There Is No Time Like the Present! On the Now
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lives—phenomenological philosophers expect to avoid metaphysi-
cal issues about the reality of time. Phenomenologists tend to think 
that objective time is real, but they see it as derived from the more 
primordial way in which humans temporalize their world. Herme-
neutical phenomenologists then add that temporalization is a basic 
form of interpretation. Interpretation in the broad sense is not the 
result of self-conscious, refl ective theorizing, but is built into the 
activities and projects in which humans are engaged.

These strategies for talking about the time of our lives as opposed 
to the time of the universe will emerge from this chapter’s analysis 
of the temporality of the present. The chapter begins with Hegel, 
focusing in particular on his brief but historically infl uential 
critique of the Now as a form of sense-certainty. I then discuss the 
concerns about the size of the present voiced by William James. 
Both Heidegger and Derrida portray Husserl and Merleau-Ponty as 
paradigmatic phenomenologists who therefore become the targets 
for the deconstruction of the phenomenological notion of presence. 
Nietzsche appears at the end because his account of eternal return 
represents an entirely different theory of the present. Each of these 
thinkers will appear again in later chapters that deal with the other 
temporal dimensions and the particular philosophical problems 
associated with them.

Hegel’s Critique of the Now

What is the present? One metaphor handed down to us from antiq-
uity construes the present as the boundary between the past and the 
future. Insofar as this boundary has no duration, the present is dis-
solved by the skeptical intuition that the instant is over before one 
knows it and is indeed nothing at all. In the modern tradition, Hegel 
raises similar skeptical issues about the reality of the present in the 
fi rst chapter of Phenomenology of Spirit. Here he attacks the posi-
tion of sense-certainty for relying on the idea of the Now as an 
unquestionable item of knowledge. Although we think that we 
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know with certainty that it is Now, and thus what the word “Now” 
refers to, in fact, it is diffi cult to articulate what it is that we think 
we know. More technically, although “Now” seems like an indexi-
cal term referring to a bare particular, it can also function as a uni-
versal that refers to any and every moment. Hegel argues that if I 
write down “Now it is morning” and then look at the sentence at 
night, I will see the certainty of the term vanish.

A typical reaction to this argument is that it would have been 
more convincing if it did not rely on writing down the sentence. 
Could one not simply change its tensed status by attaching a date 
and place stamp to the writing? For instance, by writing “Now, at 
7:15 AM in California on such and such a date, it is morning,” the 
sentence would then always be true. This response misses Hegel’s 
point, however. Hegel is making a phenomenological claim that 
emphasizes the importance of the observer in determining the tem-
poral sequence of events. Hegel’s dialectical strategy is to show 
that even if the temporal sequence seems to exist in itself, without 
a fi xed standpoint to contrast to the fl ux of experience there could 
not be any before or after, earlier or later, faster or slower. The time 
that seems objective and independent turns out to be dependent on 
subjectivity.

Hegel has two other arguments that supplement his attempt to 
problematize the Now. The fi rst concerns the fl eeting character of 
the Now. Whenever I identify myself as having an experience right 
now, that moment is already over, and the Now is already in the 
past. If this were right, then one could never use the term “Now” 
to refer to the present moment. The Now to which one intended to 
refer would never be the Now that was actually occurring. In 
Hegel’s words, “The Now that is, is another Now than the one 
pointed to.”1

The second issue concerns the divisibility of the Now. Hegel 
thinks that any Now “contains within it many Nows.”2 When I say 
“Now,” therefore, that to which I am referring is not obvious. I 
could be referring to today. A day contains many hours within it, 
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however, and an hour includes many minutes, and minutes include 
seconds. I could be referring to anything from a few seconds to 
several decades. These two problems are said to show that what 
the term “Now” refers to is not as clear as sense-certainty thinks. 
Hegel thus problematizes the naive intuition that time is objective 
and mind independent by deconstructing the notion of time as 
consisting of instants.

William James and the Specious Present

In The Principles of Psychology, William James continues the tra-
dition of skepticism about the reality of the present in order to 
establish not only that temporality is dependent on the observer, 
but also that time-consciousness and memory are not the same. He 
is more interested in consciousness than in time per se, and is thus 
focusing more on what I call “temporality” or “lived time.” His 
analysis of the perception of temporality begins by considering two 
strongly skeptical views on the nature of time-consciousness. First, 
James derides what could be called the “glow-worm” theory of 
consciousness. On this theory, each moment of consciousness is 
separate from every other moment of consciousness. James cites a 
contemporary text in which the view is described as follows:

One idea, upon this supposition, would follow another. But that would be 
all. Each of our successive states of consciousness, the moment it ceased, 
would be gone forever. Each of these momentary states would be our 
whole being.3

James suggests that consciousness on this view would be “like a 
glow-worm spark, illuminating the point it immediately covered, 
but leaving all beyond in total darkness.”4 He maintains that it is 
doubtful that a practical life would be possible under these 
conditions.5

On the glow-worm theory, the present is the only moment of 
time that really obtains. On another view, not only do the past and 
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future not exist, but neither does the present. James cites the fol-
lowing speculations by S. H. Hodgson:

Crudely and popularly we divide the course of time into past, present, and 
future; but, strictly speaking, there is no present; it is composed of past 
and future divided by an indivisible point or instant. That instant, or time-
point, is the strict present. What we call, loosely, the present is an empirical 
portion of the course of time, containing at least a minimum of conscious-
ness, in which the instant of change is the present time-point.6

James then urges his readers to ask themselves whether they 
can really introspect the present. His conclusion draws on the 
limitations of refl ective introspection of phenomenal experience: 
“Refl ection leads us to the conclusion that it [the present] must 
exist, but that it does exist can never be a fact of our immediate 
experience.”7 James is alleging that ordinary common sense there-
fore commits the fallacy of deriving an objective is from a subjec-
tive must. Simply because someone thinks that something must be 
the case does not entail that it is the case. This mistake is quite 
common, especially in drawing conclusions about consciousness 
from introspection.

James’s own attitude toward the present is different from both 
of these views, but as I understand him, it is still a skeptical view. 
He borrows the term “specious present” from one of his contem-
poraries, whom he cites as follows: “The present to which the 
datum refers is really a part of the past—a recent past—delusively 
given as being a time that intervenes between the past and the 
future.”8 He believes that the term “Now” equivocates between a 
knife’s-edge and a saddleback conception of the present. The 
former thinks of the present as an instant, roughly equivalent to the 
snap of one’s fi ngers. The latter assumes that the present itself takes 
time and that it lasts for a while. The present is thus ambiguous 
insofar as it connotes both instantaneity and duration.

James then makes some intriguing observations about the 
phenomenology of time-perception in its relation to memory. He 
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suggests that temporal duration is not only stretched out, but is also 
directional. The duration has both a bow and a stern, he says. But 
we do not experience fi rst one end, then the other, until fi nally, 
“from the perception of the succession [we] infer an interval of 
time between.”9 Instead, he maintains that prerefl ectively we feel 
“the time interval as a whole, with the two ends embedded in it.”10 
Refl ection may result in “decomposing” the experience into its 
beginning and its end. Time-perception, perhaps unlike time itself, 
is a synthesis of the two directions. Whereas metaphysically, time 
may be simple (i.e., it cannot be divided any farther), James sug-
gests that time-perception is a synthetic datum.

The specious present becomes, for James, the primordial unit of 
time-perception. He emphasizes that “the original paragon and 
prototype of all conceived times is the specious present, the short 
duration of which we are immediately and incessantly sensible.”11 
The specious present allows a being to distinguish before from 
after, and thus to have a sense of time’s directionality. However 
much the content of consciousness varies (and it is constantly in 
fl ux), the specious present is a permanent framework, “with its own 
quality unchanged by the events that stream through it.”12

One might think that the fading away into the past means that 
memory must be involved. James asks himself whether a being that 
did not have memory could still have a rudimentary perception of 
time. For James the answer is yes, at least if he is right to think 
that the experience of the specious present as fading into the past 
is different from memory. Memory brings back or “reproduces” an 
event that has completely faded out. The immediate past that is part 
of the specious present is thus different from a remembered past. 
James distinguishes between the retained past of the specious 
present and the remembered past of memory. In James’s colorful 
language, he asks his readers to observe “that the reproduction of 
an event, after it has once completely dropped out of the rearward 
end of the specious present, is an entirely different psychic 
fact from its direct perception in the specious present as a thing 
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immediately past.”13 The immediate past that is part of the specious 
present is thus not the past as remembered. The remembered past 
is the entire unit of what was once the present. The immediate past 
is only a part of the experience of the specious present. When 
memory recollects a present that is now past, that past present will 
include its own sense of what was for it the immediate past. That 
is why James thinks that a being with no memory could still have 
a sense of time. Such speculations lead me to interpret James as 
saying that temporality is a necessary but not a suffi cient condition 
of memory, and memory is a suffi cient but not a necessary condi-
tion for temporality.

If this formulation is correct, the next question is exactly how 
long does the present last for lived time? James knew, of course, 
about attempts by psychologists to determine the range of the per-
ception of the Now. This range would be between the smallest 
amount of time that can be perceived and the longest amount of 
time of which we could be said to be immediately aware. In James’s 
time, the shortest time would be expressed in thousandths of a 
second. Today we can measure in even shorter spans of nanosec-
onds and attoseconds, which is perhaps why we think that attention 
spans are getting shorter. At the other end of the scale, James tends 
to put the upper limits of the present at approximately a dozen 
seconds, although in his conclusion he specifi es the duration of the 
specious present as “varying in length from a few seconds to prob-
ably not more than a minute.”14

James’s guess is not too far from present-day research. Neuro-
scientist Ernst Pöppel speculates that “we take life three seconds 
at a time,” three seconds being the time it takes for a handshake, 
short-term memory formation, preparation for a golf swing, forma-
tion of speech phrases, or pauses while channel surfi ng.15 However 
long it lasts, the specious present always includes both the warm-up 
and the fade out. These two aspects make temporality what it is, 
and both are built into time-perception right at the start. James 
thinks of the neurons not as digital switches that are either on or 
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off, but as analog relays with a fading effect, much like a radio tube 
or a lightbulb that glows for a while after being shut off.

James explains the feeling of duration by arguing, on the one 
hand, that the “feeling of past time is a present feeling,”16 and on 
the other hand, that the moment that is experienced as present is 
already fading into the past. (In a footnote he suggests that in addi-
tion to fading brain-processes, dawning processes contribute 
equally to the feeling of duration in the specious present.17) In other 
words, the sense of the past is built into each specious present 
because the specious present itself is experienced as already fading 
into the past. James infers from this phenomenon that if we tried 
to imagine Adam’s fi rst experience, we would realize that there 
could not be such an experience. James emphasizes his position 
by asserting that “the new-created man would unquestionably have 
the feeling, at the very primal instant of his life, of having been 
in existence already some little space of time.”18 The Adamic fi rst 
experience is a myth, as is Adam himself.

Husserl on Time-Consciousness

Husserl’s Zur Phänomenologie des inneren Zeitbewusstseins19 
includes lectures that Heidegger edited and published in 1928—
toward the end of a decade during which Heidegger was himself 
writing intensively about time. The most recent translation, by John 
Barnett Brough, contains many notes and drafts that Husserl never 
published and that do not form a single work. The task for Husserl 
scholars is, then, to determine how his thinking evolved, and to use 
these hypotheses to date the various jottings in order to determine 
which of them represent his more considered views.20 This account 
of duration is highly complex, as a quick look at fi gure 2.1, one of 
Husserl’s many graphs of temporality, will indicate. Nevertheless, 
the basic idea represents a historical advance over William James’s 
account, and I will present it using a minimum of technical vocabu-
lary in order to bring out the intuitive appeal of Husserl’s model.
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Husserl is concerned, as James is not, to distinguish between the 
empirical analysis by psychology and the supposedly a priori fea-
tures discovered by phenomenology, construed as transcendental 
philosophy. A transcendental phenomenology would reveal the a 
priori structures of consciousness. Both Husserl and Heidegger 
think of philosophy as raising ontological or transcendental ques-
tions that empirical psychology presupposes but cannot raise by 
itself. One such question is, which comes fi rst, experienced tem-
porality or objective time (i.e., clock time)? Another issue that 
arises is how can there be one time if everybody has different 
temporalities? A third question is to ask whether temporality can 
be said to “fl ow.” If so, in what direction does it fl ow, and what 
happens to the present, which is always there even though the 
content is always different?

The phenomenological program of analyzing temporality differs 
dramatically from the Kantian style of explanation of time through 
faculty psychology. Faculty psychology constructs experience as 
the outcome of a transcendental processing machine of which we 
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Husserl’s time graph. Redrawn from Edmund Husserl, On the Phenomenology of 
the Consciousness of Internal Time (1893–1917), trans. John Barnett Brough (Dor-
drecht: Kluwer, 1991), p. 343.
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have no awareness. Somewhere in the process, time is added to 
experience by one faculty or another so that we can distinguish 
between past and present experience. This explanation of how we 
order our experiences of time does not account, however, for 
the temporality of the experience as such. There is no account of 
duration. Duration involves the qualitative aspects of temporal 
experience, whereas faculty psychology confi nes its concerns to 
explaining the orderability of experience and thus the quantitative 
aspect of time measurement required by Newtonian science.

Husserl’s phenomenology is conceived as a description of what 
Husserl calls “intentionality.” Intentionality is simply conscious-
ness of something. A special kind of intentional object is a temporal 
object. Husserl’s favorite example of a temporal object is a melody. 
Melodies have what we call duration. Husserl’s phenomenological 
task is thus to describe duration, which is a particular kind of 
intentional experience, different from James’s specious present.21 
If temporality is a fl ow, then duration is a feature of the fl ow.

Right at the start, Husserl can be interpreted as dismissing Kant’s 
efforts to fi nd the permanent, without which Kant thought that one 
could not even speak of change. Husserl also appears to discount 
Kant’s efforts at refuting idealism and establishing the permanence 
of external substance when he writes:

Where is the object that changes in this fl ow? Surely in every process a 
priori something runs its course? But here nothing runs its course. The 
change is not a change. And therefore it also makes no sense to speak of 
something that endures, and it is nonsensical to want to fi nd something 
here that remains unchanged for even an instant during the course of a 
duration.22

With the assertion that “the fl ow of consciousness constitutes its 
own unity,”23 Husserl moves beyond faculty psychology with its 
transcendental machinery for unifying something logical (con-
cepts) and something nonlogical (intuitions). In Kant’s case, the 
opposition between concepts and intuitions is the principal obstacle 
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that has to be overcome. Husserl’s explanation of duration and the 
phenomenon of fl ow bypasses and obviates a signifi cant part of 
Kant’s transcendental philosophy.

As for temporality, if one’s theory of perception holds that tem-
porality is such that one can hear only what is in the present, and 
the present can include only one note at a time, then one would 
never hear the melody. The melody is the entire sequence of notes, 
including their length and the space in between the notes. For 
instance, how does one otherwise hear the rhythm? On Husserl’s 
account, the notes that have already been played are retained, and 
retention includes the quality of “sinking” into the past. Even when 
one hears the same note over time, what Husserl calls primary 
memory is involved. That is because although one is hearing the 
same note and therefore is having identical sensory input at the 
different moments throughout which the note is maintained, there 
is still a difference insofar as the beginning of the tone is different 
from the middle or end of the tone. As Husserl says in §31, there 
is a new “primal impression” that corresponds to each new 
Now.24

Husserl’s contribution to the history of the phenomenology of 
temporality is to make a sharper distinction than previous philoso-
phers between time as the noematic or objective correlate and 
temporality as the noetic correlate, that is, consciousness or experi-
ence. Temporality involves a three-layered phenomenon of the 
primal impression, the protention, and the retention. The protention 
is the projected horizon, the intentional anticipation that reaches 
toward the immediate future, just as the retention holds onto the 
immediate past in the fading out of the primal impression.25 Past, 
present, and future are different from retention and protention. We 
experience ourselves as in time and as having a past, present, and 
future because our temporality involves the structure of protention, 
retention, and primal impression. Moreover, protention, retention, 
and primal impression are all part of each experience. Unlike past, 
present, or future, a person could not have an experience of only 
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one of these aspects of temporal experience. It takes all three for 
one unifi ed experience to be possible.

Although Husserl has much more to say about retention than 
protention,26 the central claim is that temporal experience is not 
like a string of pearls. In a string of pearls each pearl is self-
 contained and identifi ably discrete from every other pearl in the 
string. At the same time, in a matched string each pearl resembles 
every other pearl such that they all look alike. Husserl’s picture of 
duration is a spatial diagram in which each moment refl ects the 
previous one and anticipates the next one. The string of moments 
of time constitutes itself from within its own structure rather than 
being the result of an external synthesis by a faculty of the mind.

Husserl’s struggle to explain retention was a long, drawn-out 
affair. By 1911, however, he felt he had a solution: “There is one, 
unique fl ow of consciousness (perhaps within an ultimate con-
sciousness) in which both the unity of the tone in immanent time 
and the unity of the fl ow of consciousness itself become constituted 
at once.”27 To elaborate on his example, imagine listening to an 
opera in which the soprano hits and holds an impossibly high note. 
As you wonder how long she will be able to hold it, you are aware 
of how long she has been holding it. How would that awareness 
be possible? You know it is the same note, yet you also know that 
it is stretched out over time. Husserl thinks that you retain the initial 
sound throughout its duration so that you then know that she held 
it for an extraordinarily long time. In fact, at each instant that she 
is holding the note, you are retaining not only the prior instant but 
also your retention of the prior instant before that. Figure 2.1 shows 
how complex this interlacement of retentions can become.

The complexity of the retentions of retentions of retentions 
strikes Husserl’s critics, including myself, as in fact a problem with 
his account. One Husserlian tries to defend Husserl by saying that 
“it is by remembering the past perception that one is able to recall 
the past object of the perception.”28 This claim seems to get the 
phenomenology wrong. I do not fi rst remember my memory and 
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then remember the object. Furthermore, I doubt that it is right to 
say that I can retain a retention of a retention. Just as I do not per-
ceive my perception of an object, but the object itself, I do not 
remember having a memory (whether primary or secondary), but 
I remember the content of the memory fi rst. Only then can I remem-
ber having remembered it on earlier occasions.

If I am right about the phenomenology, then it is not surpris-
ing to fi nd Husserl himself saying much the same thing about 
both perception and memory. In §27 Husserl says that in order to 
have perception, which “constitutes the present,” I do not repre-
sent the perception; “rather I represent the perceived, that which 
appears as present in the perception.”29 I read this as saying that 
we do not perceive the perception but the object. He then 
specifi es,

Memory therefore does actually imply a reproduction of the earlier percep-
tion, but the memory is not in the proper sense a representation of it: the 
perception is not meant and posited in the memory; what is meant and 
posited is the perception’s object and the object’s now, which, in addition, 
is posited in relation to the actually present now.30

Thus, I understand Husserl as saying as well that I do not remember 
the perceiving so much as the perceived object.

Although Husserl’s account of retention is more detailed than 
William James’s view, it does not apply quite as well to protention. 
One might grant that the present lingers in our perception as it 
passes into the past, but can we say as a corollary that we see into 
the future as the protention becomes present? Husserl may have 
thought the situation for the past and the future were parallel. 
Insofar as we act, we act toward some end, and this slight leaning 
ahead of oneself could be seen as a correlate of the slight lingering 
of one tone as another succeeds it. If we apply James’s metaphor 
of the ship, Husserl’s analysis would have the prow of the present 
cutting into the future as its stern slips into the past.

An obvious objection, however, is that this analysis breaks the 
ship in two. To deal with this problem, Husserl distinguishes two 
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perspectives that can be taken on the present and its fl ow. What he 
calls the “horizontal intentionality,” or better, “longitudinal inten-
tionality” (Längsintentionalität) is distinguished from “transverse 
intentionality” (Querintentionalität).31 This distinction is both tied 
to Husserl’s account of how self-awareness is possible and also 
involved in the explanation of how temporal passage is able to be 
experienced. The Längsintentionalität concerns the stretch of the 
temporal series. The Querintentionalität then would be a transverse 
view across the stretch. Although he does not say so, the distinction 
is described in a way that resembles the structuralist distinction 
between the synchronic and the diachronic, that is, the oneness of 
temporality at any given moment and the stretch of time over its 
many moments. This interpretation is supported by the fact that 
he uses the term Momentan-Zugleich or “momentary being-all- at-
once” in just this sense of the synchronic, although he notes in the 
margins that he really means the diachronic Strecken-Zugleich or 
“the stretched being-all-at-once at length.”32

To illustrate his account, we can return to his example of hearing 
a melody. When one listens to the note for its own sake (perhaps 
because it is slightly fl at or perhaps because it is remarkably pure), 
one is making the temporal slice across the fl ow of time that we 
call the present. But hearing each note, one after the other, is not 
the same as hearing the melody. The melody requires a stretch of 
connected time. Thus, when one is hearing the last resolving chord 
in, for example, the famous opening phrase of Beethoven’s Fifth 
Symphony—da-da-da-dum—the fi rst note is over when one hears 
the last note. But here Husserl’s account of retention, as described 
above, is intended to save the day with this analysis of retention 
and protention, which explains how the series of notes is heard as 
a unity, that is, as a melody. The “all-at-once” or Zugleich brings 
out how the oneness at a given moment and the unity of a “stretched” 
temporal object like this are constituted.

For Husserl, internal consciousness involves a prerefl ective 
awareness of the temporal ordering of the experience itself. What 
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this awareness is an awareness of is the self-givenness of the primal 
impression, that is, the sense one has that one is being presented 
with some content. The content of each primal impression will 
vary, but the self-givenness of the experience can be distinguished 
from this content. The Husserl scholar Dan Zahavi maintains that 
to distinguish the content and its self-givenness does not mean that 
the self-givenness can be separated from the content.33 To separate 
the givenness and the content would make the givenness into a 
separate datum, but that gets the phenomenology wrong. There is 
no empty fi eld into which the contents fl ow, and the stream of 
consciousness is not itself something that can be made into a refl ec-
tive content of consciousness.

Maurice Merleau-Ponty has worked out the most detailed 
analysis of the prerefl ective level of experience. Insofar as 
Merleau-Ponty sees himself as working out Husserl’s account of 
Zeitbewusstsein, we can continue the discussion of Husserl by 
taking up the views of his most infl uential French interpreter. An 
equally important antecedent for Merleau-Ponty’s thinking about 
the present is, however, Heidegger. Before moving on to the French 
phenomenologist, therefore, let us look more closely at Heidegger’s 
views in Being and Time about the present.

Heidegger in Being and Time

Martin Heidegger’s contribution to the history of the pheno-
menology of temporality is double edged. He has to criticize 
Kantian faculty psychology and at the same time explain more 
convincingly than Husserl how objective time relates to temporal-
ity and the experience of duration. Although faculty psychology 
might succeed in explaining the constitution of time as a series of 
discrete units or Nows, at least three respects have been mentioned 
in which it does not constitute a proper explanation of temporality. 
First, faculty psychology is empty. It tries to explain how some-
thing occurs by telling us only where it occurs. Second, faculty 
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psychology is circular. Just as sleeping pills would not be 
“explained” by saying that they have dormative powers, temporal-
ity would not be explained by ascribing it to a faculty that is said 
to have the function of injecting time into the synthesis of experi-
ence. Third and most important, it leaves out a fundamental phe-
nomenological feature of temporal experience, namely, duration. 
Husserl’s critique of his more Kantian predecessor Franz Brentano 
is important because it leads to a better explanation of duration 
(although whether it is the best account of duration will have to 
wait until chapter 3 and a comparison of Husserl and Henri 
Bergson). Heidegger has to fi nd a more basic level for analysis than 
either Brentano or Husserl envisioned.

Near the end of Being and Time Heidegger makes a three-way 
distinction between primordial (or originary) time, world time, and 
ordinary time. His goal is to show that time is better explained by 
starting from primordial time rather than from the ordinary under-
standing of time. There are three features of time that the ordinary 
understanding of time does not capture or expresses incorrectly. 
First, for reasons explained below, time has an irreversible direc-
tionality to it that the ordinary understanding of time cannot explain. 
Second, time is fi nite, but the ordinary understanding views it as 
infi nite. Third, the metaphor for time as a river is wrong because 
time does not fl ow “downstream,” as it were. In particular, it does 
not fl ow from past to the present and toward the future. Heidegger’s 
thesis is that starting from the ordinary understanding of time 
leaves these phenomenologically determinable features of tempo-
rality unexplainable. These phenomenological features can be 
understood only by starting from primordial time and showing how 
ordinary time is derived from it.

Time is explained differently if it is understood as ordinary 
time, world time, or primordial time. The ordinary understanding 
is that time is an infi nite series of Nows, that is, countable, discrete 
points that succeed one another in a sequence, much like a string 
of pearls. This ordinary understanding of time makes the mistake 
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of turning time into moments, that is, a series of present-at-hand 
entities.

Deeper than ordinary time is world time, which has the phenom-
enological characteristics that Heidegger calls datability, signifi -
cance, spannedness, and publicness. Datability assigns a time, such 
as “now,” “then,” or “on that former occasion.”34 Spannedness adds 
what Bergson would have called “duration,” except for Heidegger’s 
charge that Bergson still sees the problem in terms of exteriorizing 
subjective, qualitative temporality. For Heidegger, the span of time 
can vary with the interpretive range of what is signifi cant. Humans 
fi nd themselves thrown into a situation that already determines 
what is signifi cant and what is not. Because Dasein is always a 
being-with-others, time will have a public character insofar as it is 
used to coordinate different activities.

Temporality is thoroughly interpretive, and there is no single 
way of correctly assigning time. “The interpretative expressing 
of the ‘now,’ the ‘then,’ and the ‘on the former occasion,’ ” writes 
Heidegger, “is evidence that these, stemming from temporality, are 
themselves time.”35 Heidegger shows the importance of interpreta-
tion in understanding temporality through a play on the verb for 
“to interpret.” He writes, “The making-present which awaits and 
retains, lays ‘out’ [legt  .  .  .  ‘aus’—a play on ‘auslegen,’ to interpret] 
a ‘during’ with a span, only because it has thereby disclosed itself 
as the way in which its historical temporality has been ecstatically 
stretched along, even though it does not know itself as this.”36 
Temporality is interpretation with a lower-case “i” (in German, 
Auslegung) as opposed to Interpretation with an upper-case “I” (in 
German, Interpretation). The distinction is between the prerefl ec-
tive ways in which Dasein copes with its world and the more 
refl ective or conceptually articulated Interpretation that formulates 
its commitments in words.37

There can be authentic and inauthentic interpretations of tempo-
rality. One inauthentic interpretation, which Heidegger refers to as 
the “lost Present,” is illustrated by Heidegger’s analysis of people 
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who never have enough time. They are often late because of the 
need to dash from one distraction to another.38 These people have 
lost or wasted time because they have lost themselves in the busy-
ness and distractions of everydayness. Heidegger does not explain 
the word “lost,” except to use it in his brief account of falling into 
the Present. He describes the “lost Present” as the “leaping away” 
of the Present from both its authentic future and its authentic having 
been.39 This movement results in “taking a detour” through the 
Present. Or, instead of speaking of taking a detour, in current par-
lance we could draw on the idea of “getting lost” and say that one 
is “losing it.” As Heidegger says, “The ‘leaping away’ of the 
Present—that is, the falling into ‘lostness’—has its source in that 
primordial authentic temporality itself which makes possible 
thrown Being-towards-death.”40

In contrast to this lostness in the everyday, authentic Dasein 
always has time and is always on time. For the authentic Dasein, 
time passes, but it does so as a coherent connectedness rather than 
as a disconnected leaping from one missed opportunity to the next. 
Instead of letting the past take over the present, the authentic rela-
tion to the present involves the Augenblick—the “moment of 
vision” that is gained in the “glance of the eye.” In this moment of 
vision Dasein does not lose sight of the present but instead gains 
it by projecting for itself a unifi ed vision of the connectedness of 
its past, present, and future. Dasein then resolves from there on out 
to act consistently on this momentous insight into the coherence of 
its own life.

Heidegger’s distinction between the authentic and the inauthen-
tic shows that Dasein participates in the temporalization of its 
own life. Insofar as both an authentic and an inauthentic relation 
to the present are possible, temporality (unlike objective time) 
is not necessarily successive or consecutive. An inauthentic life 
is an example of a disconnected temporalization. Heidegger’s 
emphasis on Dasein’s own role in creating itself as a unifi ed self 
stretching from birth to death shows that he values coherence over 
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discontinuity. Although poststructuralists such as Foucault or 
Derrida may challenge this normative assumption of the value of 
narratival unity, such a challenge should not obscure the more basic 
point, which is that a life can be temporalized in different ways 
by the Dasein. Of course, as Heidegger’s discussion of history in 
Being and Time brings out, we do not have control over our own 
personal fates or the destiny of our community. Nevertheless, indi-
vidually we are responsible for our own particular temporalizations 
of our existences.

To return to the ordinary understanding of time, there is a con-
tradiction between two common ways of thinking about time, 
namely, as a staccato of disconnected Nows on the one hand, and 
on the other hand, the sense of time passing as a coherent fl ow. Time 
is often construed as a river in at least two senses: fi rst, because time 
“fl ows,” and second, because it goes in only one direction. For 
Heidegger, however, temporality is neither staccato nor fl uvial. 
Temporality has more connectedness and stretch than a staccato of 
Nows would have. Moreover, temporality is not fl uvial because it 
is not experienced as fl owing from the past into the present and 
toward the future. On the contrary, for Heidegger the future has 
priority. Temporality comes out of the future, and then it goes into 
the past and comes around into the present. For Heidegger the 
inauthentic present attitude is to sit back and wait for time to pass 
and for things to happen. In this way, one just blunders along 
without any focused attempt to connect one’s life. In contrast, in the 
authentic present attitude of the Augenblick, I project a meaningful 
course of action and I resolve, without relying on any external or 
extraneous input, to live my life in a coherent and connected way.

The ordinary way of thinking about time gives a priority to the 
present, but to one that is lost. In contrast, primordial temporality 
emphasizes the future. Both “present” and “future” mean some-
thing different, however, on the different understandings of time. 
For the ordinary understanding, time always appears as the Now. 
The past would then consist of formerly present-at-hand Nows that 
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have occurred, and the future would consist of soon to be present-
at-hand Nows that will occur:

Thus for the ordinary understanding of time, time shows itself as a sequence 
of “Nows” which are constantly “present-at-hand,” simultaneously passing 
away and coming along. Time is understood as a succession, as a “fl owing 
stream” of “Nows,” as the “course of time.”41

The ordinary conception of time makes the mistake of separating 
the temporal into separate domains, depending on the status of the 
Nows, whether they are over, yet to come, or actually occurrent. 
Of the ordinary present Heidegger writes, “In the way time is 
ordinarily understood, however, the basic phenomenon of time is 
seen in the ‘Now,’ and indeed in that pure ‘Now’ which has been 
shorn [beschnitten] in its full structure—that which they call the 
‘Present.’ ”42 He describes the ordinary conception of the future as 
“a pure ‘Now’ which has not yet come along but is only coming 
along.”43 Similarly, the ordinary sense of the past is as “the pure 
‘Now’ which has passed away.”44

Given this distinction between the ordinary understanding of 
time and the primordial understanding of temporality, what giving 
priority to the present or the future or the past means will differ. 
The ordinary conception of time simply differentiates those 
Nows that have occurred from those that have not yet occurred. 
Heidegger is right that this is an unsatisfactory account of time. 
Heidegger says, “When Dasein is ‘living along’ in an everyday 
concernful manner, it just never understands itself as running along 
in a Continuously enduring sequence of pure ‘Nows.’ ”45

The argument for this criticism of the ordinary conception of 
time depends on seeing that if the Now were the most basic unit 
of time, that conception would not suffi ce to distinguish those units 
that have been from those that have not yet occurred. For one thing, 
this account presupposes rather than explains time. To say that the 
past consists of Nows that are past is unhelpful at best (and circular 
at worst).
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Furthermore, one cannot take a Now (a temporal moment) and 
read from its face whether it is past, present, or future. These 
dimensions are not perceivable in the examination of the moment, 
but their status is purely relational. That is to say, whether a moment 
is past or to come depends on its relation to other moments, and 
there is nothing intrinsic to the moment that tells whether it is past 
or futural. Heidegger thus thinks that the directionality of time 
cannot be explained by the ordinary understanding of time: “Why 
cannot time be reversed? Especially if one looks exclusively at the 
stream of ‘Nows,’ it is incomprehensible in itself why this sequence 
should not present itself in the reverse direction.”46 In other words, 
there is something missing in the account of time that starts from 
the Now. Heidegger suggests that what is missing are datability and 
signifi cance:

In the ordinary interpretations of time as a sequence of “Nows,” both dat-
ability and signifi cance are missing. These two structures are not permitted 
to “come to the fore” when time is characterized as a pure succession. The 
ordinary interpretation of time covers them up. When these are covered 
up, the ecstatico-horizonal constitution of temporality, in which the dat-
ability and the signifi cance of the “Now” are grounded, gets leveled off. 
The “Nows” get shorn [beschnitten]of these relations, as it were; and, as 
thus shorn, they simply range themselves along after one another so as to 
make up the succession.47

That time is datable means that it is connected to my practical 
activities such that different times of day have different signifi -
cances for me. Time is not simply the bare numbers, but is tied to 
the coordination of events (for instance, the need to be in class by 
1:30 PM or at dinner by 8:00 PM).

The main point of this analysis is that no matter how the 
directionality is described, whether fl owing from the past into the 
future or from the future into the past, there will be an irreversible 
direction for temporality. If the direction of objective time is revers-
ible and therefore indifferent for quantum physics, temporality 
is not reversible for us. There will necessarily be an experiential 
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difference between that which has already occurred and that 
which has not yet occurred. From the phenomenological stand-
point, any theory positing the reversibility of time or the possibility 
of time travel will be false by reductio. If time seems unimportant 
for the physical sciences, where it appears only occasionally in 
the formulations of laws, temporality should be at the center of 
philosophical concerns, for everyone must come to terms with its 
passing.

In contrast to the failure of the ordinary understanding of time 
to capture the phenomenal difference between the past, present, and 
future, Heidegger’s phenomenological account is more successful. 
Drawing on Husserl’s discussion of how each Now involves 
both retention of previous Nows and a protention of futural ones, 
Heidegger views the Now not as a self-contained moment the 
way that the ordinary conception understands it metaphysically. 
Instead of discrete Nows, for Heidegger authentic temporality 
involves what he calls “ecstases” whereby the present is really 
an anticipation of a future from the standpoint of an already 
confi gured past. The future has priority over the present because 
the present experience is of a future that is coming toward the 
present. There is no pure presence because the present that is 
experienced is always already past. The experience of time passing 
is not the fl ow of time from a past toward a future so much as 
of the future coming into the present. In a reorientation of 
James’s account of Adam, whereby there is no sense of the present 
without a sense of the past, for Heidegger there is no present 
without a sense of the future. That is why Heidegger describes 
the ecstatic-horizonal future as “the datable and signifi cant ‘then,’ ” 
in contrast to the sheer or shorn Now that “has not yet come along 
but is only coming along.”48 Heidegger contrasts the ordinary 
metaphor of the Now as “pregnant” with the not-yet-Now to 
the more basic movement whereby “the Present arises from the 
future in the primordial ecstatical unity of the temporalizing of 
temporality.”49
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Insofar as the past and the future are built into the present, the 
metaphysical problem about the lack of a phenomenal difference 
between Nows that are no longer and Nows that are not yet does 
not arise. The directionality of temporality (the sense that the 
present arises out of the future, as opposed to coming from the past) 
is a condition for any temporal experience and for any experience 
whatsoever. Of course, Heidegger would not use the term “experi-
ence” because of its suggestion of subjectivity. Instead, one should 
talk about intelligibility, or the conditions for things showing up in 
the world and mattering to us.

With this account of temporality, the difference between 
Husserlians and Heideggerians becomes more clearly the differ-
ence between those Husserlians who hold that prerefl ective self-
awareness is the key to the unity of consciousness and those 
Heideggerians who maintain that the unity of subjectivity is a func-
tion of our being-in-the-world and not just of our inner life. For 
Husserlians, the awareness that one is oneself having the experi-
ence is what accounts for the connectedness of experience. As we 
saw in the last chapter, Husserlians tend to think that subjectivity, 
or one’s sense that one is having each experience that one has, is 
the key to the unity of experience. For Heideggerians, in contrast, 
it is not subjectivity but being in a world that is intelligible that 
accounts for the connectedness of experience. In contrast to the 
dualism of the traditional contrast between subjectivity and objec-
tivity, world and intelligibility are more closely connected.

In more technical language, the difference is between Husserl’s 
notion of intentionality and Heidegger’s concept of transcendence. 
In The Metaphysical Foundations of Logic (1928), Heidegger 
explains that transcendence is not a movement from interior 
to exterior, as cognitive intentionality is often understood. The 
intentionality of the mind means that consciousness is always 
about something. Heidegger wants to show that although con-
sciousness has the structure of intentionality, intentionality depends 
on transcendence, which is “the primordial constitution of the 
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subjectivity of a subject.”50 Transcendence, or Being-in-the-world, 
is not simply one possible way of relating to beings. Instead, 
transcendence makes all relations to beings possible in the fi rst 
place. Transcendence thus makes intentionality possible, and not 
the reverse.

Technicalities aside, the Heideggerian point can be made in 
either of two ways. One way is to say that the intelligibility of 
the world comes fi rst, and the subject–object distinction is a distinc-
tion between different kinds of worldly experiences. Another way 
is to avoid the subject–object distinction and take the notion of 
Being-in-the-world seriously, especially the insistence not only on 
Jemeinigkeit or mineness, but also on the grid of intelligibility that 
makes up worldhood. Jemeinigkeit is the prerefl ective sense that 
Dasein has of itself, such that it can identify an experience as 
something that it is having. Jemeinigkeit is prior to refl ective sub-
jectivity. Similarly, the worldhood of the world is the way that the 
world presents itself, the way in which the whole is disclosed. 
Worldhood is prior to objectivity, and makes objectivity possible. 
No worldhood, no objects. Worldhood is not itself a specifi c 
content. Instead, it is that which makes it possible for content to 
appear as content, that is, as a feature of the world.

This reading of Heidegger is confi rmed by his account of “world-
formation” in The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics. There 
he explains his thesis that “man is world-forming” in contrast to 
an idealist way of understanding this phrase. The idealist will 
assume that Heidegger means by this thesis that “the world is 
nothing in itself but rather something formed by man, something 
subjective.”51 Heidegger distances himself from this subjectivism 
and suggests instead that world-formation is the ground without 
which the human being could not exist as such. More precisely, his 
thesis is that it is “the Da-sein in man” that is world-forming. The 
use of the hyphenated word “Da-sein” is a technical way of bring-
ing out that only through the formation of the world could an 
individual show up for itself as an entity in that world. Subjectivity, 
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like objectivity, is thus derived, not originary. He asks rhetorically, 
“How can man even come to a subjective conception of beings, 
unless beings are already manifest to him beforehand?”52

Refl ective self-awareness enters the scene only when there is a 
breakdown in Dasein’s way of encountering the world. A break-
down leads to refl ective articulation and to the present-to-hand 
(Vorhandenheit). When a tool breaks, for instance, it becomes an 
object, that is, it is thematized as an explicit entity. But now that it 
is broken, it is no longer the tool, but only a piece of junk. The 
purely present-at-hand, where the object is viewed as it is “in 
itself,” is not what the object is most primordially. Instead, the 
object is useless. Torn out of context, it is now merely in the way 
as a piece of scrap. For Heidegger the philosophical tradition has 
been making the mistake of starting with this decontextualized 
abstract understanding of the nature of things.

Heidegger thinks that the tradition is equally mistaken in its 
understanding of time. Instead of worrying about whether time is 
subjective or objective, or real or ideal, Heidegger wants to make 
these oppositions irrelevant by showing that temporality is prior to 
clock time. He does not thereby denigrate or deny the reality of 
clock time. On the contrary, he insists on the usefulness of time 
measurement. He also thinks, however, that by seeing that tempo-
rality is more primordial than clock time, we can become less lost 
in the lost Present, and more authentic in relation to our own 
fi nitude.

With this analysis of the existential signifi cance of tem-
porality and fi nitude, Heidegger could perhaps be perceived as 
going beyond the purely phenomenological concern with time-
consciousness. Let us now return, therefore, to the phenomenologi-
cal analysis of Zeitbewusstsein, particularly as it is developed in 
the work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty. The scene shifts, therefore, 
from 1927, when Being and Time appeared, to 1945, the date 
of the publication of Merleau-Ponty’s most important book, The 
Phenomenology of Perception.
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Merleau-Ponty on Temporal Idealism

In the Phenomenology of Perception Maurice Merleau-Ponty 
agrees with the foregoing discussion that the Now is an artifi cial 
way of construing the present. In his chapter entitled “Temporal-
ity,” which in its central section represents an extended commen-
tary on Heidegger’s Kant book as well as an interpolation of 
Husserl’s theory, Merleau-Ponty begins by taking issue with the 
standard ways of thinking of time both as a string of pearls, that 
is, as a series of instants, and as something that “fl ows” like a river. 
Even if one gives up trying to theorize time as an external physical 
process and moves toward viewing it as an internal conscious 
process, he thinks that it is wrong to suppose that time is a succes-
sion of nows. “We should,” he says, “gain nothing by transferring 
into ourselves the time that belongs to things, if we repeated ‘in 
consciousness’ the mistake of defi ning it as a succession of instances 
of now.”53 So if it is a mistake to think of objective time as a 
sequence of nows, it is an even greater mistake to view temporality 
(as I use the term) that way as well.

Merleau-Ponty discusses the metaphysical view that objective 
reality by itself is a plenum, such that there is no room for time. 
On this view, time is not a “real process,” and it is neither an “actual 
succession” nor a fl owing substance.54 In the plenum there is no 
time, because there can be no change and no events. Instead of 
thinking of temporality as a river or a string of pearls, he asks us 
to entertain the image of a fountain. He clearly has in mind a simple 
fountain such as is found in the Parisian public gardens with a 
single jet of water shooting up and falling back on itself. The foun-
tain reinforces his account of temporality as an upsurge: “we are,” 
he says, “the upsurge of time.”55 The fountain is at once an image 
of eternity and a sign of the constancy of the present. Merleau-
Ponty in fact privileges the present: “Time exists for me,” he 
asserts, “because I have a present.”56 In the broad sense of the 
present, which includes the horizons of the immediate past and 
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future, he maintains that despite the fact that temporal modalities 
cannot be deduced from one another, “the present nevertheless 
enjoys a privilege because it is the zone in which being and con-
sciousness coincide.”57 Insofar as this statement is not immediately 
clear, elucidating his case for prioritizing the present will require 
some explanation of other aspects of his conception of temporality. 
The danger of his view is that it comes close to the subjective ideal-
ism that is worrisome in Kant’s account, and that Kant wants to 
avoid. In the elucidation that follows, this problem will be a con-
tinual concern.

Merleau-Ponty maintains that for there to be events, there must 
be someone to whom the events happen. Similarly, for there to be 
time, there must be an observer. The embodied observer supplies 
the reference point from which it fi rst becomes possible to have 
change, and thus temporality. Merleau-Ponty does not think that 
time is a feature of objective reality in itself. If there were no sub-
jectivity, there would be no time. He writes, “The past, therefore, 
is not past, nor the future future. It exists only when a subjectivity 
is there to disrupt the plenitude of being in itself, to adumbrate a 
perspective, and introduce non-being into it.”58 If this were the 
entire story, he would thus be a temporal idealist.

One objection that he would face is, what was the world like 
before there were people in it? Another objection concerns the 
phenomenology of temporal social experience, for he even says 
that time arises from “my relation to things.”59 Time is thus not fi rst 
public, shared, and social, but is keyed to my particular subjectiv-
ity. An issue will be, then, how Merleau-Ponty can account for 
shared, public time if he starts from the assumption that time arises 
for each of us individually. If each of us has a different time, where 
does our sense of being in time come from? He will have to accom-
modate this view that time does not exist in objective reality, but 
arises from individual experience, with the phenomenology of 
time’s passing, and the inexorability of this passing. Insofar as 
clock time is not regulated by individual time, but individual time 
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is regulated by clock time, Merleau-Ponty may appear to have 
reversed the phenomenology of time.

Idealism is not the entire story, however, because Merleau-Ponty 
is trying to adapt Heidegger’s interpretations of Kant that we 
saw in our earlier discussion of Heidegger’s book, Kant and the 
Problem of Metaphysics. In particular, like Heidegger, Merleau-
Ponty maintains that the very distinction between subject and 
object is derived from the more primordial structure of Being-in-
the-world. Furthermore, because temporality temporalizes, we will 
have to rethink the nature and relation of both subjectivity and 
temporality. This rethinking will enable Merleau-Ponty to generate 
an answer to the above objections to his account, as I will show 
shortly.

For Merleau-Ponty, it is the metaphysical tradition that is at fault 
for making time incomprehensible. He remarks that it is often said 
that “the future is not yet, the past is no longer, while the present, 
strictly speaking, is infi nitesimal, so that time collapses.”60 The 
string of pearls metaphor thus deconstructs itself. For if the past 
and the future do not exist, then the Now disappears because a 
present without a future or a past is not a present at all.

The only possible conclusion from this deconstruction is that the 
present is not a self-contained moment, a pearl in and of itself. For 
Merleau-Ponty, the past and the future are not separate existents so 
much as components of the present that make the present what it 
is. In phenomenology something that makes something else what 
it is can be said to “constitute” that phenomenon. In that sense the 
present is constituted by the past and the future. If that is the case, 
however, Merleau-Ponty’s attempt to avoid deconstruction is still 
in trouble. For then the present would be nothing but a gap between 
two relata that themselves do not exist. In Merleau-Ponty’s terms, 
the present would be only a “trace” left by two other traces, the 
past and the future, which are themselves nonexistent. Like the 
impression left after an erasure, a trace is not so much the presence 
but more the absence of a determinate mark.
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Consciousness manages not to be imprisoned in this pure present 
without any transcendence toward the future or the past because 
consciousness “unfolds or constitutes time.”61 Neither is time a 
datum within consciousness; nor is time ever completely consti-
tuted, because consciousness is never completely constituted. A 
completely constituted consciousness would be Husserl’s absolute 
consciousness, which is above time, and thus, an eternity.

For Merleau-Ponty, in contrast, what follows from the incom-
plete constitution of consciousness is that consciousness is always 
in the present. This is the fuller explanation, then, of why Merleau-
Ponty privileges the present:

Time exists for me because I have a present. It is by coming into the present 
that a moment of time acquires that indestructible individuality, that “once 
and for all” quality, which subsequently enables it to make its way through 
time and produce in us the illusion of eternity.62

Presence is neither subjective nor objective because it is prior to 
the very distinction of subject and object, a distinction that is pro-
duced only by abstraction from presence.63 This abstraction loses 
sight of the fact that temporality is not given as “an object of our 
knowledge, but as a dimension of our being.”64 Consciousness 
deploys itself in a “fi eld of presence” in which the past and the 
future fi gure and from out of which the subject–object distinction 
arises. The idea of the fi eld allows Merleau-Ponty to capture the 
phenomenological sense in which the present allows room for 
maneuver.

The problem with the view that we are only ever in the present 
is that it is then unclear how we could ever acquire the concepts 
of past and future.65 At this point Merleau-Ponty shows us Husserl’s 
diagram of time as a series of moments that are not isolated like 
pearls on a string, but are interconnected in such a way that “with 
the arrival of every moment, its predecessor undergoes a change.”66 
(See fi gure 3.1.) The moment that moves into a past is retained by 
the new moment that takes its place. Then, “when a third moment 
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arrives, the second undergoes a new modifi cation; from being a 
retention it becomes a retention of retention, and the layer of time 
between it and me thickens.”67

Merleau-Ponty raises the question whether Husserl’s diagram 
brings us any closer to a clear understanding of temporality, or 
whether it simply restates the problem.68 What Merleau-Ponty sees 
as the problem is that on Husserl’s account there are still countable, 
distinct moments. Thus, Husserl’s view still relies to some extent 
on the traditional picture of time as a series of instants. This can 
be seen when Merleau-Ponty goes on to say that “What is given to 
me is A transparently visible through A-prime, then the two through 
A-double-prime, and so on, as I see a pebble through the mass 
of water which moves over it.”69 This picture of the pebble seen 
through the stream is, as Merleau-Ponty is aware, highly mislead-
ing. Unlike the pebble, which remains in sight while the water 
moves over it, moment A is gone, and is superseded by A-prime. 
A Bergsonian could well object, as we will see in the next chapter, 
that Husserl’s diagram spatializes time into a series of moments, 
however interlaced they are, in the very act of trying to overcome 
the spatialization of time. Instead of seeing temporality as “a mul-
tiplicity of linked phenomena,” Merleau-Ponty prefers to think that 
temporality is “one single phenomenon of lapse.”70 In fact, the 
lapse of time is taken as a proof of the oneness of temporality: 
“What does not elapse in time is the lapse of time itself,” he 
writes.71 The oneness (in my use of the term, as distinguished from 
the unity over time) of temporality is what Merleau-Ponty wishes 
to emphasize: “Time is the one single movement appropriate to 
itself in all its parts.”72 Or again, “there is one single time which is 
self-confi rmatory” and “I am myself time, a time which ‘abides’ 
and does not ‘fl ow’ or ‘change.’ ”73

The better analogy that Merleau-Ponty adapts from Husserl is 
the perception of a three-dimensional object, such as a box. When 
I see a box, I automatically presuppose, and even “perceive,” the 
hidden sides and corners of the box.74 Husserl and Merleau-Ponty 
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maintain that if one did not in some sense perceive the hidden (or 
“absent”) corners of the box, one would perceive simply a complex 
two-dimensional shape for which we do not even have a name. I 
will call it an intersection of planes, noting that even the shape of 
intersecting planes has another side that I cannot see. In any case, 
the moral of this story for present purposes is that just as the box 
would not be perceived as a box if one perceived the hidden corners 
as not being there, so the present could not be experienced as a 
presence without the adumbrations of the past and the future.

These protentions and retentions are intended to rule out the 
view of temporality as a series of Nows. The metaphor of a string 
of pearls, or a series of instants placed end to end in a line, is sup-
posedly what Husserl should be avoiding, or what an interpreter 
should avoid attributing to Husserl. Instead, as Merleau-Ponty 
interprets Husserl, temporality is not a line, but a “network of 
intentionalities.”75 Merleau-Ponty objects to the metaphysical 
picture of objective time as a series of fi xed positions at which 
we gaze. He also fi nds fault with time construed as a series of 
snapshots such that viewing them quickly enough will give us the 
cinematic experience of motion. His larger view is that “I do not 
so much perceive objects as reckon with an environment.”76 He 
thus thinks that he can avoid idealism by asserting that Husserl’s 
protentions and retentions “do not run from a central I, but from 
my perceptual fi eld itself.”77 That is to say, contrary to subjective 
idealism, temporality is not imposed by the mind onto the world, 
but grows out of the perceptual fi eld in which it fi rst becomes pos-
sible to distinguish mind and world.

This argument allows him to add Heideggerian elements to the 
Husserlian notions of retention and protention, thereby “enriching” 
the Husserlian diagram. The future is described as “a brooding 
presence moving to meet one, like a storm on the horizon.”78 In 
fact, Merleau-Ponty’s privileging of the present leads him to oppose 
Heidegger’s prioritization of the future. He thinks that Heidegger’s 
privileging of the future is impossible for Heidegger to accept both 
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on his own grounds and in view of the phenomenology involved. 
If in our everyday life we are always centered in the present, as 
Merleau-Ponty understands the temporal phenomenology, and if 
the everyday present is inauthentic, as Heidegger believes, then 
how can we be anything other than inauthentic? Furthermore, 
Merleau-Ponty’s future is different from Heidegger’s future. 
Whereas for Heidegger we project our possibilities forward into 
the future, for Merleau-Ponty the future is really a form of retro-
spection insofar as I generate my views of the future based on past 
experience. Merleau-Ponty thus speaks of anticipatory retrospec-
tion, which projects the future backward into the past in the very 
act of looking forward to what is coming next.

On my reading, Merleau-Ponty is further enriching Husserl 
when Merleau-Ponty says that temporality is not a series of objec-
tive positions through which we pass, but a “mobile setting” that 
moves in relation to us. Merleau-Ponty describes temporality as a 
“bursting forth” or dehiscence, and he then remarks, “Hence time, 
in our primordial experience of it, is not for us a system of objec-
tive positions, through which we pass, but a mobile setting which 
moves away from us, like the landscape seen through a railway 
carriage window.”79 As I interpret him, he is saying that temporality 
has a horizonal character, much like spatiality. Thus, just as the hill 
in the distance remains relatively still while the trees close to the 
tracks whiz by in a blur, so some temporal features will remain 
relatively stable while others will rush past.

This image clarifi es what he means when he says that temporal-
ity is a function of the perceptual fi eld and is not imposed by a 
Kantian central I. But when he says that temporality is a perfor-
mative, and that it is I who performs the ecstasis, he realizes 
that subjectivism lurks close at hand.80 So he is quick to add the 
Heideggerian argument about temporality being the core of subjec-
tivity: “We are not saying that time is for someone.  .  .  .  we are 
saying that time is someone.  .  .  .  We must understand time as 
the subject and the subject as time.”81 He then adapts Heidegger’s 
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criticism of Kantian faculty psychology to his own purposes. 
The criticism is that it is impossible to understand how a tran-
scendental ego could ever become aware of itself in time since 
there is no content of which one could be aware. Noting that 
Heidegger attributes self-affection to temporality, Merleau-Ponty 
argues,

If, however, the subject is identifi ed with temporality, then self-positing 
ceases to be a contradiction, because it exactly expresses the essence of 
living time. Time is “the affecting of self by self  ”: what exerts the effect 
is time as a thrust and a passing towards a future; what is affected is time 
as an unfolded series of presents; the affecting agent and affected recipient 
are one, because the thrust of time is nothing but the transition from one 
present to another. This ek-stase, this projection of an indivisible power 
into an outcome which is already present to it, is subjectivity.82

This is an explanation, then, of how temporality and self-
 consciousness are connected. Because temporality is subjectivity, 
and subjectivity is temporality, temporality also has the capacity to 
be aware of itself. This may seem a strange thing to say, but we 
have seen it already in Heidegger. Indeed, Merleau-Ponty cites 
Heidegger’s Kant book in asserting that not only is temporality 
modeled on subjectivity but also that subjectivity is modeled on 
temporality. In notes from 1959 that he did not publish, Merleau-
Ponty appears to have learned from Husserl as well “that it is not 
I who constitutes time, that it constitutes itself, that it is a Selbster-
scheinung.”83 Paraphrasing Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty says in the 
Phenomenology of Perception, “It is the essence of time to be not 
only actual time, or time which fl ows, but also time which is aware 
of itself, for the explosion or dehiscence of the present toward a 
future is the archetype of the relationship of self to self, and it shows 
up [as] an interiority or ipseity.”84

What should be remembered here is that Merleau-Ponty wants 
to illustrate the underlying connection to the world that Heidegger 
calls transcendence. Merleau-Ponty’s success can be questioned, 
however, insofar as his statements still sound subjective. For 
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instance, when he says, “we are the upsurge of time,” the reference 
to the “we” connotes the mind-dependence of time.85 Similarly, 
the claim that there can be no directionality or movement in the 
world in itself without the subjectivity of the perception of an 
observer reintroduces the subject at a primordial level of the 
account.86 He grants that the subject requires world; but at the same 
time he asserts, “the world remains ‘subjective’ since its texture 
and articulations are indicated by the subject’s movement of 
transcendence.”87

These statements invite the objections that I mentioned earlier. 
The fi rst of these takes issue with Merleau-Ponty’s argument that 
there could not be a world without human beings. Merleau-Ponty 
himself raises and responds to this objection as follows.

What, in fact, do we mean when we say that there is no world without a 
being in the world? Not indeed that the world is constituted by conscious-
ness, but on the contrary that consciousness always fi nds itself already at 
work in the world. What is true, taking one thing with another, is that there 
is a nature, which is not that of the sciences, but that which perception 
presents to me, and that even the light of consciousness is, as Heidegger 
says, lumen naturale, given to itself.88

In other words, nature as described by the natural sciences is 
reduced to laws and quantifi cations that often have little import for 
my everyday perceptual experiences. We should not look to physics, 
then, for an account of our temporality and our experience of 
Being-in-the-world. Where there is world there is consciousness 
already at work, which is not to say that fi rst there is consciousness, 
and only then is there a world.

More pertinent to a discussion of temporality is Merleau-Ponty’s 
response to our question about the intersubjectivity of temporality. 
The issue is, if temporality is so much a function of my perceptions 
and my performances, how do we explain its phenomenal oneness 
and unity? His rejoinder is worth citing in its entirety, especially 
insofar as it refl ects a similar response by Husserl.
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It is true that the other person will never exist for us as we exist ourselves; 
he is always a lesser fi gure, and we never feel in him as we do in ourselves 
the thrust of time-creation. But two temporalities are not mutually 
exclusive as are two consciousnesses, because each one arrives at self-
knowledge only by projecting itself into the present where both can be 
joined together. As my living present opens upon a past which I neverthe-
less am no longer living through, and on a future which I do not yet live, 
and perhaps never shall, it can also open on to temporalities outside my 
living experience and acquire a social horizon, with the result that my 
world is expanded to the dimensions of that collective history which my 
private existence takes up and carries forward. The solution of all prob-
lems of transcendence is to be sought in the thickness of the pre-objective 
present, in which we fi nd our bodily being, our social being, and the 
pre-existence of the world, that is, the starting point of “explanations,” in 
so far as they are legitimate—and at the same time the basis of our 
freedom.89

The argument is that whereas the fi rst-person access that conscious-
ness has to itself is private rather than public, the same could not 
be said of temporality. Temporalities are more readily merged into 
a single time. The diffi culty here is that the phenomenology is 
reversed. Instead of fi nding ourselves already in a present, we seem 
to have to project the present. This account thus appears to put the 
cart before the horse and to lose sight of the unavoidability of the 
present.

However the phenomenology shakes out, on Merleau-Ponty’s 
picture the present is the overlap of past and future, and this con-
tinuous overlapping is the passing of time. Of course, instant A and 
instant B are not indistinguishable, for otherwise there would be 
no time. The subjective standpoint distinguishes the events that 
order temporal instants into before and after. Instead of emptying 
the present out by saying that it is merely the gap between past and 
future, Merleau-Ponty fi lls up the present in a Bergsonian manner 
by saying that the present is “one single time” in which the whole 
past and the entire future are present.90 The passage of time is thus 
not something that I passively observe, but instead, something that 
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I effect. “I am myself time,” we saw him assert.91 This point allows 
him to retain the river metaphor, but not for its fl ow or its succes-
sive multiplicity. Instead, the river serves as an image for the unity 
or permanence of time. This metaphor also supports his privileging 
of the present as “the zone in which being and consciousness 
coincide.”92 The next question to take up is, then, whether this 
privileging of the present makes Merleau-Ponty susceptible to 
Derrida’s criticism of phenomenology for falling back into the 
metaphysics of presence. I shall therefore need to explain in more 
detail exactly how this criticism works.

Derrida’s Critique of the Metaphysics of Presence

Heidegger and Derrida both offer a critique of how the present is 
used in the history of metaphysics. In Derrida in particular, this 
critique takes the form of a challenge to “the metaphysics of pres-
ence,” which can show up as “logo-centrism,” “phono-centrism,” 
or “ethno-centrism.” He attacks not only the metaphysical bias that 
favors the present in the temporal sense, but more thoroughly, he 
deconstructs the prejudice of the entire Western tradition that makes 
presence the exclusive paradigm of philosophy. Challenging the 
tradition at its deepest level is what makes Derrida important now 
and in the future.

What, then, is the metaphysics of presence? Can it be avoided, 
or is it built into what is now called “thinking,” or “theory,” or 
“philosophy”? Presence is not simply the direct connection of a 
subject and an object, but it is tied to subjectivity as such. Speech 
is at once an example of this presence and the paradigm of it (a 
paradigm being the most privileged example or case of that which 
it illustrates). Philosophers traditionally privilege the present 
moment when a speaker utters a sentence that directly refers to the 
world. The intuition is that the speaker is less likely to be wrong 
than when the speaker is referring to a state of affairs that is not 
directly perceived. In the present moment the appearance and the 
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appearing are apparently one and the same. Derrida, in contrast, 
thinks that there is always a gap between appearance and reality 
that comes before the moment of their coinciding. Without a prior 
difference the moment of identity would not be possible. He calls 
this difference the “trace.” He does not acknowledge Merleau-
Ponty as a source of this notion of the trace. Merleau-Ponty 
had said in a Bergsonian moment: “This table bears traces of 
my past life, for I have carved my initials on it and spilt ink on it. 
But these traces in themselves do not refer to the past: they are 
present.”93 Derrida may have felt that Merleau-Ponty’s use was still 
mired in the metaphysics of presence, given this Bergsonian privi-
leging of the present. Instead of Merleau-Ponty, Derrida identifi es 
Emmanuel Levinas as the source of his term “trace” when Derrida 
says that he is merging Levinas’s term with a Heideggerian inten-
tion of destroying ontology. Of Grammatology specifi es the trace 
by remarking, “The unheard difference between the appearing and 
the appearance [l’apparaissant et l’apparaître] (between the 
‘world’ and ‘lived experience’) is the condition of all other differ-
ences, of all other traces, and it is already a trace.”94 Although the 
trace might seem to be the most metaphysical concept of all, he 
thinks that the trace cannot be grasped by metaphysics and thus 
puts us beyond metaphysics.

The question is, however, whether the incomprehensibility of the 
trace to the metaphysics of presence makes the concept of the trace 
unintelligible. After all, the conditions of intelligibility are confi g-
ured within the metaphysics of presence and would not be appli-
cable to a thought that was outside that tradition. Derrida recognizes 
that a metaphysics that starts from a conception of the plenitude of 
presence based on the paradigm of speech will not be able to make 
sense of his notion of the trace. At the same time, the notion of 
trace cannot entirely escape this metaphysics of presence. Derrida 
grants the “ambiguity” of the concept of the trace, which is both 
the absence of a presence and the presence of an absence. The fact 
that ambiguity is itself a notion that is tied to the metaphysics of 
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presence means, he is aware, that the trace “requires the logic of 
presence, even when it begins to disobey that logic.”95 Derrida’s 
metaphilosophical intention in using notions such as the trace is to 
generate an entirely different kind of philosophy from that which 
starts from the paradigm of presence. Instead, his thought is that 
an alternative way of thinking will evolve from starting with the 
paradigm of writing and explaining how making sense is possible 
even in the absence of a speaker or author.

There is, of course, a difference between ontic or ordinary 
instances of traces and the more philosophical concept of trace that 
Derrida is developing. The trace in the ordinary, ontic sense is 
nicely illustrated in a deleted scene from the fi lm on Derrida.96 
Derrida is explaining in the voice-over that the trace of a person, 
for example, persists for a brief period after the person has died. 
Anticipating his approaching demise, perhaps, the camera in this 
scene does not show him but only traces of him: his watch lying 
on his bureau, his pipes on their stand, photos of him in his youth, 
his handwritten shelf labels for the books of Heidegger, Bourdieu, 
and others in his library. In contrast, the trace in the more philo-
sophical or quasi-ontological sense is the basic unit of grammatol-
ogy based on the paradigm of writing, much as the sign (construed 
as the unity of signifi er and the signifi ed) is the basic unit of lin-
guistics based on the paradigm of speech. The grammatological 
approach displaces traditional concepts such as subjectivity and 
consciousness, and thus deconstructs the philosophies that privi-
lege them.

Derrida’s critique of Husserl in Speech and Phenomenon identi-
fi es the source of the illusion of presence as the voice. Hearing 
oneself speak (s’entendre-parler) is the pure self-affection that 
generates one’s sense of oneself as being a subject who is produc-
ing the speech. Subjectivity is under the illusion that it is the source 
of the meaning of what it says, when in fact that meaning is what 
fi rst makes possible saying what one wishes to say. As a corollary, 
the sense that one has of oneself as being a subject that constitutes 
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one’s own experience is mistaken. Instead, subjectivity is consti-
tuted by the phenomenon of hearing oneself speak. Even those who 
are deaf or mute must mime speaking. “No consciousness is pos-
sible without the voice,” we are told, and “the voice is conscious-
ness.”97 Not only does the voice generate the sense of oneself as a 
subject, it also makes it possible for the world to appear as inde-
pendent of us: “This auto-affection is no doubt the possibility for 
what is called subjectivity or the for-itself, but without it, no world 
as such would appear.”98

Furthermore, this auto-affection generates the illusion of time as 
a movement from one “living present” to another, and it covers up 
the metaphorical character of the word “time.” For Derrida, the 
living present is not really fully self-present, but instead is “always 
already a trace.”99 The history of metaphysics has tried to cover up 
the illusion we have that the self of the living present is primordial. 
What Derrida suggests is that temporal difference is what generates 
the sense of the living present as being self-same, rather than the 
other way around. In other words, temporalization makes possible 
the conceptual distinctions between subject and world, inside and 
outside, existent and nonexistent, constituted and constituting, and 
even space and time. Whereas the metaphysics of presence presup-
poses these distinctions and tries to explain experience in terms of 
them, Derrida shares Heidegger’s sense that thinking about tempo-
rality requires an explanation of how these distinctions emerge 
from the more primordial activity of temporalization, or temporal-
ity temporalizing.

Traditional phenomenology, which assumes the self-presence of 
subjectivity to itself, should be one of the metaphysical philoso-
phies that drop away in the face of Derrida’s hermeneutical empha-
sis on writing and interpretation. “Writing,” says Derrida in Of 
Grammatology, “can never be thought under the category of the 
subject.”100 Just as writing can make sense in the absence of either 
the author or the world as it was at the time of writing, so “the 
original absence of the subject of writing is also the absence of the 
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thing or the referent.”101 The temporality of writing is different, 
therefore, from the temporality of speech. Whereas the paradigm 
of speech privileges the present, the temporality of writing is more 
revelatory of the past and future. In fact, in contrast to the eternal 
atemporality of the present, writing fi rst makes the perception of 
temporality possible. This “writing of difference, this fabric of the 
trace,” says Derrida in Of Grammatology, is the “origin of the 
experience of space and time” and it “permits the difference 
between space and time to be articulated, to appear as such, in the 
unity of an experience.”102

This claim that writing is the “origin” (in the temporal sense of 
the more primordial as well as the logical sense of a more basic 
presupposition) of the experience of space and time may strike 
contemporary ears as being equally as metaphysical as Kant’s 
claim that space and time are mind dependent. Indeed, Derrida 
appears to be tempted by the allure of transcendental philosophy, 
with its desire to come up with the most basic categories of experi-
ence that explain all the other features of experience. When he says 
that the trace makes all sense-making possible or when he asserts 
that the trace “is the condition of all other differences”103 as well 
as of “the constitution of subjectivity” itself,104 he seems to be 
trying to be more Kantian than Kant himself.

At the same time, however, he tries to undercut the very possibil-
ity of transcendental philosophy by denying that there are primor-
dial categories. Thus, just when he seems to be falling into the 
project of transcendental philosophy, he insists immediately that 
there is no such project: “The trace is in fact the absolute origin of 
sense in general. Which amounts to saying once again that there 
is no absolute origin of sense in general.”105 In other words, unlike 
metaphysics, which thinks of its basic concepts as self-contained 
units of meaning, Derrida’s concept of trace is not such a unit. 
There are no such units but only contrastive relations in a system 
of differences. These differences are both spatial and temporal. 
Spatial relations are said to differ whereas temporal relations are 
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deferred. He points to Freud’s notion of the deferred effect, or 
Nachträglichkeit, as an example of a temporality that disrupts the 
usual conceptualization of time as involving the moments of 
present, past, and future. Freud’s discovery of a present that is not 
immediately prior to the next one but considerably anterior to it 
suggests a very different temporality than is presupposed by “a 
phenomenology of consciousness or of presence” or by “the meta-
physical concept of time in general.”106 Derrida’s deconstruction of 
presence thus is carried out through a deconstruction of conscious-
ness, particularly of Husserl’s notion of “internal time-conscious-
ness,” although it could also be aimed at Merleau-Ponty. His 
analysis calls into question standard assumptions about what we 
call “time, now, anterior present, delay, etc.”107 We can no longer 
accept Kant’s and Husserl’s Newtonian view of time as linear suc-
cession, homogeneity, or “consecutivity,” that is, unifi ed, uninter-
rupted unfolding.108

The question is, where does deconstruction leave us in relation 
to our understanding of temporality, or time’s passing? Derrida’s 
analysis would not have been possible without the doubts raised 
about consciousness by Friedrich Nietzsche. Nietzsche maintains 
that consciousness cannot be trusted to know its own functioning. 
If that is true, then Husserl’s method of phenomenological descrip-
tion must be replaced with a genealogical method that digs more 
deeply into underlying motivations and structures.

So let me now turn to Nietzsche’s analysis of temporality.

Nietzsche and Deleuze on Eternal Recurrence

Nietzsche might seem to be an uncommon fi gure to include in a 
history of phenomenology. His pronouncements may seem to be 
more metaphysical and ethical than phenomenological, and he does 
not explicitly distinguish between time and temporality. The reason 
for including him in this chapter, however, is that he is trying to 
change our phenomenological sense of time. He is trying to get us 
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to give up the sense of time as culminating in some remote escha-
tological future and instead come back to a more immediate focus 
on the need for action in the present. He is also trying to free us 
from the burden of the past, which weighs heavily on us. On 
Nietzsche’s account, the will needs to be liberated from its nostal-
gia for the past and its sense of helplessness in the face of its 
inability to change the past. We have to survive the learning process 
whereby we come to see that the past does not justify the present, 
if only because nothing does. The Great Noon at which Zarathustra 
fi nally arrives after going through the midnight of overcoming 
suggests that living in the present without nostalgia for justifi ca-
tion of the past or hope for redemption in the future should 
cause us joy rather than despair. This joy or Heiterkeit is to be 
secured through the doctrine of eternal recurrence. In the light of 
these considerations, then, Nietzsche deserves a place in this 
discussion.

According to Ecce Homo, Nietzsche thought that his idea of the 
eternal return was his greatest insight and that it was also Zarathus-
tra’s most fundamental idea. What is not clear is exactly what he 
thought that he saw in this insight. Questions that commentators 
often raise include the following:

1. What is it that recurs?

2. Is the account of time cyclical or linear?

3. Can we know whether eternal recurrence occurs? If we cannot 
know the truth of the hypothesis, then how does that change our 
attitude toward the cosmological claim?

4. Do our lives become better through this conjecture about 
time?

I will give my own answers to these questions sequentially before 
adding two further questions of my own.

First, what is it that recurs? Here the texts do not settle the 
question, and there is room for philosophical refl ection. Would the 
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repetition of every single little detail be required? The nausea with 
which the initial announcement of the doctrine is received suggests 
this interpretation. In §341 of The Gay Science, “The Heaviest 
Weight,” Nietzsche describes the idea for the fi rst time as 
follows:

What if some day or night a demon were to steal into your loneliest loneli-
ness and say to you: “This life as you now live it and have lived it you 
will have to live once again and innumerable times again; and there will 
be nothing new in it, but every pain and every joy and every thought and 
sigh and everything unspeakably small or great in your life must return to 
you, all in the same succession and sequence—even this spider and this 
moonlight between the trees, and even this moment and I myself.”109

The thought of the eternal recurrence of the smallest details is thus 
initially proposed as leading to a general nausea with one’s exis-
tence. This nausea is caused by the past as well as by our lack of 
power to change it. The repetition of general patterns, however, is 
also often thought to be suffi cient to generate nausea. Although I 
prefer the interpretation whereby what recurs is every detail, there 
are notes in Nietzsche supporting the claim that the repetition of 
patterns is all that has to recur. Nietzsche talks about, for instance, 
“the absolute necessity of similar events occurring in the course of 
one world, as in all others.”110 “Similar” does not mean the same, 
so the repetition of patterns would be all that has to occur.

Gilles Deleuze tackles the question differently. What he claims 
is that

It is not the same that comes back, since the coming back is the original 
form of the same, which is said only of the diverse, the multiple, becoming. 
The same doesn’t come back; only coming back is the same in what 
becomes.111

For Deleuze difference is prior to sameness, so anything could only 
ever recur as different. Deleuze can thus say, “Nietzsche’s secret 
is that the eternal return is selective.”112 The doctrine allows for the 
separation of active from reactive forces and the selection of the 
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former. This interpretation allows for Deleuze’s Nietzsche to be 
taken as denying that every specifi c event must recur.

Independent of the issue of whether what repeats is the same or 
the different, there are two problems with any interpretation, 
including Deleuze’s, that holds that what recurs is the repetition of 
patterns rather than specifi c events. First, patterns are not as regret-
table as specifi c instances of such patterns. One might very well 
not want to repeat a particular action over and over again, even 
while granting that the pattern is very likely to recur. To take an 
example, one might very well not want to live again and again 
having said a specifi c thing that had better been left unsaid. But the 
general pattern of regretting things that one has said is such a 
common part of human psychology such that one could live with 
that feature repeating itself over and over. Second, the doctrine is 
potentially vacuous if all it means is that general patterns recur. All 
events are alike in some basic respects, and if these basic respects 
are what recur, then any event could substitute for any other 
event.

The second issue I raised above concerns whether time in the 
doctrine of eternal return is cyclic. Nietzsche is often described as 
if he were attempting to substitute a cyclical conception of time for 
a linear one, such as is espoused by Christianity. Elizabeth Grosz 
points out, however, that the doctrine of eternal return posits time 
as an endless infi nity that is neither cyclic nor linear. Grosz, who 
has taken Deleuze’s reading of Nietzsche to heart, suggests that 
Nietzsche is not collapsing space and time into the space-time of 
modern physics. “What recycles,” she maintains, “is never time 
itself but what exists in time: things, processes, events, formations, 
constellations, in short, matter in all its permutations.”113 There is 
recurrence just because time is infi nite and matter is fi nite. Time 
and matter are conceptually separate, and matter is conserved, but 
time “squanders itself without loss.”114 The infi nity of time is 
required for there to be enough time for all the various combina-
tions of matter to be able to recur.
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The third question concerns whether we have to believe that the 
cosmological doctrine of eternal recurrence is true or at least pos-
sible. Since a proof of eternal recurrence is unlikely, will the very 
thought of eternal recurrence move us to the point of transforming 
our lives? Whether Nietzsche himself actually believed the cosmo-
logical thesis, and for how long, is questionable. The doctrine is 
announced by a demon in one place, for instance, and in a drunken 
song in another. Zarathustra’s animals mouth it, and Zarathustra 
himself is a fi ctional character. Some formulations do not appear 
in print, but only in posthumous notes. Does it matter, then, whether 
Nietzsche espoused the doctrine or whether we adopt it for our-
selves? Nietzsche scholars have suggested that eternal recurrence 
need not be true, only possible. If that is right, then the fourth 
question I raised above can now be answered, for even a possible 
thought of this magnitude—think of the effects of the thought of 
eternal damnation—can move or transform our lives. But then, how 
would we know that the doctrine is even possible, since in principle 
one cycle can contain no evidence of any previous occurrences 
of it?

Because of these diffi culties, there are advantages to thinking of 
the doctrine of eternal return as a thought experiment. A thought 
experiment need not be believed to be true or even possible to 
function effectively as a test for our ability to affi rm life. Thought 
experiments are common in philosophy today, and we are familiar 
with the way they reveal conceptual entailments as well as the way 
in which they oversimplify complex cases. Treating the issues as 
thought experiments takes the burden off any inability to believe 
in the hypothesis. At the same time, however, the advantage is also 
a disadvantage. The disadvantage of seeing eternal return as a 
thought experiment is precisely that the strength of belief posited 
in a thought experiment is minimal. Take the case of eternal damna-
tion. If eternal damnation had been thought to be merely a thought 
experiment, it could not have been a suffi ciently strong belief to 
frighten people for centuries.
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Recognizing the advantages and disadvantages of thought experi-
ments leads me to add two further questions to the list:

5. If eternal recurrence is a thought experiment, what does its 
success or failure establish about our attitude toward time?

6. How does the hypothesis of eternal recurrence relate to tempo-
rality, if at all?

My reason for adding this last question concerns the large issue 
whether cosmological claims about time make any difference to 
our experience of temporality in our own lives.

In response to the fi fth question, let me start by clarifying the 
question and asking, what are examples of having an “attitude 
toward time”? Often the expression “having an attitude” suggests 
a confrontational stance, and that is no less true in this instance. 
“Ressentiment” can be directed against time, and the projection of 
a timeless eternity may well be a case of revenge against time, 
given our inability to escape its march ever onward. If the thought 
experiment of eternal return is to naturalize human beings, then it 
should have an effect on this ressentiment. The goal should be to 
get rid of the idea of goals, of purposes, of a telos of the world and 
of the human. In The Gay Science §109 Nietzsche says, “Once you 
know that there are no purposes, you also know that there is no 
accident.”115

Nietzsche thus rids us of both teleology and eschatology. Teleol-
ogy is emptied of content, and eschatology goes out the window 
because there is nothing outside of time that could appear in time. 
Teleology without eschatology is empty, and eschatology without 
teleology is blind. Without them, however, how does the conjecture 
of eternal recurrence make our lives better, and in particular, how 
does it generate a more positive sense of our temporality and a 
better attitude about time? To deal with these issues, Deleuze refor-
mulates the language to produce the Nietzschean equivalent of the 
Kantian categorical imperative: “Whatever you will, will it in such 
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a way that you also will its eternal return.”116 As in Kant’s test of 
personal maxims to see whether they could be universalized into 
universal principles that everyone could rationally will, this formu-
lation is thus a thought experiment to see whether, independent of 
the truth or falsity of the cosmological doctrine, the very thought 
of eternal return is suffi cient to guide action. The thought experi-
ment of the Nietzschean imperative is selective, on Deleuze’s 
account, because it helps to select some forces as active and to 
deselect reactive forces. By consciously selecting active over 
reactive forces, we can change our relation to the past from a 
passive to an active one. We thereby live up to Zarathustra’s secular 
acceptance of the past: “To redeem the past and to transform every 
‘It was’ into an ‘I wanted it thus!’—that alone do I call redemp-
tion.”117 The creative will takes an unresentful relation to time by 
adopting the attitude of reconciliation with time through willing 
backward. If we cannot transcend time, we can at least learn to 
accept it without ressentiment. In Ecce Homo Nietzsche calls this 
attitude amor fati, love of fate: “My formula for greatness in a 
human being is amor fati: that one wants nothing to be other than 
it is, not in the future, not in the past, not in all eternity. Not merely 
to endure that which happens of necessity, still less to dissemble 
it—all idealism is untruthfulness in the face of necessity—but to 
love it.”118

Through amor fati, therefore, the character of temporality is 
changed. We learn to affi rm not only the past but also the irrevers-
ibility of temporality.119 Insofar as one cannot undo what has been 
done, there is no point to lamenting the past. Yesterday’s pop 
culture would have said that we have to learn “to take responsibil-
ity” for past deeds, whereas the current expression is that we have 
to “deal with it.” Both of these expressions overlook the complexity 
of transforming ressentiment into amor fati. But they do suggest 
the move away from the negative relation of being “in denial” or 
“reactive,” and the transformation of temporality into an active or 
creative or “constructive” attitude.
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In this sense, Nietzsche’s transformation of temporality bears a 
certain resemblance to Heidegger’s. Both take a negative phenom-
enon and turn it into something positive. Unlike pop culture, they 
do not simply invert the relation. Neither Nietzsche nor Heidegger 
is discussing attitudes that are merely “inner.” Instead, they are 
calling for a change in the kinds of actions that are to result. To 
affi rm a more positive temporality is not simply to have a more 
“positive outlook” on life. Affi rmation is not simply an inner atti-
tude. Instead, it involves more outward-directed action. Through 
action rather than attitudes, the creation of positive situations 
becomes possible as one takes constructive measures in the world 
over time. What makes situations positive is that they enable rather 
than discourage experiments that involve not simply an individu-
al’s inner self (as Kierkegaard implies is the case with Abraham), 
but other beings as well.120 Because the world is always already 
social, and because our actions impinge on others, positive action 
means increasing the possibilities for action, not simply for oneself, 
but for all agents.

To sum up, if the eternal return is a nauseating thought, the 
nausea is not due to the trivialities that will repeat themselves over 
and over. For the most part, we like trivialities and enjoy them. 
Dying people often list trivial things and events as what they are 
saddest about losing.121 What makes the thought experiment of 
eternal return diffi cult to bear is the profound boredom that results 
from it. I use this term in Heidegger’s sense because it is one side 
of the coin of eternal recurrence. Like eternal recurrence, profound 
boredom is boredom with time itself, and particularly with the past. 
The other side of the coin includes our joy at being liberated from 
the burden of the future. On my reading, the affi rmation of the 
present is the key outcome of Nietzsche’s thought experiment. 
Alexander Nehamas is right to say that the eternal return is the fi nal 
test of the integrative process that aims at a coherent, but never 
completed whole, with no constant elements or even a determinate 
number of them.122 If the eternal return implies that the stories of 
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our lives are always subject to reinterpretation, and if Nietzsche’s 
thought experiment leads us successfully to see that point, then 
Zarathustra can say to death: “Was that life?  .  .  .  Well then! Once 
more!”123

This conclusion should be uplifting, but there is a remaining 
issue that must be confronted. Beginning readers of Nietzsche often 
fail to note the irony of producing a metaphysical doctrine to estab-
lish a naturalistic account of the human. The purpose of the cos-
mological hypothesis is to get us to see that there is no outside to 
time, and thus to explain our lives as part of the natural world 
without any need for or means of transcending it. A purely natu-
ralistic theory would have no need, however, for a cosmology that 
had no causal role in this universe. Insofar as Nietzsche did not 
envision alternative universes with different causal laws, but only 
this one endlessly spinning away, the question is whether the story 
of one cycle and no more is not more naturalistic and believable 
than the story of an infi nity of recurring cycles.

A much simpler hypothesis than the eternal return is the “one 
time only” story. In other words, the point about the reinterpret-
ability of our lives is independent of the theory of eternal return. 
Explanatory parsimony by itself suggests the adoption of the 
hypothesis of one life only. Although the doctrine of eternal return 
might have provided some countervailing pressures against theo-
logical doctrines, once God dies and theology loses its purchase, 
eternal return becomes simply another unnecessary metabelief. 
Unless some nontheological advantages of eternal return are pro-
posed, therefore, I suggest that eternal return is itself a hypothesis 
for which we no longer have any need.

Refl ections

Let me now summarize the main points that have been asserted by 
these philosophers and add my own hermeneutical observations. 
Looking over these theories of the present, there is an almost 
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universal dismissal of the view of temporality as a series of Nows. 
In fact, this view is so often attacked that it is not clear whether 
anyone in modern philosophy actually holds it. All these views—
including Hegel’s critique of sense-certainty, Husserl’s analysis of 
protention and retention, Heidegger’s ecstases, James’s notion of 
the dawning and fading of each moment of consciousness, Merleau-
Ponty’s notion of the identity of time and the self, Nietzsche’s amor 
fati—want to build the past into the experienced Now, and some 
want to do as much for the future as well.

Given this consensus, a brief review of some points in this 
chapter may be timely. In Hegel the problem with the Now threw 
us back to the dependence of temporality on the observer. Sense-
certainty tries to fi nd its certainty in the objectivity of protocol 
statements with “Here” and “Now” built in. Hegel then provides 
two arguments to show the observer-dependence of temporality. 
First, the Now that we can point to is not the Now that currently 
obtains, but one that is always already in the past. Second, the Now 
is infi nitely divisible into smaller and smaller units. The Now is 
thus not what sense-certainty thought it was, namely, something 
objective that we know through immediate access. Instead, what 
we learn is that if there were no observer, there would not be any 
earlier or later, any before or after. Sense-certainty’s project of 
getting in touch with the world stumbles insofar as what is discov-
ered is not objective but subjective.

Whereas Hegel’s brief discussion is strictly critical, William 
James in his Principles of Psychology has made a constructive 
effort to describe lived time from the inside. James’s refl ections go 
beyond Hegel’s by advocating that one give up the idea of the Now 
and recognize instead the prerefl ective unity of past, present, and 
future in self-awareness. James wants us to think about temporality 
not as a digital (on or off) phenomenon, but as an analog one (with 
warm-up and fade-out phases).

Heidegger joins this attempt to build duration into the Now. He 
could be compared with Bergson, except that he thinks Bergson’s 
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strategy of externalizing a qualitative time is misguided insofar as 
it sells the reality of objective time short.124 Insofar as datability, 
signifi cance, spannedness, and publicness are built into each Now, 
these features show how Nows can be distinguished from one 
another. For instance, datability makes it possible for before and 
after to be remarked, and also for temporal ordering to obtain, 
whether or not memory is involved.

Heidegger’s theory insists on the priority of temporality over 
time. Time is reduced to ordinary clock time, which is not primor-
dial. Lived temporality is what is primordial. Neither a staccato of 
pearls nor a fl uvial fl ow, temporality is made up of action-oriented 
practices. These practices interpret the situation into relational 
ecstases of projecting a future that may never come onto a past that 
perhaps never was. Because temporality is always contextual, how 
long the present lasts will depend on the goal and the origin of the 
interpretive practice.

Heidegger did not fi nish his argument in Being and Time. On my 
reading, however, he was on his way to showing that temporality 
is hermeneutical, just as hermeneutics is always temporal. A crucial 
consequence of this hermeneutical account of temporality is that it 
becomes possible to say that in a certain sense (to be discussed in 
chapter 3) we can change the past. Changing our conception of 
what is happening now in the present can lead to changes in the 
account of what has happened in the past. This change of the 
present is tied to a moment of vision that sees the past and present 
in a different light by projecting a different future. Because the 
future is never fi xed but is always the horizon of an interpretation 
(as will be discussed in chapter 4), it is eminently changeable and 
always up for grabs. Future truth-values are less constrained than 
those of the past and to some extent even of the present. They are 
not entirely unconstrained, however, since a projection of a future 
depends on the coherence of connecting that future to a particular 
understanding of the past. Consistency is itself a constraint on the 
range of possible interpretations.
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To conclude this summary, here are some hypotheses about phe-
nomenological differences between time and temporality, to be 
explored further in the next two chapters.

• If time marches on inexorably, temporality is sometimes fast, 
sometimes slow.

• If time is the grid of scientifi c intelligibility, temporality is the 
grid of lived intelligibility.

• If time is one moment and then another and another, temporality 
involves an ordering of not only before and after, but also longer 
and shorter.

• If time goes tick, tick, tick, temporality goes tick-tock, tick-
tock.125 In other words, there are no inherent qualitative differentia-
tions in clock time; they are gained only through temporality.

• Temporality involves retention, protention, and the primal impres-
sion. These are not the same as the past, present, and future, which 
are dimensions of time.

• The Now that we experience temporally is never the Now of time, 
since this Now is always already gone by.

• Temporality, unlike the time of the universe, is irreversible.

• There is nothing in the moment of time that tells whether it is 
past, present, or future. The order comes from temporality. For 
James, there is no sense of the present of temporality without a 
sense of the past. For Heidegger there is no sense of the present 
without a sense of the future.

• Two temporalities are not as irreconcilable as two conscious-
nesses.

This list could be continued, but for now it illustrates the kinds of 
claims that a phenomenology of temporality could generate. Once 
these and other such differences are noted, there is really not much 
point in Heidegger’s worry about whether time or temporality is 
the more primordial. I take the point of Derrida’s deconstruction 
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of transcendental philosophy to be that the question of which is 
grounded in which does no real work. Furthermore, the attempt to 
answer such a question represents a dubious philosophical vestige 
of Kant’s program of transcendental philosophy. If understanding 
is always interpretive, there is no understanding of interpretation 
that is not also an interpretation. Temporality is a basic feature of 
interpretations of the world. An interpretation of the world will 
always have a temporal dimension, and if that temporality is 
changed, the interpretation will change as well. The following 
chapters will discuss whether changing the present will also change 
either or both the past and the future. We cannot determine that 
change, but we can try to change things for the better. What would 
be the point, after all, of trying to change things for the worse?
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This chapter is concerned with the past, with memory, and with the 
conditions for memorialization. What is the past? The past is some-
times construed as the present frozen in a kind of stasis. Science 
fi ction is thus able to imagine time travel as a return to a time and 
place where what happened is still happening, just as the present 
is happening now. The only condition on the past is that it is closed, 
unlike the present, which still opens into the future. The future is 
sometimes assumed to be structurally like the past, except perhaps 
that it is less frozen and fi xed than the past.

But clearly this way of imagining time is mistaken and mis-
leading. When an experience moves into the past, it is over and 
done with. There are no other universes where things keep 
happening as they did in our universe. But then we are faced with 
the problem that the past still structures the present. If the past 
moments are totally gone, how can they continue to have this 
living relation to the present? To answer that, we must ask philo-
sophical questions about the past. Where does the past go? Can 
the past be changed? How can something like the past, which is 
presumably unreal, nevertheless determine, condition, or infl uence 
the present?1

The selection of philosophers in this section is thematically 
constrained by the topic of the malleability of the past and the 

3 
Where Does the Time Go? On the Past
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explanation of memory. After reviewing how these issues have 
been focused in contemporary philosophy, with particular reference 
to the work of Ian Hacking, I go on to review the contributions of 
the German and the French traditions to the discussion of these 
topics. In particular, Husserl, Heidegger, and Gadamer are taken as 
representative of the phenomenological and hermeneutical tradi-
tions in their approach to the past. On the French side, Jean-Paul 
Sartre, Jacques Derrida, and Pierre Bourdieu offer different kinds 
of accounts of memory and of the conditions for memorialization. 
This chapter then turns to the tradition of Bergsonism for an account 
of duration that is directly at odds with the Husserlian account. 
Bergson emerges, however, as a markedly different philosopher 
when interpreted by Maurice Merleau-Ponty in comparison to the 
picture we get of him from Gilles Deleuze. The difference between 
the two Bergsons refl ects, of course, the underlying methodological 
difference between phenomenology and the poststructuralist appli-
cation of genealogy. This contrast is explained in the postscript on 
method.

Phenomenology of the Past

Can the past be changed? “We choose our past,” as Hayden White 
sums up Sartre on history, “in the same way that we choose our 
future.”2 Can this be true? Or is it rather the case that the past is 
over and done with? Is the meaning of the past fi xed, such that the 
deeds that are done make us who we are? Many historians and 
philosophers today would agree that there is no such thing as the 
“past in-itself” or “wie es eigentlich gewesen ist” (Ranke),3 that is, 
no talk about the past that is not already an interpretation. If we 
can reconstrue how the past is described, for instance, as Walter 
Benjamin does by writing history from the point of view of the 
victims rather than the victors, then we have also changed the past. 
But then, what could statements about the past be true of if the past 
is not real? The past must somehow anchor the present. One must 
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accommodate realist intuitions about the past even if one’s view of 
the past is always interpretive. There are phenomenological fea-
tures of the past that get covered over by the antirealist stance. If 
one can change the past at will simply by reinterpreting it (a view 
that I refer to as interpretive voluntarism4), then it can no longer 
serve as an anchor for the interpretation of the present. We want 
our interpretations of the past to be taken as true, and not as the 
result of a voluntaristic rewriting.

The noted philosopher of science Ian Hacking prefers a more 
circumspect approach. He hesitates to say that the past can be 
changed. Instead, it seems safer to him to say that the description 
of the past can be changed. In Rewriting the Soul, Hacking 
writes,

As a cautious philosopher, I am inclined to say that many retroactive 
redescriptions are neither defi nitely correct nor defi nitely incorrect.  .  .  .  It 
is almost as if retroactive redescription changes the past. This is too para-
doxical a turn of phrase, for sure. But if we describe past actions in ways 
in which they could not have been described at the time, we derive a 
curious result. For all intentional actions are actions under a description. 
If a description did not exist, or was not available, at an earlier time, 
then at that time one could not intentionally act under that description. 
Only later did it become true that, at that time, one performed an action 
under that description. At the very least, we rewrite the past, not because 
we fi nd out more about it, but because we present actions under new 
descriptions.5

What makes this caution seem so sensible is that it avoids over-
statement. It also recognizes that once choices are made and con-
crete actions are taken, there is no way to redo those choices and 
actions. They become an aspect of the world, which has a determi-
nate history.

This way of addressing the issue does not foreclose debate, 
however. Those who are sympathetic to Hacking’s project could 
take his arguments in different ways. For instance, a realist about 
the past might see Hacking as an antirealist who is attempting to 
undermine the distinction between the way the past is “in itself” 
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and the way that it is “for us.” By pointing out that there is no 
access to a thing except through the description of it, Hacking 
seems to the realist to be saying that if we change the description, 
we necessarily change the thing itself.

Hacking also says, however, that we cannot change the past 
simply by wanting it to be different. Initially, the argument assumes 
that there is no epistemic access to the thing independent of its 
description. Thus, it seems natural to infer that there is no ontologi-
cal difference between the thing and its description. This is the 
quasi-nominalist interpretation of the initial assumption. The thor-
oughgoing nominalist will bite the bullet and say that if there is 
no determinate difference between the thing and its description, 
there is no such thing as the thing in itself independent of the 
description.

The thought that a change in the description entails a change in 
the thing itself depends for those with strong realist intuitions on 
positing what is denied, namely, the distinction between the thing 
and its description. That is, realist intuitions lead to the admission 
that if only the meaning changes but not the things or the events 
in themselves, then the distinction between the “in-itself” and the 
“for us” still obtains. Realists tend to argue that in order to be able 
to say that the description changes, there must be something that 
persists that is independent of the description. Otherwise, different 
descriptions would be of different things (events or states of affair), 
and there would be no way to say that we had a case of a different 
description of the same thing.

Despite Hacking’s own critique of scientifi c realism in various 
forms, he clearly has strong intuitions that make him loath to adopt 
a nominalist or even a pragmatic stance. For Hacking this latter 
stance seems idealist in that it refuses to posit a reality of which 
the description would be true. The point is not simply that the 
description of the past changes, but that the world as it appears to 
different “styles of reasoning” will also change. Hacking does not 
want to lose the world to an argument that would say that there are 
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as many worlds as there are interpreters. This is the position that 
he calls, in an essay entitled “Language, Truth, and Reason” in 
Historical Ontology, “subjectivism.” There he distinguishes sub-
jectivism, which he thinks is “inane,” from “relativism” in a good 
sense.6 Subjectivism maintains that “by thinking, we make some-
thing true or false.” He counters it with what he calls “relativism” 
in a good sense, which asserts, “by thinking, new candidates for 
truth and falsehood may be brought into being.” Hacking is thus 
theorizing the heuristic production of hypotheses rather than deter-
mining what makes a claim true or false.

Hacking identifi es himself as an “anarcho-rationalist” who toler-
ates other views while maintaining the discipline of the standards 
of truth and reason inherent in his own style of reasoning. I take it 
that a style of reasoning is larger than a particular person’s applica-
tion of it, and is not simply put on or taken off in the manner of 
Plato’s cloak. One fi nds oneself always already employing a style 
of reasoning. Even those authors whom Foucault identifi es as 
“founders of discursivity” fi nd themselves adhering to the rules and 
possibilities of the discourse they were the fi rst to generate.7 
Nietzsche, Marx, and Freud represent not individual subjectivities, 
but generalizable styles of reasoning, even if (unlike in normal 
science) the founders retain an authoritative, and therefore prob-
lematic, relation to later developments in the fi eld. A style of rea-
soning does not confront reality so much as it allows what counts 
as reality to appear. Such a style must be open to other possible 
views of reality than its own. As Hacking writes,

We cannot reason as to whether alternative systems of reasoning are better 
or worse than ours, because the propositions to which we reason get their 
sense only from the method of reasoning employed. The propositions have 
no existence independent of the ways of reasoning towards them.8

Perhaps one way to put the historico-ontological assumptions 
behind this analysis is to say that the reason there are different 
descriptions or interpretations of the world is not because there is 
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no independent world, but because there is an independent world 
and it is infi nitely complex. Human interpretations, therefore, 
will only ever be capturing a part of what could be the case. Fur-
thermore, because the world includes the social, and the social 
involves change, the world is constantly changing. To describe 
the world will thus require different styles of reasoning as time 
goes by.

Another way to think about the issue of whether the past can be 
changed is to approach it through a distinction drawn by Heidegger. 
The past becomes what Heidegger calls our “facticity.” There are 
facts about ourselves that it does not seem possible to change. 
Heidegger, however, distinguishes between facts that are true 
about people and facts that are true about things. He reserves the 
term “facticity” for the former and he uses the term “factuality” for 
the latter. Scientifi c realism would be a matter of factuality. A 
Heideggerian could well maintain that facts about natural objects, 
whether observable or unobservable, are what they are and are 
captured in scientifi c explanations. History, however, does not 
consist of facts in the sense of factuality but of facticity. Facticity, 
on Heidegger’s account, involves an openness to possibilities. 
“Factical possibilities,” even those in the past, can still be open, in 
contrast to factuality, which is fi xed and determinate.9 Human 
beings thus always have some open possibilities that, if redrawn, 
will affect how we understand other aspects of ourselves. This 
distinction between facticity and factuality and the resulting concept 
of “thingness” itself depends on how we understand our ways of 
talking about the world, and on a particular set of interactions. 
In that respect, Heidegger’s view could reconcile the Sartrean 
voluntarism toward the past noted initially by Hayden White with 
Hacking’s caution that what is being changed is only the descrip-
tion of the past. The Heideggerian account, to be discussed in more 
detail below, suggests that taking one fork in the road rather than 
another changes the nature of the journey. Thus, where we go infl u-
ences our understanding of where we have been.
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Memory and Memorialization

The past manifests in the present through memory, but what is 
memory? Insofar as memories can be true or mistaken, memory 
seems like a form of ontic, psychological interpretation. Memories 
can be disclosive, however, insofar as they can show us not only 
how the present relates to the past, but also how the past can con-
tinue to guide the present. This is the task of memorialization, or 
as I shall also call it, Remembrance. Memorialization is not just 
memory, because its goal is not simply recall of past facts. Memo-
rialization is an attempt to hold up the past to the eyes of the present 
so that the present does not forget the sacrifi ces of those who 
existed prior to the present and yet who still seem alive and perti-
nent to the self-understanding of the present. In short, memorializa-
tion is when we remember to remember.

An initial defi nition of memory could well be, therefore, that 
memory is the “consciousness of the past.” What is then the rela-
tion of present consciousness to the past memory? William James 
remarks, as we saw in the previous chapter, “the feeling of past 
time is a present feeling.”10 That is to say, when we remember, we 
do not perceive something in the past. On the contrary, the memory 
is itself in the present, and thus it would seem that there must be 
something in the present experience that marks the content as 
past.11 An explanation is therefore required of how experience is 
both datable and directional. James distinguishes between the 
retained past of the specious present and the remembered past of 
memory, and he maintains that the experience of the specious 
present as fading into the past is not the same as memory proper. 
Retention is not memory. Memory brings back or “reproduces” an 
event that has completely faded out. When memory recollects a 
present that is now past, that past present will include its own sense 
of what was for it the immediate past. For James, insofar as the 
specious present is not simply the present moment of the Now, but 
also includes the fading of the past present and the dawning of the 
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future present, it allows any creature, even one with no conscious 
memory, to distinguish now from then, or before from after. James’s 
argument is roughly that if there is no temporality, there is no 
memory. Furthermore, if there is memory, therefore there is tem-
porality. But his argument is not that if there is temporality, there-
fore there is memory.

To address these issues of datability and directionality, as well 
as of the relation of memory to the present, in more detail, let me 
now take up some lessons learned from the history of pheno-
menology, fi rst German, then French. These vignettes will provide 
some conceptual distinctions that will help with the larger 
questions. I suggest in the second part of this chapter that Henri 
Bergson’s philosophy provides an unusual account of these issues, 
one that deserves more attention than it has received of late.

Twentieth-Century German Phenomenology

Unlike James, Husserl thinks that retention is a form of memory, or 
at least he calls it “primary memory.” Primary memory is different 
from what Husserl calls “secondary memory.” Secondary memory, 
or memory proper, occurs when the event is entirely over and is 
brought back in recollection. Husserl senses that the term “primary 
memory” can be misleading. Indeed, even our contemporary dis-
tinction between short-term and long-term memory seems to be a 
distinction between two types of secondary memory, not between 
primary and secondary memory. Primary memory presents or per-
ceives directly, whereas memory proper is precisely not a presenta-
tion. The retention is still part of the experience, even if it is not the 
“primal impression.” Hence, Husserl speaks of memory’s content 
as a re-presentation.

To make this point about the structure of primary memory or 
retention clearer, let me discuss an extended note from November 
10–13, 1911. This date indicates that the note represents Husserl’s 
more considered refl ections about temporality, even if only part of 
the note was published.12 One sign of progress is that retention is 
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viewed more dynamically, with more attention paid to the “running-
off” character of retention as it “sinks back” and fades from con-
sciousness. As a temporal event recedes into the past, Husserl says 
that it “contracts” as the duration “fl ows off.”13 Take my example 
from chapter 2 of the opera singer who holds an amazingly high 
note for an astonishingly long time. At any point in my hearing of 
the tone, I am conscious not only of the tone, but also its duration. 
I am also aware of the difference between the fl ow and my percep-
tion of the fl ow. If, for instance, I nodded off at that point and 
awoke only when the singer stopped for a breath, I would know 
that the tone I heard before and after my moment of snooze was 
the same. I would not know exactly how long the note had been 
held, but I would be aware of the difference between objective time 
that went on uninterrupted and the subjective time with the slight 
snooze. To use the Husserlian terms explained in the previous 
chapter, my transverse intentionality would still be in place despite 
a slight gap in my longitudinal intentionality.

In a simpler version of his time diagram, he represents the fl ow 
as we see it between points A and E in fi gure 3.1. For Husserl the 
running-off phenomenon explains the continuity of the past: “I am 

A E

E

P′

A′
A

A′

P

Figure 3.1
Husserl’s time graph. Redrawn from Edmund Husserl, On the Phenomenology 
of the Consciousness of Internal Time (1893–1917), trans. John Barnett Brough 
(Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1991), p. 29.
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conscious of a continuity of time-points as ‘immediately past’ and 
of the whole extent of the temporal duration from the beginning-
point up to the now-point as elapsed.”14 If points A and E represent 
“nows” that succeed each other, then this diagram brings out how 
they are distinguished from each other relationally. Because E 
contains retentions of retentions, its place in the series is distinct, 
and it could not have occurred anywhere else in the series. Husserl 
thus has accounted for how the continuity of the running-off modes 
of the duration is constituted. That is, he has accounted for the 
horizontal or longitudinal continuity of pasts on the basis of the 
transverse continuity in each moment, with its own array of reten-
tions of retentions. The continuity of retentions then allows him to 
posit the unity of the fl ow. The unity of the fl ow also allows him 
to say that the fl ow can appear to itself: “the fl ow itself must neces-
sarily be apprehensible in the fl owing.”15 Here again we thus have 
an account of temporality temporalizing itself in a self-refl ective 
way, prior to the emergence of the cogito. At least, that is what I 
take him to be positing when he speaks of “this prephenomenal, 
preimmanent temporality [that] becomes constituted intentionally 
as the form of the time-constituting consciousness and in it 
itself.”16

This notion brings us back to the issue of the ontology of the 
past. There is a hermeneutical interpretation of memory and the 
past that Husserl’s account opens up, even if he does not explicitly 
adopt it. His account maintains that each retention comes along and 
adds to the stream of consciousness. This point suggests that expe-
rience will change as each additional input conditions and changes 
the self-interpretation of what is already stored. Husserl thus rec-
ognizes that there is a “retroactive effect” whereby the new moment 
“modifi es the reproductive possibilities for the old.”17

If Husserl is right on this point, then there is no ontological 
issue about changing the past. Phenomenologically it is evident that 
with the addition of new experience, the past is always changing. 
Similarly, memory is in fl ux because conscious life is in fl ux. 
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Husserl writes, “Memory fl ows continuously, since the life of con-
sciousness fl ows continuously and does not merely piece itself 
together link by link into a chain.”18 The point is that as each 
present is succeeded by another present and “sinks into the past,” 
its retentions amount to a modifi cation of other retentions from 
previous presents. This modifi cation of the earlier retentions by 
later retentions opens up the possibility that what is considered 
as the “past” changes with the accumulation of successive 
retentions.

The historical Husserl would be wary of this pluralistic way of 
interpreting his diagram of time. Husserl thinks that objective time 
is constituted precisely by the accumulation of retentions. “Time 
is fi xed,” he notes, “and yet time fl ows. In the fl ow of time, in the 
continuous sinking down into the past, a nonfl owing, absolutely 
fi xed, identical, objective time becomes constituted.”19 Heidegger, 
in contrast, offers his own account of how objective time is con-
stituted as a leveling off of primordial time, and he also accepts the 
Einsteinian idea that “time is always local time.”20 Let me provide 
some background for this point by looking more closely at Hei-
degger’s account of the ontology of the past.

Heidegger challenges Husserl by moving from transcendental 
phenomenology to hermeneutical phenomenology. He takes over 
from Husserl the three-layered analysis of temporality into proten-
tion, retention, and primal impression, which Heidegger calls 
ecstases. If the guiding question here is whether the past can be 
changed, that question becomes more diffi cult in Heidegger, who 
distinguishes two senses of the past: Vergangenheit and Gewesen-
heit. If Heidegger did not completely reject the subject–object 
distinction, I would say that the Vergangenheit is the objective 
correlate to the subjective experience of Gewesenheit. The question 
then becomes twofold: can the Vergangenheit change, and can 
Gewesenheit change?

I will be interpreting these concepts freely, and I begin by noting 
that if this distinction occurred in English, one would be strongly 
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compelled to say “the” Vergangenheit, but simply, Gewesenheit 
because the former term suggests a present-to-hand thing and the 
latter a range of experience. Vergangenheit is the past reifi ed into 
present-to-hand objects and their relations to all the other objects. 
Vergangenheit is over and done with, and it sits at a distance from 
us because there is little we can do to change it.

Gewesenheit, in contrast, is the past as it is still effective in the 
present. Vergangenheit is expressed by tenses such as the simple 
past, whereas Gewesenheit is captured best in the imperfect tense. 
Insofar as Gewesenheit is still working itself out and its meanings 
are not yet established for certain, Gewesenheit is less a matter of 
refl ective cognition, and more of a prerefl ective or skilled manner 
of coping directly with the world. Gewesenheit is also not over and 
done with, but involves the future.21 We fi nd ourselves always 
already in a situation, and thus our choices are not infi nite, but 
limited. We do not simply adopt this situation, and we cannot 
reinterpret it voluntaristically. Instead, we are thrown into this situ-
ation and we have to “deal with it” as opposed to being “in denial” 
about it. If Heidegger had this language, he would more than likely 
say that “dealing with it” is authentic (if ontic), but that being “in 
denial” is inauthentic.22

Distinguishing these two senses of “past” puts Heidegger in a 
better position to deal with the question of whether the past can be 
changed. An objectivist will tend to construe Vergangenheit as the 
entire set of “all the facts.” On such a view, the facts are fi xed 
and the Vergangenheit cannot be changed.23 For the objectivist, 
then, there is only one right account of the past. In contrast, for 
Heidegger the past is not frozen into facts. Furthermore, the very 
idea of “all the facts” is unintelligible. On the Heideggerian view, 
then, accounts of the past are always selective, and different selec-
tions of facts can tell different stories. Moreover, what counts as a 
fact is a matter of the style of interpretation. Different kinds of 
interpretation would thus result in different kinds of historical 
“reality.”
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As I mentioned previously, Heidegger recognizes two different 
senses of understanding, ontic and ontological. These correspond 
to the distinction in Being and Time between Auslegung and Inter-
pretierung. Furthermore, they also draw on the distinction between 
two senses of truth, namely, ontological disclosure, or Erschlos-
senheit, and ontic discovery, or Entdecktheit. To capture this double 
sense in which the past anchors the present at the same time that 
the present can re-view the past (i.e., view the past again and form 
a different opinion of it), let me distinguish two different senses of 
“interpretation.” On the one hand, there is interpretation that is 
done deliberately and refl ectively. Interpretation in this sense of 
“ontic interpretation” can get things wrong and draws on its object 
domain for verifi cation of its various claims. Deeper than this is 
interpretation in a different sense. At this level of “ontological 
interpretation” things either show up or they do not. Ontic inter-
pretation can be right or wrong about the things it encounters, but 
to encounter things at all, there must fi rst be a disclosure in an 
ontological interpretation of the world and the things that there are. 
Ontic interpretation picks out features of things within the world, 
whereas ontological interpretation discloses the world as such. 
Ontic interpretation discovers, and it can be true or false. Ontologi-
cal interpretation discloses the context or the world, and this makes 
ontic interpretation possible.

I have been talking as if memory and memorialization were 
thematic, conscious, and refl ective ways of interpreting the phe-
nomena. That is ontic interpretation. But prior to ontic interpreta-
tion there is ontological interpretation, which allows the situation 
to be experienced or undergone in the fi rst place. Although there 
is no experience that is not interpretive, ontological interpretation 
is built into the body in such a way that it conditions how we per-
ceive our choices, our selves, and even our self-understandings. 
Although we can try to change our ontological interpretations, 
doing so is much more diffi cult than changing our ontic interpreta-
tions. Simply by moving our heads we can change what objects we 
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see. But there are features of the way that we perceive that we do 
not alter in that action. The disclosure of the world is not itself an 
object within the world, and thus, bringing it up to a conscious level 
where it can be refl ectively grasped will only ever be partially 
successful. Psychological, ontic interpretation cannot change the 
Vergangenheit. However, hermeneutical, ontological interpretation 
recognizes the normative and therefore the political dimension of 
our situated Being-in-the-world, our Gewesenheit.

Heidegger’s student Hans-Georg Gadamer follows his teacher 
and insists on the connection with tradition as the basis for identity 
formation. On his view, whether we know it or not, our understand-
ing is always infl uenced by the history of intervening interpreta-
tions. That is, when we read Kant, other philosophers (such as 
Hegel, Schopenhauer, or Nietzsche as well as a myriad of Kant 
scholars) who have developed their views as a reaction to Kant’s 
philosophy infl uence our interpretation of Kant. Gadamer, the 
founder of contemporary hermeneutics, calls this history of infl u-
ence Wirkungsgeschichte. This is a claim about the nature of under-
standing, and it implies that understanding is always interpretive. 
Gadamer’s hermeneutical philosophy entails that there is no direct, 
unmediated read of, for example, the author’s intention in the case 
of literary interpretation, or of the framers’ intentions in the case 
of Constitutional interpretation.

In addition, however, Gadamer turns this ontological point into 
a normative prescription. He wants to account not only for under-
standing in general, but also, he wants to explain what makes some 
understandings better than others. “Better understanding” does not 
mean simply “more factual.” For Gadamer, all understanding is 
also self-understanding. Therefore, an understanding that is aware 
of the intervening history of interpretations, and of the infl uence of 
these on the present interpretation, is better than one that ignores 
this history of infl uence. He thus calls for interpretation to refl ect 
on itself and to become self-critically aware. His term for this self-
critical awareness is wirkungsgeschichtliches Bewusstsein. His 
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methodological analysis thus has the consequence that interpreta-
tion is never simply a description because it is always infl uenced 
by the history of intervening interpretations. Furthermore, insofar 
as every interpretation is at the same time a self-interpretation, it 
is better for interpretation to be more self-conscious of how it has 
been infl uenced by previous interpretations.

As a result of this emphasis on the importance of tradition, 
Gadamer is sometimes interpreted as being a conservative. His 
intention, however, is to say that in acting toward the future, we 
must have some sense of who we are. Tradition is what gives us 
that sense of ourselves. Gadamer is saying more concretely what 
Heidegger said above, namely, that an authentic relation to the 
future requires an authentic relation to the past. These relations are 
ongoing, with a movement in one direction requiring changes in 
the other direction as well. Gadamer’s theory thus would indeed 
be conservative if one did not understand that what counts as the 
tradition can change. Gadamer thinks that we can change what we 
take the tradition to be by fi nding out that there are other possibili-
ties in the past that were lost sight of, but that can be rejuvenated 
and restored. What counts as the tradition is always revisable. 
Tradition therefore is not necessarily reactionary, but it can be 
radicalized as well. Tradition is not synonymous with conformity. 
Historical memory can show us where the tradition was misinter-
preted and where a people’s self-understanding went awry.

Twentieth-Century French Philosophy

French poststructuralist philosophers are often construed by their 
critics as attacking continuity and coherence. The poststructuralists 
are thereby said to be incoherent defenders of irrationality. In their 
defense, I will point out that it is sometimes appropriate to call both 
continuity and coherence into question. For instance, “experience” 
is often theorized as if it were a unifi ed whole with no gaps. To 
come to the issue of this chapter, when Husserl theorizes memory, 
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he seems to build into his model the thought that memory is 
continuous, and that overall, experience fl ows along in a single 
stream. That is not the way experience feels from the inside, 
however. Especially if we think about the troubles we all experi-
ence with memory, we might well want to ask, what if discontinu-
ous experiences were as typical as continuous experience? How 
reliable is memory? And is the unreliability of memory necessarily 
bad?24

These questions refl ect the infl uence on French poststructuralism 
of Nietzsche, who points out that forgetting is a necessary feature 
of getting on with daily experience. If such forgetting did not take 
place, we would have too much to keep in mind all the time. Proust 
is also in play here, and Derrida reminds us that

memory, for Proust, far from being total and continuous, is intermittent 
and discontinuous. Our memories are out of our control. We remember 
only what our memories, acting on their own, happen to think it worth-
while to save.25

For Derrida “memory is or rather must, should be an ethical obliga-
tion: infi nite and at every instant.”26 Memory could not be an ethical 
obligation if we had perfect recall. Thus, when memory is seen as 
a matter for practical philosophy rather than only for theoretical 
philosophy, it becomes equally important to take into account the 
gaps and disconnects in memory as well as its coherence and con-
tinuity. Even if what we forget is not in our conscious control, we 
still have obligations to remember certain things that tie us to 
others. What we forget can be as signifi cant as what we remember. 
In the ethical sphere, then, the ideal of temporal continuity through 
retention becomes more problematic. Perhaps psychologists could 
gather some data on this question of the continuity of temporality. 
But to assume that all experience fl ows smoothly into the past and 
into memory is to forget the many lapses of memory that occur to 
most of us (eidetic memories apart), even if we are not yet aged 
enough to have “senior moments.”
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If memory has gaps, so will what we think of as the “tradition.” 
The tradition is not everything that has happened in the past, but 
those features that have continuing infl uence and effects, often 
below the threshold of the visible. One theorist who has tried to 
make these subliminal features more visible is Pierre Bourdieu. I 
will turn to his account after fi rst discussing the grandfather of 
recent French philosophy, Jean-Paul Sartre.

Jean-Paul Sartre (1905–1980)
Sartre’s phenomenology of the past turns on what he considers to 
be a paradox: I cannot think of myself as being without a past, yet 
I am the one through whom the past comes into being. In Being 
and Nothingness (1943) this paradox is defi ned as the contrast 
between freedom and situation. I necessarily exist in a situation, 
on Sartre’s theory, but at the same time I am radically free toward 
the meaning of this situation. For Sartre, human freedom is an all-
or-nothing, total phenomenon. On the one hand, he insists that we 
are who we are because of our situation, and the situation is essen-
tially our past. The past, he is fond of saying, is irremediable. On 
the other hand, he also thinks that “the past is what it is only in 
relation to the end chosen.”27 I choose my ends through my relation 
with the future, and the future involves changing the past. The past 
is “that which is to be changed,” says Sartre.28 The argument is that 
insofar as “nothing comes to me which is not chosen,” it follows 
that “we can see too how the very nature of the past comes to the 
past from the original choice of a future.”29

So the existential paradox is that I am who I am made to be by 
my past at the same time that I am the one who chooses the past. 
Sartre does not mean to say, however, that I can refl ectively and 
consciously decide or deliberate about how to change my past. The 
past is changed only through action: “by action I decide its 
meaning.”30 What Sartre means by to “decide” here is not to “delib-
erate.” For Sartre deliberation is always too little, too late. Delib-
eration gives the illusion that I am refl ectively deciding, but in fact, 
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the decision has already been made, and deliberation is only a way 
of temporizing or putting off the inevitable.

Sartre’s theory thus combines the Bergsonian point (to be 
explained shortly) that the past does not cease to exist but that it 
becomes the context for present action, and Heidegger’s point that 
we always project our possibilities toward the future. In Sartre’s 
words, “it is the future which decides whether the past is living or 
dead.”31 For Sartre, therefore, there is a close connection between 
the historical and the temporal: “If human societies are historical,” 
he writes, “this does not stem simply from the fact that they have 
a past but from the fact that they reassume the past by making it a 
memorial.”32 If temporality implies memory, history implies mem-
oralization. How we see the past, whether as cohesive or as chaotic, 
will be decided by whether we see the past as continuous with the 
present or as “a discontinuous fragment.”33 Both of these are legiti-
mate inferences about the past, but once in place, from that moment 
on the past “imposes itself on us and devours us.”34

So the power that the past has over us is coming not from the 
past itself, but from the future. What does Sartre mean, then, when 
he says that my past “sinks into the universal past and thereby 
offers itself to the evaluation of others”?35 To answer this question, 
we must also ask what is meant by the universal past. Furthermore, 
we should fi gure out what we mean when we talk about the past. 
Sartre offers in an earlier chapter of Being and Nothingness an 
explanation of how we get from the idea of my personal past to 
that of the universal past. Sartre explains that “universal temporal-
ity is objective.”36 The past of the world, or objective time, is 
deduced from the personal past, or temporality. Insofar as I view 
myself as an in-itself or a thing among others rather than as a for-
itself or a conscious, free being in the world, I reduce qualitative 
temporality to quantitative, homogeneous instants strung together 
in a line. I have to give up my transcendence, my freedom, and 
affi rm my facticity in order to see that “there is only one Past, 
which is the past of being or the objective past in which I was.”37 
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Because of the power that the universal past has over me, insofar 
as it takes away my freedom and leaves me determined by the 
facticity of my situation, I fl ee it. Sartre sums up his account of the 
past by saying, “It is through the past that I belong to universal 
temporality; it is through the present and the future that I escape 
from it.”38

From this quotation we can infer Sartre’s abhorrence of time. 
Time is our situation and our facticity. Insofar as Sartre posits us 
as being radically free, he will always be resentful of our temporal 
condition. At the same time, he sees the necessity of being in time, 
and he formulates this necessity in a temporal version of a Kantian 
moral imperative. Expressed hypothetically, the imperative would 
be “If you wish to have such and such a past, act in such and 
such a way.”39 Action is the only way to redeem ourselves and to 
prove our freedom. On Sartre’s analysis, however, we are our past, 
and the past is irremediable. We are condemned to having to try 
continually to do the impossible. Being and Nothingness thus 
concludes with his pessimistic view that humanity is a futile 
passion.40

Pierre Bourdieu (1930–2002)
For the French sociologist and philosopher, Pierre Bourdieu, Sar-
tre’s emphasis on the body is a step in the right direction. Sartre’s 
theory of radical freedom is, however, a mistake. Bourdieu sees us 
as conditioned by our bodily habits, the many ways our body gets 
molded by the subliminal socialization practices that we experience 
in our upbringing. His views about temporality are thus closer to 
Heidegger’s than to Sartre’s, except for the major caveat that 
Heidegger’s privileging of the future is a sign not of authenticity, 
but of inauthenticity. Bourdieu thinks that Heidegger is misrecog-
nizing the source of the problem, which is not the future but the 
past. Where Heidegger sees possibilities coming into the present 
from the future, Bourdieu sees the reproduction in the present of 
past objective structures. These structures are built into the body, 
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or more precisely, into the set of bodily dispositions that Bourdieu 
calls the habitus. The habitus is situated in a social fi eld and 
participates in it in much the same manner as one participates 
in a game. To give one of Bourdieu’s favorite examples, in games 
such as football or soccer or basketball, the player sends the ball 
not to where the other player is at the moment, but to where the 
other player soon will be. A successful anticipation, however, 
depends on long hours of practice that enable the teammates to 
anticipate the bodily capabilities of one another. What seems like 
a successful instance of looking ahead is really, then, a case of 
implicit looking-back. In The Logic of Practice, Bourdieu inverts 
Heideggerian temporality by seeing “the presence of the past 
in this kind of false anticipation of the future performed by the 
habitus.”41

Although Bourdieu differs with Heidegger’s account of the 
direction of time, I see Bourdieu as providing a concrete (although 
ontic) way of understanding Heidegger’s gnomic injunction that 
temporality temporalizes. Bourdieu argues that time is not to be 
thought of as a thing or an object that a subject “has.” Bourdieu 
wants to describe the actual practices of “agents,” not “subjects.” 
He therefore says that he is reconstructing the point of view of the 
acting agent, which is the point of view of “practice as ‘temporal-
ization,’ thereby revealing that practice is not in time but makes 
time (human time, as opposed to biological or astronomical time).”42 
Bourdieu distinguishes further between the conscious project of the 
future (avenir), and the prerefl exive protention of the “forth-
coming” (à venir). Bourdieu is drawing here on Husserl’s notion 
of the protention of, for instance, the hidden faces of a cube. One 
sees a cube, but one does not see all the faces of the cube. Never-
theless, one could not be seeing a cube as a cube unless one sensed 
the hidden faces, which are said to be “quasi-present.” Similarly, 
unlike the future in the sense of l’avenir, which is a conscious 
projection of a future present, Bourdieu thinks that in the à venir 
time is not noticed even though it is there.
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On my view, his account of the soccer players is not quite the 
correct phenomenology. He leaves out the fact that the players 
certainly do know the time. The players always have a sense (often 
more implicit than explicit) that the “clock is running.” Bourdieu 
is right, however, when he says that time is fi rst noticed consciously 
only when there is a breakdown: “Time (or at least what we call 
time) is really experienced only when the quasi-automatic coinci-
dence between expectations and chances, illusio and lusiones, 
expectations and the world which is there to fulfi ll them, is 
broken.”43 How does a temporal breakdown occur? For Bourdieu, 
a breakdown in the à venir can be the result of a disruption of either 
the illusio, the expectations that are built into the habitus, or the 
lusiones, the probabilities that are built into the social fi eld.

An example of such a breakdown is unemployment. Unemploy-
ment suddenly leaves one with time on one’s hands. In contrast to 
the busy person who never has enough time, the unemployed 
become conscious of dead time, where time hardly seems to move 
at all. (Benjamin would call this “empty time.”) Bourdieu thus adds 
a social explanation of Heidegger’s distinction between the inau-
thentic person who never has enough time and the authentic person 
who always has time. Bourdieu sees this surplus of time as a sign 
not necessarily of authenticity, but more often of powerlessness. 
Consider the case of waiting. The powerful, whose time is valuable, 
make the powerless wait. On Bourdieu’s analysis, waiting is a form 
of submission.

Even if Heidegger is right in suggesting that to have control of 
one’s life is to have control of one’s time, such that one can “take 
one’s time,” Bourdieu believes that there is more to say about 
how personal temporality derives from social temporalization. 
For example, the academic and the artist live privileged lives 
where the line between leisure and work is blurred and time seems 
to be bracketed. The quasi-free time of the academic resembles 
the negated time of permanently unemployed subproletarians in 
that both have time on their hands; but the subproletarian pays 
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the price for the academic. For Bourdieu, the fact that both cases 
would satisfy Heidegger’s criterion for authentic temporality 
amounts to a refutation of Heidegger’s account by a putative reduc-
tio ad absurdum. More generally, this social contradiction allegedly 
casts doubt on any analysis of individual authenticity that ignores 
the social conditions of temporality that are built into the body. 
Bourdieu therefore concludes that “time is indeed, as Kant main-
tained, the product of an act of construction, but it is the work 
not of the thinking consciousness but of the dispositions and 
practices.”44

Henri Bergson (1859–1941)
Gilles Deleuze is largely responsible for two waves of renewed 
interest in Henri Bergson that have occurred since the second 
World War. His book, Bergsonism, was published in French in 1966 
and led to a short-lived revival of Bergson in France. He called the 
book Bergsonism rather than simply Bergson because Bergsonism 
was indeed a philosophical movement in its own right—just as 
much, anyway, as the movements of positivism and pragmatism 
that it opposed. In fact, Bergsonism was in its own time a much 
larger and more popular movement, inspiring major aesthetic and 
political changes as well. The publication of the English translation 
of Deleuze’s book in 1988 led to a renewal of Anglophone philo-
sophical interest in Bergson in the early 1990s. Bergson never 
regained, however, the international fame that he had in his lifetime 
(1859–1941). Since then his role in philosophy has been that of the 
crown prince who never became king. Nevertheless, his ideas about 
temporality when combined with Deleuze’s appropriation of them 
are, in my opinion, some of the most unusual in the history of 
modern philosophy. A history of temporality that did not discuss 
Bergson’s idea of la durée (duration) would be seriously remiss. 
In particular, discussion of Bergson’s views about memory and the 
relation of the past to the present is indispensable in a chapter on 
the past.
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Bergson via Merleau-Ponty
Before discussing Deleuze’s revitalization of Bergson, however, I 
want to note that there was at least one other major twentieth-
century philosopher who acknowledged Bergson’s infl uence. In his 
inaugural lecture to the Collège de France on 15 January 1953, 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty spent a considerable amount of time 
discussing what he also called Bergsonism. Translated as In Praise 
of Philosophy (1963), Merleau-Ponty’s intention in this lecture 
is not only to bow politely in the direction of his most famous 
predecessor in this chair of philosophy, but also to show the 
connection of Bergsonism to the type of phenomenology that was 
dominant in that period both in France and in the Anglophone 
world. At the same time, Merleau-Ponty also has to mark the 
differences between his own program and Bergson’s. Even if 
Bergson was not a true (Husserlian) phenomenologist, Bergson’s 
approach was sometimes identifi ed as bearing a family resem-
blance to phenomenology. Merleau-Ponty also discusses Bergson 
at length in his lectures on nature in 1956–57.45 In addition, there 
are several long footnotes on Bergson in the Phenomenology of 
Perception (1945), a short presentation from 1959 in Signs, some 
remarks in The Visible and the Invisible, and a close reading of 
Matter and Memory in lectures published as The Incarnate Subject. 
Reading Bergson through the parallax view obtained from the 
differing perspectives of Merleau-Ponty and Deleuze will result in 
a multidimensional view of his philosophy and its signifi cance 
today.

In the inaugural lecture Merleau-Ponty glosses Bergson’s view 
of consciousness in a way that resembles without being identical 
to Sartre’s well-known view of the relation of consciousness and 
nothingness. Just as for Sartre, whom Merleau-Ponty often criti-
cized, for Bergson emptiness or nothingness is introduced by the 
pour-soi or being-for-itself (consciousness) into being, or the full 
presence of the en-soi (the mute being-in-itself of external objects). 
Bergson shows, says Merleau-Ponty, that
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a nothingness in consciousness would be the consciousness of a nothing-
ness, and that it would, therefore, not be nothing. But this is to say in other 
words that the being of consciousness is made of a substance so subtle that 
it is not less consciousness in the consciousness of an emptiness than in 
that of a thing.46

This quotation makes the point that nothingness comes from con-
sciousness and that consciousness desires to be more than nothing, 
that is, to be what Sartre calls being en-soi-pour-soi. Merleau-
Ponty goes on to read Bergson as a proto-existentialist who antici-
pates the Sartrean and Heideggerian analyses of Angst and vertigo: 
“if true philosophy dispels the vertigo and anxiety that come from 
the idea of nothingness, it is because it interiorizes them, because 
it incorporates them into being and conserves them in the vibration 
of the being which is becoming.”47 Here Merleau-Ponty is express-
ing Bergson’s ideas in a way that shows Bergson to be of contem-
porary interest to Merleau-Ponty’s audience, even if not of the same 
level of interest as Merleau-Ponty himself.

In the lectures on the philosophy of nature at the Collège de 
France in 1956–57, Merleau-Ponty clarifi es further the relation of 
Bergson and Sartre. He confi rms that they have similar views about 
the relation of being and nothingness:

Sartre had the idea that in the history of consciousness, there is not a pre-
liminary lack: the human creates both the lack and his solution. Likewise, 
Bergson thinks in Creative Evolution that philosophers create problems 
and their solutions at the same time.48

Sartre and Bergson are said to occupy similar places in the history 
of consciousness because their conceptions of being and nothing-
ness do not connect enough to allow for a conception of either 
nature or history. Merleau-Ponty sees Sartre’s opposition between 
being-for-itself (subjectivity) and being-in-itself (objectivity) as 
precluding any account of the self-development of materiality. In 
other words, Sartre’s early philosophy allows us too much freedom 
in the constitution of both our nature and our history.
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For Merleau-Ponty the popular movement known in France in 
the early twentieth century as Bergsonism depends on a historically 
limited reading of Bergson, one that turns Bergson’s fecund explo-
rations into dogmatic doctrines. Merleau-Ponty thereby establishes 
the view that the early work of Bergson was his best because it was 
adventurous, and that the older Bergson became more solid but 
stolid. The early Bergson is standardly construed as the philosopher 
who discovered duration and intuition in contrast to modern science, 
which supposedly cannot grasp these important phenomena in its 
efforts to quantify and objectify everything. Duration is the idea 
that time is stretched out and not a series of atomistic nows. Dura-
tion is a temporal unity that can be longer or shorter. (Later French 
historians spoke of the longue durée, that is, of a history covering 
longer periods of time than could be perceived by individuals or 
generations.) Bergson was particularly interested in la durée 
because he thought that it was something science could not capture 
in its explanatory web.

For that same reason, intuition is also standardly viewed 
as a central phenomenon in Bergson’s thought. Intuition is a pri-
mordial contact with things that is presupposed by and prior to 
language and conceptualization. According to Merleau-Ponty, 
Bergsonism is usually construed as emphasizing the idea of a 
subject that, before language, is “already installed in being.”49 
Intuition is the true thought that is fused with things in a naive 
contact that genuine philosophy must rediscover. Intuition is 
said to be a “simple act,” “viewing without a point of view,” 
direct access to the interior of things unmediated by signs or 
symbols. Bergsonism is intensely antiscientifi c, and it reduces 
the younger Bergson’s philosophy to some polemical theses 
articulated in the later stages of his philosophical development. 
Merleau-Ponty lists three such Bergsonian doctrines: (1) intuition 
is prior to intellect and logic; (2) spirit is restored to its primacy 
over matter; and (3) life is discovered to be more primordial than 
mechanism.
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For Merleau-Ponty these polemical doctrines tend to overem-
phasize Bergson’s break with received doctrine at the cost of 
missing what the younger Bergson really had to say. The mistake 
of popularized Bergsonism is to reduce Bergson’s critique of the 
positivism of his time to some doctrinal principles that are frozen 
into concepts, not unlike those of the positivistic philosophers 
whom he was attacking. For Merleau-Ponty, the real Bergson did 
not see the true philosopher as lost in or absorbed by being. Rather, 
philosophy must experience itself as transcended by being: “It is 
not necessary for philosophy to go outside itself in order to reach 
the things themselves; it is solicited or haunted by them from 
within.”50 What “haunts” us most particularly is la durée. Bergson’s 
claim is that the human ego is essentially duration and cannot grasp 
another being except as having its own duration.51 One’s own 
manner of using up time, for instance, is a choice of one possible 
durée drawn from an infi nity of possible durées. Even the idea of 
the durée of the universe is only an extension of the entire length 
of one’s own durée. The temporal experience of waiting for sugar 
to dissolve in an espresso, to use a typically Bergsonian example, 
requires one to posit the objective time that is required for the sugar 
cube to melt in it. There is thus for Merleau-Ponty’s Bergson a 
complicity between the temporality of experience and the time of 
being.

In the lecture course of 1956–57 Merleau-Ponty suggests more 
critically that despite this complicity, Bergson cannot really explain 
the oneness of time. These criticisms are consistent with those 
mentioned in footnotes in the Phenomenology of Perception. There 
he says that Bergson “never reaches the unique movement whereby 
the three dimensions of time are constituted.”52 Merleau-Ponty 
identifi es three errors in Bergson: (1) the body is only ever the 
objectifi ed body, not the lived body; (2) consciousness is only ever 
explicit knowledge-about, and not the prerefl ective skills and 
awareness of the world; and most signifi cantly for present pur-
poses, (3) “time remains a successive ‘now,’ whether it ‘snowballs 
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upon itself’ or is spread in spatialized time.”53 Alleging that Bergson 
cannot explain why duration is “squeezed” into the present, 
Merleau-Ponty repeats this criticism of the metaphor of time as a 
snowball in later footnotes as well. In one footnote he says that for 
Bergson it is duration that “snowballs upon itself,” and thus 
Bergson is wrong to try to theorize time out of a reifi ed, “preserved 
present.”54 In another footnote he says that it is consciousness that 
“snowballs upon itself” and tries to get everything into the present.55 
Bergson’s “snowball” account of time is right, according to 
Merleau-Ponty in the Phenomenology of Perception, to emphasize 
the continuity of time over time. The continuity of time, he says, 
is an “essential phenomenon.”56 Nevertheless, Bergson’s explana-
tion goes awry because Bergson puts the cart before the horse 
and tries to explain the unity of time through its continuity. In my 
terms, the issue about the “oneness” of time at any given time is 
different from the issue about the “unity” of time over time. The 
issue about oneness involves the synchronic issue why any given 
experience is a single experience, where all the data fi t together 
in a whole. The problem of unity involves the diachronic issue of 
how the various moments form a single consistent and coherent 
sequence of experiences. Merleau-Ponty thinks that Bergson has 
confused these two issues and thus has misdescribed the phenom-
enology of the past, present, and future. In particular, Bergson’s 
snowball account, in its preoccupation with forcing everything to 
accumulate in the present, does not suffi ciently explain how we 
distinguish whether a given moment is a past, present, or future 
moment.

In the 1956–57 lectures on nature, Merleau-Ponty raises the 
same issue in terms of Bergson’s discussion of Einstein’s relativity 
theory. In Durée et simultanéité Bergson notes, “we bring with the 
self, everywhere we go, a time that chases away the others, like the 
clearing attached to the walker, [and that] makes the fog back away 
with each step.”57 The example of waiting for the sugar cube to 
dissolve shows that duration cannot be completely interior. My 
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inner sense of duration has an objective correlate, and I am forced 
to recognize a time that is other than my inner time. There are 
always at least two times. The question is, if for the experiencer 
time is necessarily one, how can the oneness of these two times be 
explained?

This issue is focused in Bergson’s critique of Einstein, or more 
accurately, in Bergson’s attempt to explain relativity philosophi-
cally. On Merleau-Ponty’s reading of Bergson, the physicist must 
have a sense of experienced time in addition to the objective time 
that concerns physics. In order to be able to say that time is relative 
to the observers, the physicist must be “both faithful and unfaithful 
to his principle: faithful, since he links time to the instruments of 
measurement, but unfaithful, since he confuses the effectively lived 
time of the observer situated in S and the attributed time of the 
observer situated in S-prime.”58 I read Merleau-Ponty as saying that 
for Bergson the Einsteinian physicist must operate with at least two 
perspectives on time. The physicist then shifts back and forth 
between these perspectives without being aware of it. The Einstei-
nian physicist is thus a “two-timer,” both because there are always 
at least two temporal standpoints involved, and because it seems 
necessary to deploy both of these contradictory standpoints at once, 
which is supposedly impossible.

According to Merleau-Ponty, Bergson’s solution to the question 
of how many “times” there are requires understanding the differ-
ences between a physicist’s and a philosopher’s type of explana-
tion. Bergson believes that the philosopher can think about time 
more successfully because the physicist “multiplies the successive 
egocentric views rather than bringing about the philosophical 
coexistence of the times of the different observers.”59 Bergson ties 
this distinction to the difference between an egocentric and an 
intersubjective account of the plurality of time. The physicist is 
trying to theorize the world from all points of view at once, but at 
best is doing so only successively, taking one point of view after 
another. Supposedly only the philosopher can see time as one. The 
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philosopher can posit the world as a whole, that is, “a philosophical 
non-physical simultaneity.”60 Instead of the oneness of time being 
the outcome of a process of occupying one perspective after another 
and storing them in a single ego, the oneness of time is the result 
of a posited intersubjective simultaneity, that is, the sum of simul-
taneous perspectives on every facet of the world. Empirically 
the latter is a physical impossibility, but it is not a logical 
impossibility.

For Merleau-Ponty this solution does not really work. He believes 
that although Bergson is right to emphasize intersubjectivity over 
a methodological egocentrism, more is needed to explain why the 
sum of intersubjective perspectives should form a single whole. 
Intersubjectivity is required because there must be at least two 
perspectives for an objective simultaneity to obtain. But more than 
that is necessary, and Merleau-Ponty sees the fuller answer in the 
structure of perception. A minimal model of perception requires 
two conspecifi cs triangulating on the same aspects of the world: 
“It is because two consciousnesses have in common the extreme 
portion of the fi eld of their exterior experience that their time is 
one.”61 In other words, no two people have the same view on things 
and “co-perception is not identical perception.”62 Nevertheless, 
there must be suffi cient overlap between the two perceptual fi elds 
to be able to say that they are perceptions of the same world and 
not completely different perceptions. The argument is thus that 
without a parallax view, there could not be a common object. This 
argument about space is then applied to time: I have to be able to 
triangulate the difference between my temporal experience, the 
temporal experience of others, and the time of the public world to 
be able to know that these different perspectives are fi nally possible 
because the time in which we live is one, even if we all experience 
it differently.

We should perhaps not be surprised that the author of the 
Phenomenology of Perception thinks that Bergson’s most funda-
mental philosophical insight is that the complicity of experience 
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and being is grounded in perception. Merleau-Ponty sees his own 
emphasis on the present refl ected in Bergson’s Matter and Memory, 
where durée is defi ned as the emptiness of the past and the future 
in relation to the perceptual fullness of the present.63 Merleau-Ponty 
believes that Bergson may not have grasped the full meaning of 
his own terms when he wrote, “Whatever the intimate essence of 
that which is and of that which happens may be, we are of it.”64 
These words suggest fi rst of all the evolution of humans from ani-
mality, the animal from cosmological consciousness, and cosmo-
logical consciousness from God. These ideas may date Bergson, 
and because of them his philosophy will remain that of an earlier 
time, such that efforts of revival will invariably seem to be living 
in the past. Merleau-Ponty reads Bergson, however, as meaning 
by the phrase, “We are of it,” that what we perceive in all beings 
are the notions of matter, life, and God that are symbolic of our 
lives. Merleau-Ponty sums up Bergson’s views on perception as 
follows:

The genesis which the works of Bergson trace is a history of ourselves 
which we tell to ourselves; it is a natural myth by which we express our 
ability to get along with all the forms of being. We are not this pebble, but 
when we look at it, it awakens resonances in our perceptive apparatus; our 
perception appears to come from it. That is to say, our perception of the 
pebble is a kind of promotion to (conscious) existence for itself; it is our 
recovery of this mute thing which, from the time it enters our life, begins 
to unfold its implicit being, which is revealed to itself through us. What 
we believed to be coincidence is coexistence.65

Merleau-Ponty thus gives us Bergson as a phenomenologist of the 
prerefl ective access to the world through what Bergson called intu-
ition. Philosophy in Bergson’s hands comes to much the same thing 
as it does in a phenomenologist’s hands. The unity of experience 
and its temporal oneness are guaranteed by our rootedness in being 
and our (perhaps mythical) sense of being at home in the world. 
This is one reading of Bergson. Gilles Deleuze provides a contrast-
ing one.
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Bergson via Deleuze
In contrast to Merleau-Ponty’s Bergson, who is an eminently cogent 
proto-phenomenologist, Deleuze’s Bergson is an entirely different 
and more diffi cult proto-poststructuralist. In Deleuze’s hands, the 
early writings of Bergson in particular anticipate what became the 
poststructuralist emphasis on difference rather than identity, 
multiplicity rather than unity, the virtual rather than the real, 
and pluralism rather than monism. Nevertheless, Deleuze does not 
sell Bergson’s metaphysical side short, and he recognizes the 
attraction of the absolute oneness of temporality in Bergson’s 
thought. The contrast between duration and the absolute is, fi nally, 
so basic that it becomes the crux of current attempts to resuscitate 
Bergsonism.

For present purposes let me concentrate this discussion on the 
problem of the past and how the past connects to the present. I will 
focus on Deleuze’s book, Bergsonism, using his Difference and 
Repetition as a resource for understanding his own views as well 
as Bergson’s. Deleuze’s Bergsonism raises challenging objections 
to common assumptions about the relation of the past to the present. 
The problem is that these objections sometimes sound strongly 
counterintuitive. Consider the case of where memories are stored. 
For Deleuze-cum-Bergson, the question of where recollections 
reside does not arise. Or if it does, the answer is not that they are 
stored in the brain. The brain on Bergson’s theory is just an image 
of a particular form of matter, and recollection-subjectivity cannot 
be reduced to matter. In Matière et mémoire Bergson refuses the 
claim that perceptions are stored in the brain; instead, he says, the 
brain is itself in the perceptions (“elles [les perceptions passées 
et présentes] ne sont pas en lui [le cerveau]; c’est lui qui est 
en elles”).66 “Recollection,” says Deleuze, “therefore is preserved 
in itself,”67 and Bergson himself says that recollection “preserves 
itself.”68

The “therefore” in Deleuze’s sentence, however, could be unpacked. 
Much like Heidegger’s claim that temporality temporalizes itself, the 
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claim that recollection preserves itself need not be taken as totally 
mysterious and paradoxical. We could say, for instance, that memory 
remembers itself. Certainly I can remember having remembered 
something on an earlier occasion. Although “remembering remem-
bering” is harder than remembering the initial event, it is neither 
impossible nor unusual. I can remember having taken examinations 
where I did remember what I had learned earlier (as well as ones 
where I did not remember a particular lecture).

Remembering having remembered is not the same, however, as 
the memory of the act of memory. When I remember having remem-
bered, I remember the circumstances and perhaps the content, but 
not the noetic mental act itself. There is no such psychological state, 
I contend, no second- or third-order memory of a fi rst-order memory. 
Bergson is right, in my opinion, to say that remembering is much 
like understanding a sentence. When I hear the sentence, I know 
right away what is being said. Even if the sentence is not clearly 
audible or well articulated, I can still understand it. There is nothing 
mysterious about my capacity to understand the particular sentence. 
I do not have to invoke explicitly the rules of grammar or the laws 
of phonetics to understand the mumbled sentence. The grammar is 
built into the process of understanding. Furthermore, the grammar 
is not psychological. That is, it does not appear to me psychologi-
cally. Rather, just as I see the lemon on the tree and not in my mind, 
I understand the sentence without any psychological awareness of 
how that understanding works.

Before going much further, it is crucial to understand that for 
Deleuze, to be is not to be present. Much like Heidegger, he thinks 
that a good part of the problem of understanding the phenomenon 
of memory, and thus, the relation of past to the present, stems from 
confusing Being and being-present. Instead of saying that the 
present is, Deleuze thinks that it is better to say, “the present is not; 
rather, it is pure becoming, always outside itself. It is not, but it 
acts.”69 To reduce everything to being-present leads to two common 
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assumptions about the past that Bergsonians challenge: “On the one 
hand, we believe that the past as such is only constituted after 
having been present; on the other hand, that it is in some way 
reconstituted by the new present whose past it now is.”70 Deleuze 
characterizes these assumptions as “psychological.” They miscon-
strue the temporality of the past because they think of time only 
from the standpoint of succession. On this psychological model, 
each present enters into the past as it is superseded by a new 
present. Bergsonians like Deleuze will ask, however, if to be real 
is only ever to be present, then where does the old present go? 
Deleuze quotes Bergson from L’Energie spirituelle (1919), where 
Bergson explains the relation of present perception to recollection 
or memory as follows:

I hold that the formation of recollection is never posterior to the formation 
of perception; it is contemporaneous with it.  .  .  .  For suppose recollection 
is not created at the same moment as perception: At what moment will it 
begin to exist?  .  .  .  The more we refl ect, the more impossible it is to 
imagine any way in which the recollection can arise if it is not created step 
by step with the perception itself.  .  .  .71

The claim about the relation of the past to the present that is 
uniquely Bergsonian is, then, that the past is not ontologically 
distinct from the present but is simultaneous with it insofar as the 
two temporal dimensions “coexist.” Bergson has employed a stan-
dard aporia about successive time to argue for a conception of 
temporality as simultaneous. Every present is already imbued with 
its past, and the past is really part of the present. If that is right, 
then we are always living in the past, if only because the past is 
contemporaneous with the present. The past “coexists” with the 
present. “À vrai dire, toute perception est déjà mémoire,” says 
Bergson, and then he adds with emphasis, “Nous ne percevons, 
pratiquement, que le passé, le présent pur étant l’insaisissable 
progrès du passé rongeant l’avenir.” (“Every perception is already 
memory. Practically, we perceive only the past, the pure present 
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being the imperceptible progress of the past nibbling away the 
future.”)72

In Difference and Repetition Deleuze is faithful to Bergson when 
Deleuze fi rst describes this “paradox of coexistence,” which he 
states as follows: “If each past is contemporaneous with the present 
that it was, then all of the past coexists with the new present in 
relation to which it is now past.”73 Though not exactly a paradox, 
the claim that all the past is present if any past is included at all is 
indeed a diffi cult thought to digest. Deleuze explains the alleged 
paradox with an even more unsettling thought: “The past does not 
cause one present to pass without calling forth another, but itself 
neither passes nor comes forth. For this reason the past, far from 
being a dimension of time, is the synthesis of all time of which the 
present and the future are only dimensions.”74 The present is thus 
the past in its most condensed or “contracted” degree. This point 
amounts to an a priori claim about all time. Moreover, insofar as 
the entire past can never be accessed at once, it becomes necessary 
to speak of “the Past which was never present”: “In effect, when 
we say that [the past] is contemporaneous with the present that it 
was, we necessarily speak of a past which never was present, since 
it was not formed ‘after.’”75 Was the past there “before”? Deleuze 
says that the past’s contemporaneity with its present was “already-
there, presupposed by the passing present and causing it to pass.”76 
“The Past which was never present” is then said to play the role of 
ground in Bergson’s account of temporality.77

Bergson’s way of illustrating this coexistence is to draw a cone. 
The tip of the cone is the present. The present is said to be tempo-
rality in its most “contracted” form. As the point at the tip of 
the cone is expanded by decompressing or relaxing it (détente), 
the present and past relations become more apparent and can be 
noticed. This notice can take the form of recollection, if the rela-
tions are remembered, or perception, if things are taken as being 
directly given. As I understand it, the argument is that recollection 
must always be possible, or otherwise we would not know that 
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perception was perception. The difference between them is required 
for perception to be possible.

Given Bergson’s distinctive way of thinking about the relation 
of the past and the present, how does his model of the cone compare 
to Husserl’s linear diagram? Bergson and Husserl at fi rst glance 
appear to be offering two confl icting models of time. (See fi gures 
3.1 and 3.2.) Metaphysically, they would even seem to be contra-
dicting each other. Husserl sees time as successive, and has a 
problem explaining simultaneity, namely, how the past can hook 
up with the present. Bergson sees time as simultaneous, and has a 
problem explaining succession, namely, how to tell the difference 
between the past and the present if the past is simultaneous with 
the present.

Taken as metaphysical theses, then either time is successive or 
it is simultaneous. If it seems that both of these theses could not 
be true at the same time, nevertheless each would seem to have a 
legitimate claim on the theorist and both must be held. Thus, in 
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Figure 3.2
Bergson’s time cone. Redrawn from Henri Bergson, Matière et Mémoire (Presses 
Universitaires de France, 1939), p. 181.

Hoy_03_Ch03.indd   129 11/21/2008   11:17:04 AM



130 Chapter 3

faithfully espousing one of these theses, each philosopher must at 
the same time consort with the other. The apparent paradox then 
leads to further problems, such as explaining how there can be no 
change without time, but how time itself does not change.

The best way to make sense of Husserl’s and Bergson’s theories 
of time, as I read them, is to understand them as phenomenologies 
of temporality, not as metaphysical explanations of universal time. 
Phenomenologically, Husserl is explaining time-consciousness 
diachronically, and Bergson is explaining it synchronically. There 
is no contradiction if what is at stake is the phenomenology 
of temporality, because both explanations are sound. Husserl 
explains temporal fl ow as it goes by, and Bergson explains how 
the past is present in present experience precisely as past. That 
is, Husserl’s diagram suggests that the relation is between two 
moments of time, where one is retained in the other. Bergson’s 
cone, in contrast, captures how the past is meaningful only from 
within the present.

If this way of reading Bergson makes sense, then let me go on 
and consider Deleuze’s reconstruction of Bergson’s account of 
memory, which Deleuze claims is often misunderstood. To under-
stand memory as Bergson does, it is fi rst necessary to think through 
his claim that the past “coexists” with the present. To agree with 
this notion would require us to abandon some common under-
standings of the past. If we accept the Bergsonian idea that duration 
involves the past and the present not as two successive moments, 
but as two elements that coexist, then we must give up at least four 
commonsense assumptions about memory and the essence of time. 
We have to give up the “badly analyzed composite” whereby we 
assume wrongly that:

(1) we can reconstitute the past with the present; (2) we pass gradually 
from one to the other; (3) that they are distinguished by a before and an 
after; (4) that the work of the mind is carried out by the addition of ele-
ments (rather than by changes of level, genuine jumps, the reworking of 
systems).78
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Deleuze thinks that the mind works more by leaps and abrupt 
changes than by smooth reasoning or gradual transitions. Discover-
ies and insights are the result not of seamless thinking-through, but 
of sudden concatenations and shifts. Bergson speaks of memory as 
a leap into the past. The question is, which past is it that one leaps 
into? Deleuze distinguishes the “pure past” or the “past in general” 
from any and every particular past. The past in general is the capacity 
to understand or experience a particular past. It too is not psychologi-
cal. Bergson speaks of the “leap into ontology,” and Deleuze says,

It is a case of leaving psychology altogether. It is a case of an immemorial 
or ontological Memory. It is only then, once the leap has been made, that 
recollection will take on a psychological existence.79

At this particular point in the text, however, Deleuze is trying to 
do justice to Bergson’s cone, with its explanation of the relation of 
past and present as being not two separate moments, but as all our 
past coexisting with each present. If access to the past is to occur 
in the present, then there is no issue about the reality of the past 
and nothing mysterious about recollecting it. The Bergsonian thesis 
is that “the past does not follow the present, but on the contrary, is 
presupposed by it as the pure condition without which it would not 
pass.”80 That is, if there were no past, there could be no present. 
Of course, it could be equally true that if there were no present, 
there could be no past. Of these two inferences, whereas probably 
the majority of philosophers would accept the second, an equal or 
greater majority might fi nd the fi rst either unintelligible or false. 
The fi rst, eminently Bergsonian inference is thus philosophically 
more interesting.

What, then, are some issues about this peculiar Bergsonian anal-
ysis of the relation of past and present? One might think that there 
is some circularity in the claim that the past is presupposed by the 
present, given that the past is said to be part of the present. For if 
the present contains the past, then all that is being said is that the 
present presupposes the present.
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There are two replies that could be made to this objection. 
The fi rst is to point out that Deleuze says that it is the past as 
“pure condition” that is presupposed. I will come back to this 
point immediately after presenting the second reply, which is the 
following. To say that the past “co-exists” with the present is not 
to say that the past is coextensive with the present. There must be 
a difference, but the difference is less problematic if the past 
and present are not separated by either temporal lag or logical 
aporia. Thus, when Deleuze says that the past and present are not 
distinguished by a before and after, I take it that he means not only 
a temporal before and after, but a logical one as well. If the past 
and present coexist, then no experience could be introspected 
directly to tell us whether it was a case of perception or recollec-
tion. As was the case for Kant, the before and after would not be 
built into each particular experience, but would be determined by 
the ordering of the mind. Deleuze suggests that a “recollection of 
the present” is possible, but that it would be a dysfunctional par-
amnesia.81 Deleuze emphasizes instead the idea of a “past in 
general,” or a “pure past,” which is not a particular past but a con-
dition for the possibility of the “leap into ontology.” The idea is 
that the past is fi xed and cannot be changed. The past is our “factic-
ity,” and goes with us as we move on. The past accumulates 
new features as we have new experiences and make certain deci-
sions, but it is always with us as the context within which our 
self-interpretations arise and from which they have any intelligibil-
ity at all.

Deleuze contra Bergson?

In this section I return to the issue raised by relativity theory, 
namely, if time is only ever local time, how many times are there? 
Bergson is, at the end of the day, a monist about time. Bergson 
believes that there is only one time, and one time only. Deleuze, in 
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contrast, as a poststructuralist, might well be expected to be a 
temporal pluralist. Without going too far into Deleuze’s later views, 
we can see him wrestling with this tension in his treatise on Bergson. 
He may well be wrestling not so much with Bergson as with 
himself, or perhaps, his inner Bergson.

Insofar as the topic of this book is not time, however, but tem-
porality, there may not be a need for a winner in this wrestling 
match. A possible solution is to say that from the standpoint of 
temporality we never directly experience universal time, but only 
our own sense of temporality, and thus, only local time. But it could 
equally well be said that we never experience time as merely local. 
When the space cadets are cruising the cosmos on their space yacht 
at nearly the speed of light, they do not experience time any dif-
ferently than the people remaining on Earth do. When the space 
yacht gets back to Earth, the youthfulness of the cadets can be seen, 
but the temporal experience was, I speculate, not perceived any 
differently in either case.

Asking the question in the following way might best make 
Bergson’s case. When the space yacht gets back from its trip 
around the cosmos at nearly the speed of light, presumably the 
space cadets’ watches will read differently from those that have 
stayed on Earth. Could one then ask, what time is it really? The 
Bergsonian intuition is that there must be a single time that is the 
right time. In contrast, relativity theory could answer that there is 
only ever local time. This implies that the space cadets will proba-
bly have to reset their watches to Earth time, but that decision is 
only a matter of convention.

Again, however, that is an issue about public, objective time, 
which is equally a convention. A better response would thus be to 
say that the Kantian intuition is correct that I always experience 
time as “One.” At the same time, Einstein could be right that there 
is more than one “One.” The phenomenologist of temporality does 
not have to settle this dispute, Bergson could have said, because it 
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does not show up in experience. What Bergson did say, however, 
is that time is one, despite differences in duration. How is Deleuze 
going to present that metaphysical view persuasively, given post-
structuralism’s allergy to metaphysics?

In Difference and Repetition Deleuze stages this issue as a con-
frontation between Nietzsche’s eternal return and Bergson’s insis-
tence on the unity of time. Or at least I infer that he could have 
Bergson in mind when he writes,

It is said that the One subjugated the multiple once and for all. But is this 
not the face of death? And does not the other face cause to die in turn, 
once and for all, everything which operates once and for all? If there is an 
essential relation with the future, it is because the future is the deployment 
and explication of the multiple, of the different and of the fortuitous, for 
themselves and “for all times.”82

As I read this passage, Deleuze is coming out on Nietzsche’s side 
in favor of pluralism.83 Let me now see whether there is a similar 
outcome in Bergsonism.

In that book Deleuze focuses Bergson’s argument on exactly the 
place that Merleau-Ponty chose to criticize Bergson. The remark-
able difference in styles comes out in Deleuze’s summary of the 
Bergsonian argument that the relativistic physicist has to be, in my 
terminology, a two-timer:

In order to posit the existence of two times, we are forced to introduce a 
strange factor: the image that A has of B, while nevertheless knowing that 
B cannot live in this way. This factor is completely “symbolic”; in other 
words, it opposes and excludes the lived experience and through it (and 
only it) is the so-called second time realized. From this Bergson concludes 
that there exists one Time and one Time only.  .  .  .84

The idea is again like that of our imaginary space cadets who 
cannot really be imagined as living in a different time from that of 
those who are tied to a planet. Otherwise, we would not be able to 
say that on their return the cadets were younger than those who 
stayed on Earth. This claim requires the existence of only one 
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experiential timeline, one framework of temporality from which to 
assess the two times.

Deleuze is certainly entitled to respond to Bergson’s claim 
that time is one by asking, “One what?” In other words, the meta-
physical claim about time needs to be connected to temporality, 
which is plural. Deleuze tries to capture the difference between 
Bergson’s monism and temporal pluralism by distinguishing two 
forms of pluralism. “Generalized pluralism” posits an infi nity of 
actual fl uxes, whereas “limited pluralism” posits a single “virtual 
whole” in which all these fl uxes participate.85 The difference 
between monism and limited pluralism depends on the word 
“virtual,” which Deleuze made famous. The idea is that no one can 
occupy more than one temporal framework (Kant was right about 
that), but that framework (the “Whole”) is virtual, not actual. “The 
Whole is not given,” says Deleuze of Bergson, but it is “actualized 
according to divergent lines” that “do not form a whole on their 
own account, and do not resemble what they actualize.”86 Antici-
pating his own later views about organisms, Deleuze recognizes 
that this idea of the whole suggests an organism that develops 
itself toward ends and an ending. He maintains, however, that an 
organism is not a closed whole unto itself. Instead, the organism 
opens onto a virtual whole that has fi nality, because organic life 
always involves directions, even if there is no fi nal “goal.” This 
teleology without a telos comes about as a result of the directions 
being created through the actions of the organism. The directional-
ity is different from a goal because a goal is readymade and 
preexists the actions. The virtual Whole is, then, indicated as a 
plurality of lines of direction that do not converge on a single 
point. Deleuze thus provides an interpretation of Bergson that 
avoids the metaphysical postulate of a single substance and a 
closed universe. Instead, Bergson is rescued from himself and 
becomes a philosopher who reconciles unity and multiplicity in a 
way that transcends the contrast between monism and (generalized) 
pluralism.
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Refl ections

This chapter has opened up a series of issues about the past. Here 
are fi ve of these questions, with the aperçus gained through the 
foregoing philosophical vignettes.

(1) What is the past? Where does the time go? Common sense 
would answer that the past is where time goes when it is no longer 
the present. On Bergson’s view, however, it is wrong to think of 
the past as a “place” where time could go. This way of thinking 
about time spatializes it. For Bergson what counts as the past is a 
function of the present. As a cone, the past can be expanded and 
unpacked, or it can be condensed into the present moment only. 
Merleau-Ponty calls this way of thinking about temporality “snow-
balling.” The disadvantage of this way of seeing temporality 
through the eyes of the present is that it makes the independence 
of the past diffi cult to explain. In contrast, a theory such as Hus-
serl’s account of retention makes the present always seem to be 
past.

(2) Can one change the past? As one might expect of philosophers, 
the answer is yes and no. No, if the past is the context within which 
our present self-understandings arise and which gives our projects 
the grid that makes them intelligible in the fi rst place. Yes, in a dif-
ferent sense, namely, if the past is changing as the present does. 
Interpretations of the past depend on evidence, however, and this 
evidence anchors the interpretations. Of course, what counts as 
evidence is itself a function of the interpretation. But that does not 
mean that the interpretation can take the evidence any way it wishes. 
Otherwise, the construal of what evidence is would be suspect.

(3) What is memory? For James and Husserl, the sense of time 
passing is not the same as recollecting a past event in the present. 
The former is retention, and only the latter is memory, strictly 
speaking. Memory is an often—but not always—deliberate recall 
of phenomena that were once present, but are now present only as 
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past. Retention is a necessary condition of memory, but not a suf-
fi cient condition. That is, there could not be memory without reten-
tion, but retention does not entail memory.

(4) Is memory continuous? The unity of time is often taken to 
entail the unity of the smooth passage of retention over time. Even 
if this were the case, however, the continuity of memory can be 
doubted. Poststructuralist philosophers are not alone in seeing 
memory as shot through with gaps and discontinuities. Memory 
may well be looking back through the lens of an intervening life-
time, and thus the past that it envisions may be a past that never 
was. Or the sense of continuity may be an illusion generated by the 
apparent coherence of temporality itself.

(5) But if memory is discontinuous, does that entail that temporal-
ity is full of gaps as well? The Husserlian answers by emphasizing 
retention, whereby the present slides continuously into the past. 
The contrasting Bergsonian notion, shared by James, is that the past 
is recollected in the present, and is therefore continuously condi-
tioned by the present (which can change). So even if retention and 
recollection are not the same (by virtue of point 3 above), the dif-
ference between them does not rule out the possibility on both 
accounts of continuous temporality.

Now it is time to be self-refl ective, however. So I take a step 
back in order to ask about the methodology implied in the act of 
posing these questions about past philosophers. What issues are 
raised by the very activity of reading past philosophers in the light 
of present philosophical interests? Why read past philosophers at 
all? Why not set out one’s own views without all this nostalgia for 
the past?

To deal with these questions, I identify the method of this 
book as genealogy rather than as phenomenology. Genealogy is 
more hermeneutical than descriptive. That is to say, it recognizes 
itself as an interpretation that is not simply a presuppositionless 
description, but a view generated by a particular standpoint. Just 
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as there can always be more than one interpretation, furthermore, 
there can be more than one phenomenological account of human 
existence. As Heidegger remarks in The Basic Problems of Phe-
nomenology, “there is no such thing as the one phenomenology.”87 
The danger of hermeneutics is that it can forget to apply to itself 
its own adage that everything is a matter of interpretation. If it 
forgets to thematize both its connection to the past history of inter-
pretation as well as its own present interests, it will become what 
it is often accused of being, namely, too tradition-bound, or in a 
word, nostalgic. In this closing section of the discussion of the past, 
I will indicate briefl y what is wrong with nostalgia and how to 
avoid it by increasing interpretation’s self-critical awareness.

A hermeneutical theory of interpretation maintains that there is 
a circular relation between past and present. Because of this circle, 
philosophy can never be done without some connection to the past. 
Let me refer to this as “methodological nostalgia,” which is nos-
talgia in a good sense. This temporal circle is not “vicious” in the 
logical sense, but is instead a feature to be emphasized and made 
explicit. If what counts as signifi cant in the past is invariably con-
ditioned by present interests and needs, then these present concerns 
should be thematized and made as explicit as possible. In particular, 
the more that an interpretation makes explicit how it has been 
infl uenced by the history of preceding interpretations, the less dog-
matic it is likely to be. Interpretation should always be open for 
other possible interpretations. Otherwise, it will overlook the extent 
to which it is reading its own standpoint into the past and therefore 
losing sight of what makes the past different from the present.

One example where a philosopher obviously reads his own 
theory into an earlier philosopher is Heidegger’s Kant book. We 
saw in chapter 1 that in that book Heidegger reads Kant as really 
saying that time and the I of pure apperception are essentially the 
same. From our present perspective we can see that Heidegger was 
reading his own interests in temporality into Kant’s concern with 
time. Heidegger hesitated to say for himself what he made Kant 
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say for him, that is, that original time makes the mind possible and 
not the reverse. We can say this and believe it at the same time that 
we recognize that our own temporality is involved. That is to say, 
our perception that Philosopher A is being misread by Philosopher 
B does not preclude that we are also misunderstanding Philosopher 
A, albeit differently than Philosopher B misunderstands Philoso-
pher A.

The point is that the phenomenon of infl uence works not simply 
from the past to the present. The present can also infl uence the past. 
Or perhaps the lesson of this chapter is that it would be more cau-
tious to say that the present infl uences the perception of the past. 
But if the past is the way it is only insofar as it is perceived that 
way, then the contrast between perception and reality is called into 
question in this particular case.

Thus, we can take some of the themes of this book as cases 
in point. The perception of Kant as being beyond the realism–
 idealism controversy, or the account of the contrast between faculty 
psychology and duration theory, or the discussion of the difference 
between Husserl’s diachronic and Bergson’s synchronic explana-
tion of duration are all conditioned by a sense of what the most 
interesting debates and issues are in current philosophy. Those 
issues will change, of course, and thus later writers will inevitably 
supersede this book’s expectations of what is of interest in these 
texts. The expectation of a present understanding carrying into the 
future is not derived from a nostalgic fi xation on past problems that 
one feels one has come to understand and appreciate. Feeling too 
comfortable with one’s sense of what the issues are is nostalgic in 
a bad sense because it blocks the possibility of new questions 
coming into being. Nostalgia in the bad sense turns the present into 
the already past and it ignores the problem of the future leading to 
a different sense of the present. The future raises the unsettling 
worry that this present moment has already entered the past. This 
thought may even suggest that there is no past without the future. 
To test this thought is the task of the next chapter.
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If nostalgia is one side of the coin, hope is the other side. Nostalgia 
is putting all one’s hope in the past. The previous chapter main-
tained that nostalgia is to be avoided. Does avoiding nostalgia 
therefore mean giving up hope for a better future? This is a central 
question in the politics of temporality. In this chapter, I will con-
sider the advantages and disadvantages of hope. Hope can imply 
too much continuity with the past, such that total change becomes 
unlikely. In contrast, hope for total change can blind the politically 
active to possibilities in the present.

For this debate to make sense, much depends on what is meant 
by the future, a word that perhaps should always be followed by a 
question mark. An initial distinction concerns the “future” in both 
the phenomenological and in the historical senses of the term. This 
is not a distinction simply between an individual’s future and a 
collective future, although that is certainly a central part of the 
difference. In the historical domain, there is also the difference 
between the teleological and the eschatological sense of the future. 
Although these are normally run together, they are not identical in 
meaning. Teleology implies an account of the developmental emer-
gence of social and political events and structures. Eschatology, in 
contrast, suggests a sudden, disruptive occurrence such that when 
it happens is irrelevant. The eschatological event could happen 

4 
“The Times They Are a-Changin’ ”: On the Future
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tomorrow or centuries from now. I will explain below how Kant 
and Hegel project teleological accounts of the historical future, 
with Kant’s being more eschatological and Hegel’s being more 
teleological. Insofar as the scope of these accounts involves the 
history of all humankind, it is called “philosophical history” or 
“universal history,” and is more in the domain of the philosopher 
than the historian.

Not every philosopher shares this interest and even belief in 
universal history. Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, for instance, receive 
these ideas with skepticism. Schopenhauer dismisses universal 
history as seeing shapes in clouds, and Nietzsche sees it as an elitist 
abuse of history. In a famous parable Walter Benjamin gives a 
Nietzschean twist to the Marxian dialectics of history. Benjamin’s 
parable of the Angelus Novus salvages a minimal hope from the 
collapse of the ideal of universal history that then has echoes in 
the recent political writings of both Jacques Derrida and Slavoj 
Žižek.

If Derrida and Žižek differ over the status of subjectivity and 
consciousness, they both face the diffi cult problem of how to justify 
their skepticism about universal history with their hope for the 
possibility of progressive politics. Derrida in particular starts by 
returning to a more phenomenological sense of the future. English 
cannot capture in its single word, “future,” the two senses that 
Derrida distinguishes in French: l’avenir and le futur. For Derrida, 
the latter is the predictable future that is expected, whether for 
better or worse, whereas the former is the unpredictable, unex-
pected event, again, for better or worse. For example (not one of 
Derrida’s), we might expect global warming to bring the environ-
ment crashing down, and yet we might hope that taking the right 
ecological measures will avert disaster. That we do not know 
whether anything we can do will rescue us makes this hope for the 
unexpected seem empty. To give up hope entirely is to give in to 
despair, however. So a hope that generates continued ecological 
efforts can still be a more effective and pragmatic attitude than the 
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cynicism and do-nothingness that result from despair. Derrida thus 
refers to the future in the sense of the unpredictable as “messianic.” 
He himself wants “messianicity without messianism.” Is this the 
same as “hope without hope”? Can a politics be built around this 
notion, perhaps much in the way that Slavoj Žižek calls for a 
“Bartleby politics” of active refusal? Or does it lead to fatalism, 
empty optimism, and silent despair? Žižek thinks that Heidegger’s 
later politics of Gelassenheit does indeed lead to political quietism, 
and Žižek therefore replies to it with a resounding “No thanks!” 
The goal of this chapter is to assess the politics and the ethics of 
the competing philosophical accounts of the future. The fi rst task, 
however, is to awaken the phenomenology of the futural correctly. 
Then we can see where we stand on the historical question of 
whether we should have hopes for a better future, or whether we 
have to accept that these are posthistorical times in which those 
hopes are being gradually abandoned.

Kant and Hegel on Universal History

Does hope require a fi nal telos? Without a goal for history, is there 
no hope? Do we need the ideal society that is invariably in a future-
that-never-comes to judge present-day society? In this section I 
want to review Kant’s and Hegel’s views about universal history 
before turning to more recent, and largely negative, answers to 
these questions.

Kant lists four questions that should be answered by philosophy: 
What can I know? What ought I to do? What can we hope for? 
What is man? In the present context the third question is the most 
pertinent. What we can hope for is not an individual matter, but 
involves social regulation of needs and desires. I can pursue my 
own ends only insofar as they do not confl ict with other people’s 
needs and desires. Kant addresses these issues in several essays on 
the philosophy of history, beginning with the essay from 1784 
entitled “Idea for a Universal History from a Cosmopolitan Point 
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of View.” By “Idea” here he is invoking his technical term. An Idea 
of Reason is a thought that we can entertain rationally, but for the 
truth of which we can never have suffi cient evidence. God, free 
will, and an immortal soul are other such Ideas of Reason, unlike 
the categories of the Understanding, without which we could not 
have experience. In particular, Universal History involves a regula-
tive Idea, one that can be approached asymptotically but never 
attained. Universal progress toward social and political freedom is 
achieved not by reaching the point where there are no longer any 
constraints on human desires, but by reaching the point where 
humanity learns to accept constraints. For Kant, the point where 
freedom and constraint are in balance, which for him is the telos 
of the history of humanity, is the perfectly just civic constitution. 
The perfect constitution is the regulative Idea whereby individuals’ 
freedoms would be maximized and confl icts with others’ freedoms 
would be minimized. Kant argues that even if this ideal seems 
utopian and impossible, we can nevertheless hope that it is where 
we are headed.

In the essay “Perpetual Peace” (1795) Kant emphasizes this hope 
by arguing that even a race of devils could be expected to achieve 
a perfect constitution. Kant maintains that we do not need to know 
“how to attain the moral improvement of man but only that we 
should know the mechanism of nature in order to use it on men, 
organizing the confl ict of the hostile intentions present in a people 
in such a way that they must compel themselves to submit to coer-
cive laws.”1 In other words, it is in everyone’s self-interest to 
restrict his or her own wants. Kant’s reasoning is that even the most 
self-interested creature should realize that it could not get what it 
wanted unless other such creatures restrained themselves as well.

Whatever our conscious intentions, then, this increasing self-
regulation of society runs like a railroad track into the future. In 
the essay “What Is Enlightenment?” (1784) he claims optimisti-
cally that people “work themselves gradually out of barbarity if 
only intentional artifi ces are not made to hold them in it.”2 Even if 
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individuals wanted to jump the tracks, they would not be able to 
because Nature has built us in such a way that we approach the 
ideal as if we were on rails. Kant is both a pessimist about human 
nature, which he defi nes as involving a necessary propensity for 
evil, and an optimist about human history, since he thinks that 
history shows that we are necessarily approaching the regulative 
Idea of the perfect constitution.

Enlightenment means the escape of humanity from its “self-
incurred tutelage.”3 “Tutelage” involves the yoke that people come 
to identify with because the fetters make them who they are. The 
hope is that because the tutelage is “self-incurred,” it can also be 
left behind. Enlightenment can come about as a result of freedom. 
“If freedom is granted,” says Kant, “enlightenment is almost sure 
to follow.”4 Note that enlightenment follows from freedom, and not 
freedom from enlightenment. Kant refers to this as the priority of 
practical reason over theoretical reason.5

Kant recognizes that hope must be based on there being some 
evidence for the plausibility of this projection of universal history. 
He therefore gives three reasons for believing in the attainability 
of this end. The fi rst is the systematic structure of the cosmos, as 
argued for in the fi rst Critique, plus the claim of the third Critique 
that Nature is teleological and does nothing in vain. The second is 
the claim that we cannot be indifferent to this hope for a universal 
cosmopolitan condition, even if we do not share it. The third is the 
universal sympathy that he observed to be felt for the aims of the 
French Revolution (even if he could not condone the Revolution 
itself, given his rejection of a right to revolution).

Kant therefore calls this necessary progress toward maximal 
freedom the ruse of Nature. Hegel modifi es this notion into the 
cunning of Reason. For Hegel, individuals act for their own per-
sonal reasons, but what they accomplish may be more than what 
they intended. Napoleon may have wanted to aggrandize his own 
power, for instance, but in the broader historical picture his unifi ca-
tion of Europe pointed to the possibility of an encompassing unity 
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of all humankind. Marx takes over this idea when he says that 
history cannot happen without individuals’ willing, even though 
what actually happens will not be what individuals will.

Reason for Hegel implies that progress in history depends on 
becoming increasingly conscious of what we want to achieve. For 
Hegel, consciousness is crucial to becoming free: “No truly ethical 
existence is possible unless individuals have become fully con-
scious of their ends.”6 Hegel thereby reverses Kant’s thought that 
enlightenment follows from freedom. For Hegel, without enlight-
enment freedom could not be obtained. Hegel’s view thus stands 
in contrast to Kant’s, which posits that it does not matter what 
motivates individuals because a cooperative collectivity will 
emerge even if it is not in our nature to be sociable. For Kant, our 
unsocial sociability is Nature’s ruse for bringing freedom into 
being, since Nature itself is completely deterministic. Humanity 
wills concord, remarks Kant, but Nature wills discord. The point 
is that we can hope for concord to emerge from the discord that we 
fi nd all around us precisely because humanity will learn to give up 
its brutish individual desires, even if only out of self-interest, in 
favor of a lawful constitution.

Hegel has doubts about this leap of faith, and instead wants to 
provide an account that gives a better explanation than relying 
on this belief in the providence of Nature. On Hegel’s account, we 
pull ourselves up by our own bootstraps, rather than by running 
along Nature’s rails. Hegel makes this universal history into the 
story of the gradual emergence in self-consciousness of the ideal 
of freedom. First one individual is free, then some are free, and 
then it is universally realized that everyone is free. Each of these 
levels is a historical achievement. Once an advance is made in 
self-consciousness, there can be no backsliding. This is not to say 
that scarcity may not come along and reduce actual freedoms. 
Conceptually, however, the freedom of everyone, once recognized, 
necessarily becomes the object of hope. The hope for the progress 
of freedom is thereby shown to be rational.
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Both Kant and Hegel thus paint a utopian picture of universal 
history for all of humankind as the paradigm of cosmopolitanism. 
Skeptics about this picture fear that such hope for the future only 
serves to cover up the injustices of the present. Hope may also serve 
to cover over the sufferings of people in the past. Frankfurt School 
critical theory and French poststructuralism have long resisted this 
enlightenment philosophy inherited from Kant. Let me now con-
sider some alternative phenomenological analyses of the future and 
review the recent history of resistance to this hope.

Heidegger on the Futural

Whereas Kant and Hegel give us a philosophy of history for the 
species, they have little to say about the phenomenology of the 
future. They do not go into what is involved in the individual’s 
sense of the temporality of the time that is ahead, that is yet to 
come. Heidegger is the fi rst to provide a genuine phenomenological 
account of the future. Even Husserl had less to say about protention 
than he did about retention. For Heidegger the temporality of the 
futural is what allows him to distinguish the authentic from the 
inauthentic in the second division of Being and Time. This distinc-
tion is not so much value-laden as it is the basis for distinguishing 
values as affi rmative or negative. Heidegger makes this distinction 
in his explanation of the ontological source of ontic value discrimi-
nations. Let me attend to this distinction before discussing in par-
ticular Heidegger’s prioritization of the future. Then we will be 
able to observe subsequent philosophers trying to fi nd their way 
between the Heideggerian phenomenological account of the prior-
ity of the futural and the Kantian-Hegelian historical account of 
universal progress.

In §68 of Being and Time Heidegger explains the difference 
between authentic and inauthentic temporal comportments. There 
will be three of these comportments, corresponding to the three 
“ecstases” of temporality. The term “ecstasis” is coined so that the 
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past, present, and future will not be construed as separate times or 
zones of time. Instead, each of these is a direction that temporality 
can take. In addition to past, present, and future, furthermore, 
Heidegger says that each of the three fundamental existential 
dimensions of Dasein—situated attunement, projective understand-
ing, and falling (into the present)—is tied more to one of these 
ecstases than the other two.

Understanding as the projection of possibilities looks ahead 
toward the future whereas attunement refl ects a sense of situated-
ness and thus of the past. The authentic mode of the understanding 
involves a sense of the future as a “coming toward” as opposed to 
the inauthentic understanding of “going-into.” The latter represents 
an attitude of simply awaiting, or merely expecting, things to occur 
to one. This attitude contrasts with authentic anticipation that, as a 
Vorlaufen, “runs ahead” and seizes the possibilities that are more 
important while avoiding the distraction of less important matters. 
The authentic and inauthentic comportments of the past and present 
understandings are then correlated with this account of the future. 
The inauthentic past understanding is characterized as “having 
forgotten” questions of importance and unimportance and even as 
“backing away” from them. The authentic understanding of the past 
Heidegger calls (following Kierkegaard) “repetition,” which is an 
explicit avowal and taking on of a possibility. The contrast between 
an inauthentic “making-present” which then becomes “lost” in 
everydayness and the authentic “moment of vision” (Augenblick) 
was mentioned previously in the discussion of Heidegger’s account 
of inauthentic understanding, which presents by way of objectify-
ing and isolating possibilities rather than by actively integrating 
them into a connected life.

These contrasting attitudes of the understanding and its futural 
projection are refl ected in relation to attunement and falling as well. 
Drawing on Heidegger’s examples, an inauthentic attunement vis-
à-vis the future may be the emotion of fear, whereby in the face of 
a particular threat one “comes back” to one’s potentiality-for-being. 
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In contrast, Angst, as we have seen, is an authentic attunement 
whereby one calmly and “resolutely” faces up to one’s fi nitude. 
“He who is resolute,” says Heidegger, “knows no fear.”7 Though 
this generalization may be overly heroic, it does bring out the rela-
tion to one’s past, for Angst brings one back to one’s thrownness 
as a possibility that is still live or real, and that can be repeated. As 
for the relation of the attunement toward the present, Heidegger 
says that Angst holds the Augenblick “at the ready” (“auf dem 
Sprung”).8 Anxiety discloses the insignifi cance of the everyday 
world and brings one back to basic issues and concerns. This 
resoluteness contrasts with inauthentic or fearful comportment 
such as seeing the present as “lost” or of forgetting one’s past 
aspirations.

The discussion of “curiosity” is one of Heidegger’s clearest 
examples of falling into the present in a way that looks away from 
rather than toward the future. Curiosity’s relation to the future is 
to see only in order to see, to have seen, and to be seen. “Curiosity 
is futural,” says Heidegger, “in a way which is altogether inauthen-
tic, and in such a manner, moreover, that it does not await a possi-
bility, but, in its craving, just desires such a possibility as something 
that is actual.”9 In other words, like a tourist traveling from city to 
city just to have seen the “top ten” sights, curiosity’s relation to the 
past is to distract oneself by “leaping away” and “not-tarrying,” to 
the point of “never-dwelling-anywhere.” The relation to the past 
becomes a jumble of centuries as the tourist jumps from the medi-
eval cathedral to the museum of modern art, and then back to the 
Renaissance, without any sense for the real duration that was 
involved in the development of art.

There is obviously a close connection for Heidegger between the 
past and the future, and one advantage of his notion of the ecstases 
of temporality is that the ecstases are interconnected to a degree 
other theories of time may not recognize. Consider, for example 
(not one of Heidegger’s, of course), the section of Disneyland 
called Tomorrowland. This supposedly “futuristic” part of the 
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theme park was always clearly yesterday’s tomorrow. The rides and 
scenes of Tomorrowland refl ected a vision of the future of the 
1950s, with the submarine ride, the people mover, and the racing 
cars. Of course, such a future can be reestablished by an aesthetics 
of the “retro.” The retro posits itself as the future of a particular 
past, or as a “future past.”10

In brief, there is no end to the intricate interlacements of future 
and past. The feature of Heidegger’s account of temporality that is 
especially pertinent for this chapter concerns the priority that he 
gives to the future. In Being and Time he gives the future priority 
by way of the analysis of being-toward-death. For many years 
commentators and critics assumed that he attributed priority to the 
future because he privileged death. Now, however, we have access 
to many previously unpublished materials that have become avail-
able since his death. From these we can see that his main concern 
was with the priority of the future, and not with death per se. What 
these works show are other routes than being-toward-death for an 
argument that could establish the sense of temporal direction that 
Heidegger wants to establish.

The fl ow of temporality is ordinarily thought to be from out of 
the past into the present and on to the future. For Heidegger, 
however, the authentic sense of the fl ow is that temporality comes 
from the future into the present by way of the past. As he defi nes 
it, “Temporality temporalizes itself as a future which makes present 
in the process of having been.”11 The future is thus not some “now” 
that may or may not show up. The future is instead a necessary 
feature of the present and the past. Whereas the normal way of 
thinking about the future is as time that is still to come, from the 
phenomenological point of view on temporality there could not be 
a present or a past without a future. Even someone who was about 
to die in the next instant would still have a future. The shortness 
or length of the future is irrelevant. Provisionally it will be clearer 
to speak of the futural rather than the future to distinguish the 
phenomenologically futural from the objective future.
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Heidegger discusses the futural in terms of a relation to taking 
over one’s thrownness and relating to one’s facticity. In Being and 
Time, he says, “But taking over thrownness signifi es being Dasein 
authentically as it already was. Taking over thrownness, however, 
is possible only in such a way that the futural Dasein can be its 
ownmost ‘as-it-already-was’—that is to say, its ‘been’ [sein 
“Gewesen”].”12 The phrase “taking over thrownness” implies that 
one must continue to self-identify with one’s past. That is to say, 
one should continue to live in a manner that is consistent with the 
way one has always lived. We can call this the directive of “appro-
priating oneself.”

This interpretation is only a part of the story, however, for it 
takes Heidegger to be making primarily an ontic claim rather 
than an ontological one, where “ontic” means a concern for the 
parts of our everyday world and “ontological” implies a grasp 
of the whole as being what we care about. If this were merely an 
ontic account, there would be no reason why Heidegger could not 
equally well say that one can decide that one’s past life was a total 
mistake and vow never to repeat it. “Reinventing oneself” in this 
fashion is also a way of taking over thrownness, and it seems 
just as good as “appropriating oneself.” Heidegger’s point is 
not limited to the question of whether “self-appropriation” or “self-
reinvention” is the better strategy. He is also arguing for the onto-
logical claim that however one relates to one’s past, whether by 
appropriating it or reinventing it, there is a necessary connection 
to the future involved such that one could not have a past unless 
one had a future:

Only in so far as Dasein is as an “I-am-as-having-been,” can Dasein come 
towards itself futurally in such a way that it comes back. As authentically 
futural, Dasein is authentically as “having been.” Anticipation of one’s 
uttermost and ownmost possibility is coming back understandingly to 
one’s ownmost “been.” Only so far as it is futural can Dasein be authenti-
cally as having been. The character of “having been” arises, in a certain 
way, from the future.13
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The past is not alone in requiring the futural. Even the present, in 
the form of the authentic moment of vision, necessarily involves a 
futural projection: “The moment of vision, however, temporalizes 
itself in quite the opposite manner—in terms of the authentic 
future.”14 A central claim in Heidegger’s phenomenological analy-
sis of temporality is that the futural is a necessary dimension of 
any sense of the past or the present. Thus, one cannot even speak 
of the past or the present without implicating the futural. I thus see 
Heidegger as being closer to Bergson than to Husserl insofar as he 
is saying that the futural is part of the present, and is not the same 
as the future nows that are yet to come. The latter would be a mis-
taken ontic interpretation of Heidegger’s insistence on the priority 
of the future. Instead, Heidegger is making an ontological claim 
about the necessary involvement of futural projection in the direc-
tionality of time.

Walter Benjamin’s Angelus Novus

In Being and Time Heidegger is theorizing our everyday ways of 
comporting ourselves in the practical world. In that sense, he is 
offering us a theory of practice and not just a theory of theory. 
Frankfurt School critical theory also sees itself as a theory of prac-
tice in opposition to traditional theory. Although Walter Benjamin 
was not a member of the Frankfurt School, he can be taken as a 
fellow traveler of critical theory because of his connection to 
Adorno, who gave him signifi cant fi nancial support. Unfortunately, 
unlike Adorno, Benjamin never made it to Los Angeles because he 
was either a forced suicide or a murder victim. (We do not know 
if he killed himself because he could not escape into Spain, or 
whether he was murdered in attempting to do so.) He did leave us 
a powerful image of the angel of modern times in his interpretation 
of a small painting, Angelus Novus by Paul Klee, which Benjamin 
owned. In chapter 3 we saw Pierre Bourdieu undermining 
Heidegger’s argument for the priority of the temporally futural. 
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Now I will examine how Walter Benjamin’s analysis of Klee’s 
painting undercuts the priority that Kant, Hegel, and Heidegger 
give to the historically futural. That will prepare us for Derrida’s 
critique of Benjamin and for the development of Derrida’s notion 
of the future to come as messianicity without messianism.

Benjamin’s interpretation of Klee’s painting in “Theses on the 
Philosophy of History” (1936) resembles Heidegger’s account of 
time as coming from the future, except for one feature: the angel 
is going into the future facing backward. Thesis 9 is worth quoting 
in its entirety:

A Klee painting named “Angelus Novus” shows an angel looking as 
though he is about to move away from something he is fi xedly contemplat-
ing. His eyes are staring, his mouth is open, his wings are spread. This is 
how one pictures the angel of history. His face is turned toward the past. 
Where we perceive a chain of events, he sees one single catastrophe which 
keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. The 
angel would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has been 
smashed. But a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has got caught in his 
wings with such violence that the angel can no longer close them. This 
storm irresistibly propels him into the future to which his back is turned, 
while the pile of debris before him grows skyward. This storm is what we 
call progress.15

Insofar as the angel’s back is to the future, Benjamin’s sugges-
tion is that our historical temporality is really more backward-
looking than forward-looking. What Benjamin’s parable brings out 
is the unconscious tendency of universal histories such as Kant’s 
and Hegel’s to assume that we are going into the future facing 
forward. Universal progress is achieved through a valorization of 
forward-looking visions. In contrast, Benjamin wants to emphasize 
the backward-looking orientation of critical theory. “Backward-
looking” does not imply that Benjamin’s position is reactionary. 
To be antiprogressive is not necessarily to be regressive. On the 
contrary, Benjamin’s critical attitude derives from thinking 
that forward-looking, utopian visions often overlook massive 
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injustice in the past and present. When specifi cally contrasted with 
Heidegger’s account of “projection” as consciously and resolutely 
positing a telos, Benjamin’s critique is that what we really see is 
not purpose and meaning in our lives, but contingency and con-
fabulation. As the angel is propelled into history, it looks back. In 
looking back, the angel does not see the connected and sequential 
chain of events that a forward-looking agent would envision. 
Instead, Benjamin’s angel sees one single catastrophe, the wreck-
age of which accumulates at his feet. For Benjamin, the time of 
our lives does not get progressively better, but when viewed back-
ward, it appears to be disjointed, out of joint, discontinuous, a series 
of fragments.

I want to raise and answer four questions about Benjamin’s 
allegory. First, is there not some tension between the directionality 
of the storm, which is blowing the angel into the future, and the 
pile of debris, which builds up at his feet, growing skyward, as if 
he were not moving away from each bit of wreckage? The answer 
requires us to consider the temporality of the debris. Presumably 
the debris is not left behind as the angel is blown into the future. 
Instead, the debris goes along with the angel, piling up at his feet. 
The signifi cance of this point will become clear as the other ques-
tions are answered.

The second question is, given that the meaning of history has 
crumbled into a pile of debris, what gives Benjamin the right to 
speak of “one single” catastrophe? The answer is that what is one 
and single is not the debris, but what it is that has been wrecked, 
namely, universal history and the very idea of global progress. Kant 
and Hegel see history as the story of the development of universal 
reason and freedom. In contrast, Benjamin’s angel sees that this 
story of the progress of civilization is an ideological shambles that 
distorts and enervates the present. We are at the mercy of the storm, 
and the message is that our sense of ourselves as moving forward 
is an ideology that ignores the victims of history and the reality of 
barbarism.
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The third question concerns the directionality of time, and our 
own temporal orientation. Unlike the famous critique of Hegel by 
Marx, Benjamin neither stands us on our heads nor puts us back 
on our feet. Instead, he turns us around so that we are facing back-
ward. The point of the angel’s facing backward is that history has 
no telos. Unlike Marx’s spatial metaphor, which has the Hegelian 
seeing the world upside down, Benjamin’s temporal metaphor 
implies that we cannot see where we are going. Are we in fact going 
backward? No, because we are moving away from where we have 
been, not back to where we were before. The story is still linear. 
However, it is diffi cult to say that we are moving forward. There 
are no signposts, no indications of an increase in freedom. The 
wreckage just piles up and apparently leaves no basis for teleology. 
The debris does not contain the continuity and coherence of a nar-
rative that would allow us to think of ourselves as approaching a 
telos. “There is no document of civilization,” says Benjamin in the 
seventh thesis, “which is not at the same time a document of 
barbarism.”16

Does Benjamin thus deprive us of any sense of the time of our 
lives, a sense for how a life is connected between birth and death? 
Benjamin suggests that past generations provide the present with 
a “weak Messianic power.”17 What is the basis for this messianic 
hope, given the starkness of the fi gure of universal wreckage? The 
answer is similar to the account that I just gave of the temporality 
of the debris of universal history. As the storm blows the angel 
backward, the debris is not strewn out in the receding distance, but 
accompanies him, piling up at his feet. The present is not “empty,” 
homogeneous time, but rather is what Benjamin calls Jetztzeit, the 
momentous moment with the potential to change the direction of 
history: “The present, which, as a model of Messianic time, com-
prises the entire history of mankind in an enormous abridgment, 
coincides exactly with the stature which the history of mankind has 
in the universe.”18 The messianic moment does not come from 
knowing where we are going, but from seeing where we have been. 

Hoy_04_Ch04.indd   155 11/21/2008   11:17:26 AM



156 Chapter 4

Citing Nietzsche, Benjamin says that the image of enslaved ances-
tors provides more motivation than that of liberated grandchil-
dren.19 This vision of past enslavements is not the beginning of 
knowledge of how things could be better, although it does lead to 
the knowledge that universal, progressive history is untenable.20 
There is, after all, no standpoint from which to observe the entirety 
of history. Universal history is written from outside or at the end 
of history. But we are always only ever in history, and its end is 
always in a future—one that will never come.

For Benjamin the past becomes critically signifi cant in the 
moments of great social danger. In thesis 6 of the “Theses on the 
Philosophy of History,” Benjamin writes,

To articulate the past historically does not mean to recognize it “the way 
it really was” (Ranke). It means to seize hold of a memory as it fl ashes up 
at a moment of danger. Historical materialism wishes to retain that image 
of the past which unexpectedly appears to man singled out by history at a 
moment of danger. The danger affects both the content of the tradition and 
its receivers. The same threat hangs over both: that of becoming a tool of 
the ruling classes. In every era the attempt must be made anew to wrest 
tradition away from a conformism that is about to overpower it.21

Memory is like a shooting star. It must be seized hold of, or memo-
rialized, the instant that it fl ashes by. Insofar as Benjamin defends 
the idea of a history of the victims, Benjaminian historiography 
brushes history against the grain. Perhaps it even changes the past, 
although not in the deliberate if arbitrary way that it happened in 
the old Soviet Union with each change of leadership. Or if talk of 
changing the past is too unrealistic, then we can say that what 
changes is our understanding of the past.

The fourth question to raise about this parable is, what is the 
wind? What tears us out of a past that perhaps never existed and 
thrusts us toward a future that probably will never come? If my 
analysis is on the right track so far, one answer that suggests itself 
is that the wind is temporality as such. The wind’s strength indi-
cates not simply the fl ow of time but the force of time. Temporality, 
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or time as experienced, is directional even if it has no particular 
direction or telos. We can see what is behind us even as we are 
forced to leave it behind. The wind’s force also points to its irre-
versibility. There is no going back. The reason for this is not 
Hegel’s optimistic assumption that once the ideal of universal 
freedom appears, there can be no conceptual backsliding. For 
Hegel, once the ideal becomes conscious, it cannot be forgotten, 
even if past and present social arrangements fall far short of the 
future society that it envisions. For Benjamin, in contrast, what 
prevents us from going back is the fact that the past is so atrocious. 
Hopes for progress toward peace and prosperity need to be criti-
cally unmasked by revealing the underlying economic inequalities 
that led to the massive wars and systematic slaughter of millions 
of people in the twentieth century.

Benjamin’s parable thus tells the story of temporality as having 
directionality even if no direction. Temporality is also shown to 
have irreversibility in the sense of “going away from” even if there 
is nothing that it is going toward. Benjaminian temporality thus has 
force even if it cannot be said to “fl ow.” The political implication 
of this analysis of temporality is clear. Universal history, which 
tells the story of the continuum of progress toward universal 
freedom, must be abandoned because it empties human freedom 
of concrete content. Universal history also leads to fatalism insofar 
as progress occurs automatically, whether mechanistically in a 
linear direction (Kant) or dialectically in a spiral one (Hegel).22 The 
point of writing history against the grain is not to prove that this 
continuum obtains, but to blast it open.23

To conclude this discussion of Benjamin, I will point out that he 
prefers the temporality of the calendar to that of the clock. The 
reason is that instead of the clock’s smooth fl ow of uninterrupted 
transition, the calendar suggests a more punctuated sense of time. 
The calendar permits the recurrence of days of remembrance. The 
sense of time conveyed by a clock is continuous transition, whereas 
the calendar allows for a sense of time as coming to a stop and 

Hoy_04_Ch04.indd   157 11/21/2008   11:17:27 AM



158 Chapter 4

standing still. The calendar marks the possibility of the day when 
class action can explode the continuum of history.24

Deleuze on the Temporality of the Self

To prepare for subsequent discussion of the disappearance of tele-
ology in this history of the “future,” we need to understand the 
Nietzschean views of the self and time as transmitted into the 
French tradition by Gilles Deleuze, particularly in his 1968 classic, 
Difference and Repetition. Throughout the earlier discussion of 
Bergson and Deleuze on temporality, little was said about the self. 
To discuss Deleuze’s view of the future, I need fi rst to summarize 
Deleuze’s analysis of subjectivity. The main question concerns 
whether there is a self from the beginning of temporality, or whether 
it comes into being only later in the process of temporalization. 
Deleuze follows Condillac and Hume in maintaining that the foun-
dation from which the living present and all other psychic phenom-
ena derive is habit. Deleuze joins with Kant and Nietzsche in the 
hypothesis of the modularity of the mind:

Underneath the self which acts are little selves which contemplate and 
which render possible both the action and the active subject. We speak of 
our “self ” only in virtue of these thousands of little witnesses which con-
template within us: it is always a third party who says “me.” These con-
templative souls must be assigned even to the rat in the labyrinth and to 
each muscle of the rat.25

Following Nietzsche’s lead, Deleuze makes much of these thou-
sands of habits, and of how the self is fashioned by them rather 
than being some preexistent thing to which the habits accrue. For 
Nietzscheans the self is a product of underlying modular subpro-
cessors, not a generative agent. Agency is the double of a contem-
plative self that surveys the thousands of interactions required to 
integrate tiny actions within a more complex apparent action.

The self and the subject are not the same as the “me.” If you do 
not recognize yourself in Deleuze’s account of who you are, that 
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is because for the most part, when we talk about who we are, we 
have in mind the empirical “me,” not the transcendental “I.” The 
“me,” moreover, is for Deleuze the result of an interpellation by a 
third party. As is indicated by the line “it is always a third party 
who says ‘me,’ ” for Deleuze the “me” is always an other to the 
“I.” The “me” that you think you are is thus not the same as the 
self that you take to be the agent of your actions.

“Selves,” remarks Deleuze, “are larval subjects.”26 He then clari-
fi es this point by saying, “The self does not undergo modifi cations, 
it is itself a modifi cation.”27 In other words, the self is not primor-
dial; it is not there all along. Instead, it is a developing structure 
that can add rules and other features, until it emerges as it is. Or 
rather, Deleuze prefers to say, “one is only what one has.”28 In 
Deleuze’s language, Being, or the way the self is, comes as a result 
of Becoming, of what the self has, that is, habits that it has 
acquired:

These thousands of habits of which we are composed—these contractions, 
contemplations, pretensions, presumptions, satisfactions, fatigues; these 
variable presents—thus form the basic domain of passive syntheses. 
The passive self is not defi ned simply by receptivity—that is, by means 
of the capacity to experience sensations—but by virtue of the contractile 
contemplation which constitutes the organism itself before it constitutes 
the sensations. This self, therefore, is by no means simple: it is not 
enough to relativize or pluralize the self, all the while retaining for it a 
simple attenuated form.29

In the terminology of both analytic and genealogical philosophy 
Deleuze’s larval subject could be said to be emergent.30 The subject 
does not exist fully developed from the start, either structurally or 
concretely. The most that one can say is that if the subject is there 
at all from the beginning of experience, it is (to use Bergson’s term) 
so “contracted” into a point that it is barely perceptible. As it 
unfolds and matures, the larval subject creates through Repetition. 
In other words, to produce something new there has to be a contrast 
with something that is not new. Deleuze thus says
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we produce something new only on the condition that we repeat—once in 
the mode which constitutes the past, and once more in the present of 
metamorphosis. Moreover, what is produced, the absolutely new itself, is 
in turn nothing but repetition  .  .  .  , the repetition of the future as eternal 
return.31

Deleuze’s invocation of Nietzsche’s notion of eternal return within 
a Bergsonian context is an example of how something creative, 
original, and new can emerge from preexisting elements that are 
repeated, but with a difference. To be creative or original, affi rms 
Deleuze, requires identifying oneself with fi gures from the past.32 
Deleuze’s conjoining of Bergson and Nietzsche produces a novel 
interpretation not only of duration and eternal return, but also of 
the future.

Deleuze develops this conception of the future as the third syn-
thesis of temporality. His conception of temporality is compatible 
with his notion of the self as a multiplicity of competing elements. 
As a multiplicity, the Deleuzian self differs from the Cartesian 
cogito, which is reduced to an instant, and which exists only 
through God’s continuous creation of succeeding instants. Des-
cartes has thus, says Deleuze, expelled time.33 Kant is then the next 
step in this secularization of time. Kantian transcendental philoso-
phy represents for Deleuze the death of God insofar as Kant’s 
“greatest initiative  .  .  .  was to introduce the form of time into 
thought as such.”34 When the mind becomes the source of time, 
there is no need for God any longer.

Once time is thoroughly secularized, temporality becomes 
visible. Temporality involves three “syntheses,” which reinvent 
Kant’s three syntheses or “dimensions” of time described above in 
chapter 1.35 The Humean fi rst synthesis is through habit, and it 
generates the living present as a foundation for the past and future. 
Memory is then the Bergsonian second synthesis, which is the pure 
past and which causes the passing of any given present and the 
arrival of another present. The third and fi nal Nietzschean synthesis 
constitutes the future, which Deleuze calls the “royal repetition.”36 
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Whereas habit is the foundation of temporality, and memory is the 
ground of temporality that causes the present to pass into the past,37 
the synthesis of the future is the order of temporality, and it gener-
ates “the totality of the series and the fi nal end of time.”38 This third 
synthesis is perhaps the most signifi cant insofar as “it unites all the 
dimensions of past, present, and future, and causes them to be 
played out in the pure form.”39 The future is also the source of 
Deleuzian multiplicity. “If there is an essential relation with the 
future,” Deleuze remarks, “it is because the future is the deploy-
ment and explication of the multiple, of the different and of the 
fortuitous, for themselves and ‘for all times.’ ”40

Deleuze’s future is thus not so much a dimension of temporality 
as that which constitutes the difference between the other temporal 
dimensions, the past and present. To understand this point we 
should return to his subtle and original account of Nietzsche’s idea 
of the eternal return. Of course, Deleuze’s reading is not an inter-
pretation that Nietzsche himself could have given insofar as it 
depends on Deleuze’s Bergsonian account of temporality. As a 
philosophical reconstruction of what eternal return could mean 
within a Deleuzian framework, however, it stands apart. One sen-
tence in particular from Difference and Repetition sums up 
Deleuze’s interpretation: “The subject of the eternal return is not 
the same but the different, not the similar but the dissimilar, not 
the one but the many, not necessity but chance.”41 This account is 
worked out in more detail not only in Difference and Repetition, 
but also in his book on Nietzsche, and in a short summary in Pure 
Immanence. Deleuze applies his notions of the “virtual” and “simu-
lacra” to this notion. Simulacra undermine the Platonic distinction 
between the original and the copy. Differential terms, or binaries, 
are possible only as systems that are themselves simulacra. These 
systems produce the differentiations that fi rst allow items to be 
compared on the basis of resemblance. In short, what this comes 
down to is that “the same and the similar are fi ctions engendered 
by the eternal return.”42
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Deleuze does not mention here, although he was certainly aware 
of it, Nietzsche’s early unpublished essay “Truth and Lie in the 
Extramoral Sense,” where Nietzsche says that we falsify experi-
ence by perceiving sameness rather than difference. Metaphor, for 
instance, is useful for survival because it allows us to overlook all 
the differences in what we perceive in order to pick out objects that 
resemble one another. We transform Becoming, which emphasizes 
difference, into Being, which fi xes multiplicities into identity. This 
is the full reason why, as I maintained previously, Deleuze reads 
Nietzsche’s eternal return, not as the return of the Same—which is 
just one way that Nietzsche sometimes has Zarathustra state the 
doctrine—but as the selective return of affi rmative repetition. 
Rather than every little detail returning, for Deleuze only things 
that are affi rmed recur. Laziness, for instance, if it returns, returns 
as something different, if only because one has said “yes” to it, or 
affi rmed it. Nietzsche thus represents the affi rmation of difference 
rather than the identical, of the multiple rather than the One, and 
of temporality rather than time.

There is an important methodological consequence of Deleuze’s 
account of difference and repetition where I see him to be forging 
links with the pragmatist and deconstructionist criticisms of meta-
physical binaries. Given his analysis of repetition, note that it 
becomes impossible to say of any two dualistic terms (such as mind 
and body, male or female, individual or society, public or private, 
time or temporality) which is primordial and which is derived. 
Deleuze says astutely,

Repetition is no more secondary in relation to a supposed ultimate or 
originary fi xed term than disguise is secondary in relation to repetition. 
For if the two presents, the former and the present one, form two series 
which coexist in the function of the virtual object which is displaced in 
them and in relation to itself, neither of these two series can any longer 
be designated as the original or the derived.43

With this move Deleuze removes himself from the neo-Kantian 
attempt to fi nd conditions of the possibility of experience. There is 

Hoy_04_Ch04.indd   162 11/21/2008   11:17:27 AM



“The Times They Are a-Changin’ ” 163

no need to discuss questions such as which came fi rst, the chicken 
or the egg. The reason for this is neither simply because the right 
answer is the egg, nor because the question confuses logical and 
temporal priority. Instead, there is no issue of priority because there 
could not be one without the other. Transcendental arguments thus 
become unnecessary, given this deconstruction of metaphysical 
distinctions.

Derrida on Democracy-to-Come

If Deleuze represents one way of reading Nietzsche to get beyond 
the political alternative of either hope or nostalgia, Jacques Derrida 
is another way of appropriating and applying Nietzsche. Derrida’s 
reading is marked, however, by his ambivalence toward the infl u-
ence of Walter Benjamin. Is the effect of Benjamin’s parable of the 
Angelus Novus to make the present abandon all hope for a better 
future? Or does it display at least a weak utopian hope? Although 
more dystopian than utopian, the parable implies that there is at 
least some teleology in history, and therefore some grounds for 
hope. In a sense, hope works backward rather than forward insofar 
as what we hope for is not so much our own redemption from 
time as the redemption of past injustices to others through 
memoralization.

Jacques Derrida rejects even this slight vestige of what he calls 
“messianism” in history. He remarks, “This text, like many others 
by Benjamin, is still too Heideggerian, too messianico-marxist or 
archeo-eschatological for me.”44 Derrida is not a philosopher of 
history, but he does have an account of the future. Earlier I men-
tioned his distinction between two different senses of the future.45 
The predictable, foreseeable future, le futur, is contrasted with the 
unpredictable, unexpected future, l’avenir that can break into 
the present unexpectedly at any moment. This analysis separates 
the teleological from the eschatological in historical time. Derrida 
was always suspicious of the Kantian and Hegelian stories of 
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universal history. What he wants is a messianicity “without mes-
sianism.”46 That is, he does not posit an actual Messiah. The 
Messiah will never come, because it is the essence of the Messiah 
to be always about to-come (à venir). Derrida’s joke is that even 
running into the Messiah on the street would not prove that the 
Messiah had fi nally come. Instead, it would only prove that the 
particular individual was not (yet) the Messiah. Messianicity is thus 
the eschatological possibility of an unpredictable, unexpected event 
that could break into the present at any instant. Derrida thinks that 
there is still some value in this vestigial bit of eschatology. What 
he rejects is messianism, which is based on the teleological draw 
of some remote future ideal. Such future ideals are often only pro-
jections of current cultural paradigms into an indeterminate future 
where the present paradigm is unlikely to be relevant.

How sharp is this distinction between the two different senses 
of the future? Derrida has argued against John Searle about the 
nature of distinctions. Derrida maintains that if there is a distinc-
tion, there must be a sharp conceptual line between the two terms 
that are distinguished. Deconstruction works, for Derrida, by iden-
tifying vagueness in the concepts that blurs the line and collapses 
the distinction. Searle disagrees. He maintains that there are many 
distinctions that are not clean cut but that are still useful. His 
example is the front of the head and the back of the head. We can 
make this distinction usefully even if we would not know where 
to draw the line to separate the two regions.

What this debate brings out is that precision is not always possi-
ble or necessary. Imagine a philosopher asking Shakespeare whether 
his line “Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow” means tomor-
row, the next day, and the day after, or whether it means the same 
day going on endlessly. Demanding subscripts for the sake of preci-
sion—as in “tomorrow

1
 and tomorrow

2
 and tomorrow

3
”—misses 

the poetic point, and it certainly destroys the aesthetic effect.
What is the point, then? Saying that the future always brings 

about the unexpected is not a new message. The future generally 
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turns out differently from what one expects. I take it that Derrida 
was a subtler philosopher who would not simply let a truism slip 
into his theorization of the temporal. What Derrida is really point-
ing to, even if he does not put it this way, is the distinction between 
historicity and temporality. Temporality and historicity are not the 
same, even if they are connected. Temporal phenomena are not 
necessarily historical phenomena. Bergson’s waiting for the sugar 
to dissolve or Husserl’s listening to a melody are temporal phe-
nomena, but not historical ones. Thus, Benjamin’s deconstruction 
of the idea of universal history is different in scope from the phe-
nomenological concerns with temporality. Even if there can be 
temporality without historicity, there can be no historicity without 
temporality.

The question then arises, how does an account of temporality 
condition an account of historical experience? Derrida’s analysis 
of messianicity is a good case in point. Messianicity as Derrida 
uses the term is not tied to a conception of universal history, and 
it does not rely on notions such as progress, or decline, or cycles. 
Instead, as a basic condition of temporality temporalizing, messi-
anicity is prior to the whole enterprise of the philosophy of history. 
Messianicity is built into temporality, and temporality is a condi-
tion of the possibility of history. By attaching messianicity to tem-
porality rather than to historicity, Derrida contests any attribution 
of utopianism to him.

A criticism that is often raised against Derrida and deconstruc-
tion is the charge of quietism. Can Derrida’s theory give us any 
reason for action? Can it give us any hope? Or is it a form of res-
ignation, or even a refusal to act? Derrida’s answer depends on a 
discussion of Heidegger’s infamous statement in the Der Spiegel 
interview, “Only a god can save us now.” This interview dates from 
1966, but was not published until 1976, after Heidegger’s death. 
Derrida ties his notion of the messianic to the interpretation of this 
phrase. Even if messianicity without messianism does not entail a 
hope for salvation, it does express for Derrida a most basic feature 
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of human temporality. We are by nature messianic, Derrida insists, 
insofar as we cannot not be. The messianic character of temporality 
follows “because we exist in a state of expecting something to 
happen. Even if we are in a state of hopelessness, a sense of expec-
tation is an integral part of our relationship to time.”47

Derrida explains this point at greater length in Rogues. The 
intended effect of his skillful explication de texte there is to show 
that Heidegger’s utterance is more complex than it might otherwise 
seem. “Trust me,” says Derrida when he claims to know everything 
ever written about this interview. In fact, however, Heidegger’s 
complexity comes through as evasiveness on Heidegger’s 
part. Derrida begins by acknowledging his ambivalence about 
Heidegger, and he notes that Heidegger is one in whom “we have 
never suspected the slightest hint of democratism.”48 Taking each 
word in the sentence at a time, he points out that Heidegger says 
“a god,” and thus, neither “God,” nor “the God,” nor “the gods.” 
Nor, Derrida notes, does Heidegger say “the last god.” The last god 
is mentioned by Heidegger in his Beiträge. The last god is not the 
end of history so much as the vision of another beginning to an 
“immeasurably” different history. This is a god of the future, of a 
different direction entirely, not the god of the past, with its pro-
jected future of an end to all things. The end might not even come 
into question in this new beginning. In fact, it could not even be 
said that this was a new beginning for us, since whomever’s history 
that would be, it would not be “ours.” The god in the interview 
from Der Spiegel is going to save “us.” Hence, it is a different god 
from the last god of that completely “other” beginning.

To prevent theological misunderstandings, I am going to call the 
“god” of the interview a “cultural paradigm.”49 A cultural paradigm 
is what is at stake in cultural politics. A cultural paradigm may not 
be fully articulated, but it is a matter of intense concern. Heidegger 
is not willing either to affi rm or to deny that the cultural paradigm 
of the future will be democracy: “I am not convinced that it is 
democracy [Ich bin nicht überzeugt dass es die Demokratie ist].”50 
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In response to the journalists’ demands that he talk about the 
“timely” aspects of democracy, Heidegger answers, in a way that 
Derrida says is “measured and cautious” but that I view as tempo-
rizing, “We must fi rst clarify what you mean by ‘timely,’ that is, 
what ‘time’ means here. [Zunächst wäre zu klären, was sie hier mit 
‘zeitgemäss’ meinen, was hier ‘Zeit’ bedeutet.]”51

Whether to welcome Heidegger’s proffered cultural paradigm is 
unclear, and this unclarity is precisely the problem. Can a cultural 
paradigm that is so empty even be anticipated? What would we 
resolve ourselves for? What is there to be done? Perhaps a philoso-
pher should not be expected to answer these practical questions. 
Perhaps philosophy can contribute only at the general level of 
debate about competing cultural paradigms. Nevertheless, to ask 
such practical questions is both legitimate and necessary.

If Heidegger does not answer these questions, does Derrida 
do any better? In Rogues he reviews different places where he 
had previously discussed the idea of democracy-to-come. If Du 
droit à la philosophie (1989–90) is the fi rst place it comes up, the 
Force of Law essay, which was given initially at a conference that 
same year, features the notion more centrally in its deconstruction 
of Walter Benjamin’s weak messianic hopes. As Derrida says, 
Benjamin’s hope is weak because “there is not yet any democracy 
worthy of this name. Democracy remains to come: to engender or 
to regenerate.”52 Then in Sauf le nom (1993) Derrida makes the 
important comment that democracy-to-come is not a regulative 
Idea in the Kantian sense, that is, it is not an ideal that one can 
approach asymptotically (without ever reaching). Nevertheless, it 
remains as an inherited promise, “for lack of anything better.”53 In 
other words, just as democracy is said to be the best form of gov-
ernment if only for lack of anything better, so too is the notion of 
a regulative Idea the best way to understand it, for lack of any better 
alternative.

Derrida’s reservations about the regulative Idea are threefold. 
First, it seems like an ideal possibility that is infi nitely deferred. In 
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contrast, Derrida suggests in the essay “The University without 
Condition” (2001) that democracy-to-come is not ideal, but real. 
It is a genuine demand by the Levinasian other, older than I, on 
me, “like the irreducible and nonappropriable différance of the 
other.”54

The second objection is that the regulative Idea sounds like a 
Kantian rule. Derrida holds a common but controversial view that 
moral rules are like machines that take away one’s decision-making 
power and thus deny the very autonomy that the regulative Idea 
idealizes:

In the second place, then, the responsibility of what remains to be decided 
or done (in actuality) cannot consist in following, applying, or carrying 
out a norm or rule. Wherever I have at my disposal a determinable rule, I 
know what must be done, and as soon as such knowledge dictates the law, 
action follows knowledge as a calculable consequence: one knows what 
path to take, one no longer hesitates. The decision then no longer decides 
anything but is made in advance and is thus in advance annulled. It is 
simply deployed, without delay, presently, with the automatism attributed 
to machines. There is no longer any place for justice or responsibility 
(whether juridical, political, or ethical).55

The reason why I say that this characterization of rules is contro-
versial is that Kantians have argued effectively that it involves a 
typical but incorrect characterization of imperatives.56 Whether to 
follow the rule is not only up to me (insofar as I could perfectly 
well decide not to), the rule specifi es what responsibility is, and 
without that knowledge, I could not act responsibly.

The third reason is not well articulated, but comes down, I 
believe, to the apparent lack of evidence for saying that a real 
society is approaching the ideal, however asymptotically. As I 
pointed out in my discussion of Kant, we could never have enough 
evidence that we had achieved the regulative ideal. Indeed, we 
could now in fact be in the best possible society and not know it 
(although current affairs suggest that this is highly unlikely). The 
popular idea that we are at the end of history right now might 
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depend on some such feature of regulative ideals. But because there 
is much solid evidence that present society is far from perfect, the 
question is whether we need the regulative Idea to know that we 
are still far from the ideal society. In other words, there are two 
claims being made. One is that current society falls short of the 
ideal. That claim we know is certainly true. The other is that we 
are approaching the regulative Idea asymptotically. This claim 
could then be used to allege that one’s present society is superior 
to all others, past or present. That claim is certainly problematic, 
and moreover, dangerous. It causes us to overlook and thus to per-
petuate present injustice in the name of false assumptions about 
progress toward an ideal end.

Those are some of the reasons why Derrida tends to avoid 
appealing to regulative Ideas like democracy, progress, and the 
like. He insists instead “on the absolute and unconditional urgency 
of the here and now that does not wait and on the structure of the 
promise, a promise that is kept in memory, that is handed down 
[léguée], inherited, claimed and taken up [alléguée].”57 He defi nes 
the “to-come” as “not something that is certain to happen tomor-
row, not the democracy (national or international, state or trans-
state) of the future, but a democracy that must have the structure 
of a promise—and thus the memory of that which carries the future, 
the to-come, here and now.”58 His intention is thus to avoid the 
quietism, the inability to act, that is often attributed to deconstruc-
tion generally. To determine whether he is successful we will have 
to go further into the notion of democracy-to-come.

There are fi ve points that Derrida wants to emphasize about his 
notion of democracy-to-come. First, the term “democracy-to-come” 
is to be used to criticize present democracies for involving and 
especially for covering up existent suffering, injustice, and inequi-
ties. That does not mean that the ideal democracy can become real. 
The contradictory or “aporetic” character of the ideal democracy 
prevents its own realization. Force that is not force, respecting 
singularity at the same time as calling for universal equality, 
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reconciling the social and the individual as well as the public and 
the private: these apparent impossibilities lead to thinking of 
democracy-to-come as “an empty name, a despairing messianicity 
or a messianicity in despair.”59 Admitting that democracy-to-come 
“will never exist, in the sense of a present existence: not because 
it will be deferred but because it will always remain aporetic in 
its structure” does not lead to despair, but instead to “active and 
interminable critique.”60 The ideal democracy is therefore not 
an idea that is fi xed once and for all, as it is in Kant and perhaps 
in Hegel, but is instead said to have “absolute and intrinsic 
historicity.”61

The second point is that the democracy-to-come cannot serve as 
a telos of history in the way that it does in the Kantian philosophy 
of history. It must not, therefore, be construed in a teleological 
way:

Democracy is the only system, the only constitutional paradigm, in which, 
in principle, one has or assumes the right to criticize everything publicly, 
including the idea of democracy, its concept, its history, and its name. 
Including the idea of the constitutional paradigm and the absolute authority 
of law. It is thus the only paradigm that is universalizable, whence its 
chance and its fragility. But in order for this historicity—unique among all 
political systems—to be complete, it must be freed not only from the Idea 
in the Kantian sense but from all teleology, all onto-theo-teleology.62

The idea of global progress thus goes by the board because there 
is nothing to which it can be applied.

The question is, however, where is this ideal situated? We might 
think that we could reasonably inquire as to when it might occur. 
Derrida insists, however, on the unforeseeability of the “to-come,” 
which is “beyond the future.”63 This “beyond” is the third feature 
that he wants to point out in the notion of the democracy-to-come. 
“Beyond nation-state sovereignty, beyond citizenship,” the creation 
of a new juridico-political space that “never stops innovating and 
inventing new distributions and forms of sharing, new divisions of 
sovereignty” is imaginable.64
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The fourth feature concerns the close connection between law 
and justice fi rst discussed in “Force of Law” and then spelled out 
both in Specters of Marx and in his reply to critics of that book, 
“Marx and Sons.” Justice is undeconstructible, even if it must be 
embedded in a system of law. Every system of law will, then, be 
deconstructible by virtue of justice. In Politics of Friendship this 
analysis leads to what Derrida calls the question of the name: in 
the name of what can social criticism be applied today?

Is it still in the name of democracy that one will attempt to criticize such 
and such a determination of democracy or aristo-democracy? Or, more 
radically  .  .  .  —is it still in the name of democracy, of a democracy to 
come, that one will attempt to deconstruct a concept, all the predicates 
associated with the massively dominant concept of democracy  .  .  .? What 
remains or still resists in the deconstructed (or deconstructible) concept of 
democracy which guides us endlessly?65

What “democracy” means depends on the historical context of the 
day. Thus, keeping the Greek name, “democracy,” is itself not 
simply a rhetorical but also a political strategy. As a political strat-
egy it is indeed legitimate because democracy itself guarantees the 
right to criticism, including the right to deconstruction. Derrida 
thus remarks, “no deconstruction without democracy, no democ-
racy without deconstruction.”66

If democracy can thus be construed as “deconstructive self-
delimitation,” then the idea of the future must not mislead us into 
deferring the urgency of action in the present. The fi fth point to 
recognize is that Derrida’s notion of messianicity without messian-
ism emphasizes the singular urgency of the present need to chal-
lenge or “delimit” itself. “In invoking a here and now that does not 
await an indefi nitely remote future assigned by some regulative 
Idea,” Derrida writes, “one is not necessarily pointing to the future 
of a democracy that is going to come or that must come or even a 
democracy that is the future.”67 Although “democracy-to-come” is 
not a sentence, Derrida maintains that it is both a constative and a 
performative. “Democracy-to-come” is a constative insofar as it 
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asserts messianicity without messianism, and it is a performative 
insofar as one believes in the notion of democracy and answers its 
call for action in the present. The idea of democracy-to-come is not 
simply to sit back and wait for democracy to show up. Heidegger 
was right to identify the temporalization of “simply waiting” as 
inauthentic. Derrida says,

the democratic injunction does not consist in putting off until later or in 
letting itself be governed, reassured, pacifi ed, or consoled by some ideal 
or regulative Idea. It is signaled in the urgency and imminence of an 
à-venir, a to-come, the à of the à-venir, the to of the to-come, infl ecting 
or turning into an injunction as well as into messianic waiting the a of a 
différance in disjunction.68

Then with a surprising invocation of the Bergsonian terminology 
of duration and contraction he adds, “Finally, and especially, 
however one understands cratic sovereignty, it has appeared as a 
stigmatic indivisibility that always contracts duration into the time-
less instant of the exceptional decision. Sovereignty neither gives 
nor gives itself the time; it does not take time.”69 Does this sugges-
tion of a domain “beyond time” bring back the Kantian regulative 
Idea that Derrida wanted to avoid? Better to say, I would have 
thought, that the future is an ecstasis of the present, and this in itself 
transports us to the future perfect, when it will have been the case 
that what is now present to us is the past of a future present. That 
formulation suggests the temporalization that Derrida is looking 
for, without positing a Kantian noumenal realm that is beyond time, 
or even timeless.

Žižek on Bartleby Politics

Many recent European philosophers have been greatly impressed 
by Herman Melville’s story, “Bartleby, the Scrivener.” In the story 
Bartleby gradually withdraws more and more from social interac-
tion. When asked to do anything, he responds invariably, “I would 
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prefer not to.” This image is powerful even if Bartleby himself 
comes to a tragic end. Whereas in the United States the story is 
generally taken to signify anomie and social indifference of the sort 
that drives Bartleby’s bourgeois associates mad with frustration, 
for the Europeans it signifi es a form of passive aggression that 
challenges all social codes and civic duties. Perhaps Bartleby is the 
nostalgic incarnation of the spirit of May ‘68, and expresses a 
deeper anarchism that turns into “cynical reason.”70 Or maybe its 
appeal to Deleuze, Derrida, Negri, and Žižek is that it represents 
resistance without either nostalgia or hope. Let me turn to the ques-
tion of what a politics inspired by Bartleby would look like, and 
how it would contrast, say, with a Heideggerian politics of Gelas-
senheit. The current political scene includes the striking contrast 
between the qualifi ed call by Derrida for the democracy of the 
future and the more cynical attitude toward democracy of Slavoj 
Žižek. The striking difference between them is encapsulated by 
their readings of Bartleby as the basis for a projective politics of 
the future.

Before going into detail about Žižek’s understanding of 
Bartleby, I should refer fi rst to the accounts of Derrida and Deleuze, 
as I fi nd the contrasts between their readings of this story and 
Žižek’s to be revealing of the different attitudes toward the future 
of democracy. Although poststructuralism is often viewed as apo-
litical or antipolitical, in fact it is not. On the contrary, the birth of 
poststructuralism in the ‘60s renders it more forward-looking 
perhaps than the cynicism of the fi rst decade of the current century, 
as exemplifi ed by Žižek.

In The Gift of Death, Derrida expresses his admiration for 
Melville’s character, who

responds without responding, speaks without saying anything either 
true or false, says nothing determinate that would be equivalent to a state-
ment, a promise or a lie, in the same way Bartleby’s “I would prefer not 
to” takes on the responsibility of a response without response. It evokes 
the future without either predicting or promising; it utters nothing fi xed, 
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determinable, positive, or negative. The modality of this repeated utterance 
that says nothing, promises nothing, neither refuses nor accepts anything, 
the tense of this singularly insignifi cant statement reminds one of a non-
language or a secret language.71

Notice that Derrida does not attribute a strategy of refusal to 
Bartleby. Derrida says that Bartleby “neither refuses nor accepts 
anything.” Derrida compares Bartleby to Job and to Abraham, 
thereby invoking Kierkegaard’s discussion of Abraham’s silence as 
he carries out the commandment to kill his son. The contrast 
between religious belief and secular society no longer features in 
Melville’s story, although it may be an important background for 
interpreting it. Finally, however, Derrida is more interested in the 
linguistic properties and the grammatical effect of Bartleby’s 
utterance, “I would prefer not to.” Derrida notes that it seems like 
an incomplete sentence and he dwells on its inability to be 
completed.

Deleuze similarly insists on the linguistic strangeness of 
Bartleby’s formulation. Deleuze remarks that it sounds like a “bad 
translation of a foreign language.”72 Sounding like a foreign lan-
guage is, of course, not a bad thing for Deleuze. In fact, this 
collection of essays begins with an epigraph from Proust, who said, 
“great books are written in a kind of foreign language.”73 As does 
Derrida, Deleuze sees that Bartleby’s “I would prefer not to” is 
“neither an affi rmation nor a negation.”74 Bartleby is not refusing 
to do what he is asked, but he is not accepting the order either. 
There is a double negation involved, and because the only 
two possibilities are to say yes or no, Bartleby’s impossible position 
of saying neither collapses into nothingness. Deleuze thus thinks 
that Melville goes Nietzsche one better. At the end of The Geneal-
ogy of Morals Nietzsche says famously that humans would rather 
will nothingness than not will. According to Deleuze, Bartleby 
is saying that he “would prefer nothing rather than something: not 
a will to nothingness, but the growth of a nothingness of the 
will.”75
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Could this nothingness be the basis of a politics? I do not see 
how. A politics implies a view of the future and a connection to the 
past. “Without past or future,” Deleuze says of Bartleby, however, 
“he is instantaneous.”76 Moreover, Bartleby is a “pure outsider” 
who is exclu, and to whom “no social position can be attributed.”77 
This should not be taken as a criticism, of course. Deleuze prefers 
to think of Bartleby as neither a particular case of a more general 
social trait, nor a type of literary character. “There is nothing par-
ticular or general about Bartleby: he is an Original.”78 On Deleuze’s 
analysis, there can usually be only one such Original in each great 
work of literature. Originals, however, have no place in politics.

Derrida and Deleuze, on my reading of them, thus do not elevate 
Bartleby’s utterance into an overall politics, and in particular, they 
do not attribute to Bartleby a politics of refusal. Slavoj Žižek, in 
contrast, particularly in his recent masterwork, The Parallax View, 
portrays and admires a political stance that he sees as Bartleby’s 
gesture of refusal. Žižek has emerged as a leading critic of post-
structuralism. Moreover, he sees himself as standing in but also 
going beyond the tradition of critical theory. Thus, when he makes 
a statement to the effect that symbolic fi ction “structures our expe-
rience of reality,” he is echoing critical theory, which has a long 
history of exposing social fi ctions that have had detrimental social 
effects.79 Žižek likes to be provocative, and thus he argues in favor 
of a return to the Cartesian cogito in order to expose these social 
fi ctions. That is how he would correct the tradition of critical 
theory, which rejects the Cartesian cogito. But it turns out that the 
Žižekian cogito is not exactly Cartesian any longer since there is 
no discussion of mental substance. Furthermore, the cogito looks 
remarkably like the Lacanian unconscious. Žižek’s conception of 
the self is closer to Kant’s transcendental unity of apperception than 
to Cartesian mental substance, and in fact, Žižek defi nes the self 
as “this empty point of self-relating, not a subject bursting with a 
wealth of libidinal forces and fantasies.”80 In the metapolitical 
sphere he is strongly critical of what he refers to as the “oriental” 
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reading of authenticity as a prescription for inner peace, no matter 
what is going on outside.81 Accordingly, he also has objections to 
what he calls “western Buddhism,” and its position that “social 
reality is an illusory game.”82

If Žižek’s stance is a Bartleby-like “Politics of Refusal,” it does 
not seem all that different from “western Buddhism.” There are, of 
course, some differences. Western Buddhism rejects all social 
reality and counsels complete withdrawal. After Heidegger’s bitter 
experiences it is not surprising that he took a turn in the same direc-
tion. But if Derrida’s reading, at least as I have characterized it, is 
right, Heidegger did not go as far as Žižek thinks in withdrawing 
from engagement. Despite my rendering of the later Heidegger in 
the previous section as lapsing into political silence, I do not agree 
with Slavoj Žižek’s characterization of the Heideggerian politics of 
Gelassenheit as a politics of “Resignation.”83 Žižek defi nes Gelas-
senheit as “withdrawing from engagement.”84 Although Heidegger 
did say that only a “god” can save “us” now, his critique of modern 
technology and its strategy of enframing as well as his chiding of 
moderns for trying to control and dominate nature indicate that he 
still saw his later philosophy as capable of critique.

If Derrida is right, then I would add that Gelassenheit should 
not be interpreted as “withdrawal” so much as “letting be.” “With-
drawal” is still too voluntaristic, as if we could really escape our 
social and historical situation. “Letting be” means not trying to 
control everything, but it is not simply an inner attitude. “Letting 
be” is something that has to be practiced over and over, and is thus 
still in active relation to the affairs of the world.

Presumably the same could be true of Žižek’s Bartleby politics. 
Note that Žižek’s Bartleby is a different character from Melville’s. 
Whereas Melville’s Bartleby takes no interest in anything, Žižek’s 
Bartleby takes an interest in everything. If he did not, then there 
would be nothing to refuse. Žižek’s Bartleby is not simply saying 
“no thanks.” Žižek’s Bartleby gives the distinct impression of 
being “passive aggressive.” Žižek distinguishes, however, between 
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“aggressive passivity,” which is always actively working to make 
sure that nothing changes, and “passive aggressivity,” which 
changes everything by doing nothing.

But then the question becomes how to distinguish between the 
do-nothing of quietism (political indifference) and Žižek’s politics 
of refusal. There must be something more to the story. As I under-
stand Žižek’s Bartleby, his refusal may seem to be demurring from 
political activity, but actually the demurral is sharply critical of the 
social and political institutions that it is “refusing.” Furthermore, 
what is going on inside the Žižekian fi gure is the opposite of Bud-
dhist peace or Kierkegaardian inwardness. Rather than being 
“relaxed” about time, in both the ordinary and the Bergsonian 
senses, Žižek’s Bartleby is seething inside. Žižek’s irony about 
liberals and his disdain for poststructuralism suggest passionate 
commitments of a kind that Melville’s Bartleby could not have 
displayed.

Žižek’s criticisms of democracy reveal a subtle sense for the 
underside of democratic rhetoric. His strategy is like that of the 
smuggler who could not be caught because what he was smuggling 
was the wheelbarrow with which he left the factory everyday. To 
those who would justify the Iraq war, for instance, by pointing out 
that the world is better off without Saddam Hussein, Žižek responds, 
“Yes, the world is better off without Saddam—but it is not better 
off with the military occupation of Iraq, with the new rise of Islamic 
fundamentalism provoked by this occupation.”85 To those who 
claim that life is better in a democracy, Žižek similarly mentions 
but does not himself avow the usual criticisms of modern democ-
racy. These are (1) that democracy is not truly democratic since a 
minority can shift votes dramatically, and (2) that political agents 
claiming to have insight into the “true nature of things” tend to 
want to impose this insight on everyone else. Instead, Žižek wants 
to emphasize that democracy itself makes possible such anti-
democratic strategies. His criticism is not simply that democracy 
contradicts itself by harboring antidemocratic tendencies in itself. 
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Instead, he suggests further that democracy has suicidal tendencies 
and that democracy subverts itself. Egalitarianism, for instance, 
may be a matter of renouncing privilege so that no one else will 
be able to have it either. This Nietzschean observation is that egali-
tarianism is sustained not by a desire to be equal to others by 
sharing with them benefi ts that one has, but by envy of those who 
might have more than one has. In other words, just as Nietzsche 
uses the notion of ressentiment to argue that Christianity is based 
not on love but on hate, the suggestion here is that egalitarianism 
may be based not on sympathy, but on envy. Similarly, democratic 
society may depend on evaluation not so much because of any 
innate sense of fairness as because of ressentiment of difference. 
If human rights mean that all subjects have the same value, and are 
all self-identical without differential qualities that justify different 
treatments,86 then everyone has to be tested, whether through stan-
dardized tests or extensive personal interviews, so that their poten-
tial can be identifi ed and categorized without reference to any 
special “symbolic identities.”87

In short, for Žižek the claim that democracy is the best form of 
society available represents a privileged view that suspends the 
rules of democracy whereby no such privileged perspective should 
dominate. To Richard Rorty’s idea of “cultural politics,” Žižek 
would probably point out that the notion of what is “cultural” has 
value only in contrast to what is “natural,” and that what is “natural” 
is already at stake in “cultural politics.” Insofar as Rorty himself 
would grant that the distinction between what is cultural and what 
is natural is a “political” issue, I take it that he and Žižek would 
not disagree about the principle of cultural politics. Where their 
“war of words” would take place is over the question of the value 
of democracy. Rorty does believe that democracy is the best form 
of society currently available. Žižek would probably refuse such a 
claim, not because he is opposed to democracy, but because he 
believes that its connection to global capitalism needs to be made 
clear. Like Bartleby, Žižek does not so much reject democracy as 
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he refuses to accept it. Bartleby’s “I would prefer not to,” says 
Žižek, is not simply “the necessary fi rst step which, as it were, 
clears the ground, opens up the place, for true activity, for an act 
that will actually change the coordinates of the constellation.”88 
Žižek’s point is not the simpler Hegelian claim of Hardt and Negri 
that Bartleby politics is the abstract negation that precedes more 
concrete determinate negation. Instead, Žižek’s picture is more 
complex. For him, there is a continuous parallax shift between 
Bartleby’s passive gesture of withdrawal and the active formation 
of a new order whereby the former “forever reverberates” in the 
latter. The refusal is “the very source and background of this order, 
its permanent foundation.”89 Both perspectives are required to see 
where we are to go, even if what is seen from one is different from 
the other viewpoint. Despite his dislike of the word “resistance,” I 
conclude that Refusal is thus a central weapon in Žižek’s repertoire 
of critical resistance.

Refl ections

To sum up these phenomenological and postphenomenological 
analyses of the future, I note that although in principle this type of 
analysis could go into the different philosophers’ sense of their own 
times and historical possibilities, that would be interesting primar-
ily from a biographical point of view. Here I am interested in the 
question of whether there are necessary connections between the 
analyses of the temporal fl ow on the one hand, and social, political, 
and historical positionings, especially in our own times, on the 
other. In contrast to Heidegger, who prioritizes the future, many of 
the other theorists described in this book place more emphasis on 
the present. Or to be clearer, every philosopher who is concerned 
with the question of action will emphasize the present, because that 
is where the action is. Their attitudes toward the past and the future 
will depend, in turn, on whether the past and the future encourage 
or inhibit present action.
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This return of the present may be the fi rst sign that continental 
philosophy is moving out of the period of the “post.” Terms such 
as postmodernism, poststructuralism, post-Marxism, and posthis-
torical make philosophy into a “late” or a “belated” social phenom-
enon. In contrast, emphasizing the present suggests that philosophy 
is moving into a different historical moment—one that it is still too 
soon to label defi nitively.

Of the theories of temporality discussed in this book, Bourdieu’s 
might appear to put the most emphasis on the past. The bodily 
habitus incorporates dispositions that are then projected as expecta-
tions for the future. The habitus is thus a strongly conservative 
force. The habitus explains why we fi nd certain patterns of action 
intelligible and why only specifi c actions seem plausible given the 
social fi eld. To say that the habitus is strongly conservative is not 
to say, however, that Bourdieu’s theory of the habitus is conserva-
tive. Although we are deeply entrenched in our habitus and thus in 
the past, Bourdieu thinks that refl ective sociology can contribute 
to active social change by letting the appearance of social necessity 
become apparent as just that: appearance. Bourdieu depicts neces-
sity so strongly because he knows that we resist the appearance of 
necessity and that once sociology reveals it, we will take action 
against it. The point is not simply to become refl ectively self-
 conscious or self-critical. We “become who we are” in the present 
not so much by changing ourselves as by changing our world. 
Therefore, I read Bourdieu as criticizing Heidegger’s account of 
the futural in order to prioritize the present.

By removing the vestiges of teleology, Derrida too can be read 
as emphasizing the present as the time of our lives. At the same 
time, he does not advocate the inauthentic present with its attitude 
of “wait and see” (“voir venir”). As he explains in A Taste for the 
Secret, the future erupts in the present unexpectedly: “the future 
rushes onto me, comes onto me, precisely where I don’t even 
expect it, don’t anticipate it, don’t ‘see it coming.’ ”90 Derrida’s 
analysis of temporality temporalizing itself should help to rebut 
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criticisms of deconstruction for political quietism. One version of 
quietism is the reactive resistance of the sort that is labeled as 
“reformist.” Reformists are accused of being averse to the pros-
pects of revolution. Derrida insists, however, that just as decon-
struction is not utopian, it is not also antirevolutionary, and it can 
invoke the rhetoric of revolution.

These remarks show either that it is a misconstrual of poststruc-
turalists to think that they reject the rhetoric of social progress 
entirely, or that it is incorrect to label Derrida as a poststructuralist 
or a postmodern. Critics tend to think that anyone who is desig-
nated as “post” should reject the Marxian story of class struggle 
and revolution. In “Marx and Sons” Derrida says that he does not 
reject either the idea of class, however problematic it is, or the 
fi gure of revolution, however complicated he fi nds it. He insists 
that to label him as either a poststructuralist or a postmodern tends 
to oversimplify his theory of temporality and historicity.91

Even if one grants that point, however, there is a lingering 
issue with his account of messianicity. Abandoning teleology alto-
gether threatens to make the messianic interruption into a moment 
of absurdity, where the totally unexpected erupts on the scene. 
Derrida’s response to this threat of absurdity is to insist that the 
notion of democracy-to-come emphasizes not the distant future but 
the need to act here and now. From the practical standpoint, 
however, it is a legitimate question to ask whether there would have 
to be some more defi nite reasons from which to act, and collective 
goals toward which to aspire.

Like Derrida, Benjamin also emphasizes the present, and thus of 
the need for action, but with more normative bite. In contrast to 
Heidegger, Benjamin does not tie his account of the connectedness 
of life to the future or to death. The messianic moment can erupt 
at any point, but it is motivated more by past enslavement than by 
future liberation. The priority is on the possibility of action in the 
present, and as in the case of Derrida, there is a suspicion of putting 
off until the future the immediate need for social change.
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How, then, should the phenomenology of futural temporality be 
understood? From the point of view of the metaphysics of time, 
the past and the future do not seem really to exist: the past because 
it is always over and done with, and the future because by defi nition 
it always has not occurred. In contrast, this chapter has tried to 
show that from the phenomenological point of view the past and 
the future in fact do exist, precisely as features of what could be 
called either the “lived present” or “the time of our lives.” The past 
can be viewed differently, for instance, by reinterpreting the present. 
Moreover, the future is equally open to interpretation through 
action. The futural can be understood both as the projection of a 
present that is already past, and as the future of a past that has not 
occurred. As exemplifi ed by Benjamin’s angel, the future may not 
really be a function of what lies ahead of us. Instead, it might well 
be a function more of what lies behind us, as a possibility that once 
was to be realized, but that also exceeds what was once present.
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There is the moment when a distinction is made and the moment 
when it is taken back. In these fi nal pages I explore various strate-
gies for reconciling lived temporality with objective time. This 
process involves rejoining the concepts of time and temporality, 
which I began by distinguishing. By the terms “reconciling” and 
“rejoining” I have in mind, of course, what Proust means when he 
speaks about “le temps retrouvé.”1 When he speaks of le temps 
perdu he does not mean only “past” time. Despite the French 
expression for wasting one’s time, “perdre son temps,” I do not 
think that he means “wasted time” either. As I read him, he is 
addressing what I designate as the “sting of time.” This is the sense 
we have of being in time, of being subject to time’s passing, and 
of being concerned with the fact that our lives are running out of 
time. In this sense, which perhaps anticipates the development in 
the 1940s of French existentialism, the “time of our lives” is an 
existential issue for each of us.

Of course, we should not forget the primary sense of the expres-
sion, “we are having the time of our lives.” In ordinary parlance, 
this expression means that we are enjoying ourselves, that we are 
having a good time, perhaps the best time, of all the times we have 
ever had. Enjoyment is itself a temporal dimension, and, as the 
philosopher Levinas urges in Totality and Infi nity (1961), the 

5 
Le temps retrouvé : Time Reconciled
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concept of enjoyment too should be included in any analysis of the 
connectedness of life. After all, having the time of our lives goes 
a long way toward making life worth living.

The task of reconciliation is to fuse these two senses of the “time 
of our lives.” Reconciliation between the sting of time and the 
enjoyment of life has always been a goal of both literature and 
philosophy. Proust’s “temps retrouvé” is a literary effort to recon-
cile us to the inevitability of time becoming lost and the power 
of reminiscence in retrieving it. “Reminiscence” is possible on a 
Bergsonian premise that the past coexists with the present. But 
Proust represents only one way that reconciliation can be envi-
sioned. There are also other attempts at reconciliation by philoso-
phers as far from one another as, for instance, Heidegger and 
Bergson, who try to ground time in temporality through quasi-
transcendental arguments. These arguments depend on a distinction 
between primordial and derived. I also consider different philoso-
phers’ accounts of reconciliation that do not depend on transcen-
dental arguments, logical priority, or a priori status. These include 
Nietzsche, Deleuze, and Žižek, among others. Grouping the theo-
ries according to historical affi nities gives us the following four 
debating arenas.

First, there are those who seek reconciliation through memory. 
Proust with his notion of “reminiscence” is a paradigm case of this 
approach. Deleuze characterizes Proustian reminiscence as invol-
untary synthesis. In contrast to this involuntary, passive synthesis 
stands Walter Benjamin’s voluntary active synthesis of “remem-
brance.” These two different kinds of memory rely on different 
accounts of the relation of time and temporality, as I will show 
below.

The second group consists of Husserl and then Heidegger in his 
different stages. Heidegger adapts Husserl’s structure of “reten-
tion” into “resoluteness” in Being and Time. Alienation from time 
is manifested in inauthentic Dasein by the mechanics of what I call 
“regulation.” The later Heidegger has a more passive relation to 
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time, which he calls Gelassenheit, and which Žižek interprets as 
withdrawal from engagement, or “resignation.”

The third grouping represents recent attempts to move beyond 
critical theory, particularly as practiced by the Frankfurt School and 
its successors, including Jürgen Habermas. One goal of this group 
is to reconcile past and present by writing what Foucault calls the 
“history of the present” (that is, the critical history of how we have 
become who we are) without appeal to the notion of ideology, at 
least in its classic sense as false consciousness.2 The epistemologi-
cal problem with ideology in this sense is how a class conscious-
ness can be said to be false if it is unclear how a class consciousness 
can be said to be true. Slavoj Žižek wants to rethink the idea of 
ideology without abandoning the possibility of critique. More 
radically, Michel Foucault and Gilles Deleuze have little or no use 
for the idea of false consciousness, and they believe that social 
criticism is nevertheless still possible without appealing to the 
notion of ideology at all.

The fourth grouping shows how Husserl and Bergson, without 
being merged, nevertheless can be reconciled in Deleuze’s account 
of Aion and Chronos. Nietzsche and Bergson are also brought into 
dialogue. Nietzsche seeks reconciliation through “recurrence.” 
Bergson assimilates past, present, and future in the process that he 
calls “relaxation” (as opposed to contraction). For Deleuze these 
strategies all represent what he identifi es as “repetition.”

Not every theorist mentioned in this book is listed here, and no 
defi nitive list of strategies is possible. The point is to recover 
several different ways of merging time and temporality so that the 
possibility of reconciliation of temporality and time is at least 
indicated. Each of these strategies has its advantages and disadvan-
tages, and none can claim to be more than a possible interpretation 
of the problem. Each is thus a possible solution or resolution, 
although not the only one. Each one may see itself as the synthesis 
of the others, but the sequence of the groups is not apocalyptic and 
there is no prioritization implied. No one theorist gets it right and 
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no one is wrong. These are different ways of dealing with different 
senses of the time of our lives. They are all possible strategies, 
even if ultimately each will fall short. The sting of time can never 
be taken away entirely. If we can reconcile ourselves to that fact, 
then we will have made a positive step toward living more 
completely.

There is also a methodological side to this reconciliation. 
Phenomenology is not a subdivision of the philosophy of mind. If 
phenomenology is going to be able to rethink philosophy in a 
thoroughgoing way, it should not be thought of as analyzing 
“mental” experience only. The world is as temporal as the mind 
and temporality is not to be thought of as coming exclusively from 
one or the other. That is to say, temporality should not be put in 
the box of either idealism or realism.

What we are witnessing throughout this discussion of the recon-
ciliation of the sting of time with the enjoyment of life is also the 
reconciliation of the difference between descriptive phenomenol-
ogy and normative hermeneutics. No longer merely descriptive, 
phenomenology turns into genealogy insofar as it does not shirk 
the normative issues at stake. These normative issues can be exis-
tential, moral, social, or political, but they need to be addressed. 
Genealogy, unlike phenomenology, cannot settle for explaining 
how knowledge is possible. If, as Levinas also charged, tradition-
ally phenomenology is preoccupied with the cognitive, now its 
critical potential for explaining how normative comportment is 
possible must be developed.

One dimension of the normative is the political. By the “politi-
cal,” I mean a philosophical account of how normative discussion 
in the social realm or the “public sphere” can occur.3 Politically, 
the various theories of how temporality temporalizes itself, whether 
from the future or from the past, have had consequences for 
an understanding of agency and action. Although there is little 
endorsement here of the hope built into Kant’s optimism about the 
progress of humanity toward the best possible society, Derrida’s 
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insistence on his right to irony is a good example of how activism 
can be justifi ed even by a more pluralistic and less universalist 
theory. Irony can, of course, lead to a do-nothing cynicism. But a 
more thoroughgoing irony can also turn cheerfully against itself. 
Thus, the irony of the present study is that although it calls 
for engagement in the social, political, and historical world, it 
does so at such a basic philosophical level that its relevance for 
political activism may be obscure. For analysis of this level of 
generality the only justifi cation is that it makes action more intel-
ligible. Unlike an event, which is a mere occurrence, an action 
requires some understanding of what it intends to do or to achieve. 
Activism requires action, but to count as such, an action must be 
understood. In these studies I am exploring philosophical views 
about the most basic condition for the possibility of action, political 
or otherwise, namely, temporality. Action presupposes time, so any 
theory of action must contain, at least implicitly, a view about 
time.

Applying the method of genealogy to temporality sweeps away 
some of what common sense believes about time, and at the same 
time it recoups and preserves certain insights that are buried in our 
ordinary and mythical ways of talking about time. As Merleau-
Ponty remarks, “There is more truth in mythical personifi cations 
of time than in the notion of time considered, in the scientifi c 
manner, as a variable of nature in itself, or, in the Kantian manner, 
as a form ideally separable from its matter.”4 Temporality is often 
invisible. But if these investigations awaken intuitions and quicken 
refl ections about a phenomenon that is usually below the threshold 
of visibility, they will have served their purpose.

For example, one way to test any account of temporality is to 
see its critical potential over against some standard platitudes of 
how to deal with the sting of time. In comparison to such adages, 
the much more complex strategies of reconciliation that I describe 
below will show up to an advantage. Take, for instance, the injunc-
tion to “live for the moment.” The idea is to live without any regard 
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for or thought of the future. If Husserl, Heidegger, and Bergson/
Deleuze are right, this would be impossible advice to heed. One 
must always have some future. Indeed, this advice to live as if there 
were no tomorrow is really saying that the near future is simply 
more important than the more distant future.

Arthur Schopenhauer, philosophy’s wittiest pessimist, dispatches 
this adage handily. To the allegedly greatest wisdom that would 
make the enjoyment of the present, which is the foundation for the 
entirety of our existence, the supreme object of life and thus the 
only reality, Schopenhauer retorts that this motto is really the great-
est folly. “For that which in the next moment exists no more, and 
vanishes utterly, like a dream,” he says, “can never be worth a 
serious effort.”5 Similarly, once something is in the past, for Scho-
penhauer, it loses all reality: “That which has been exists no more; 
it exists as little as that which has never been.”6 Schopenhauer’s 
attitude toward temporality is captured pithily when he writes, 
“Time is that in which all things pass away; it is merely the form 
under which the will to live  .  .  .  fi nds out that its efforts are in vain; 
it is that agent by which at every moment all things in our hands 
become as nothing, and lose any real value they possess.”7

Pessimism indeed can be an effective strategy for dealing with 
the sting of time. By recognizing the problem as the truth of the 
matter, and by adopting an ironic stance toward this supposed 
truth, pessimism puts itself forward as the most consistent stance 
possible. There is, however, a difference between pessimism and 
pathology. There are cases of pathology induced in people who 
are forced to live just for the moment if only because it does 
seem unlikely that there will be a tomorrow. In the concentration 
camps of the Holocaust, for instance, or in the grips of severe job-
lessness or hopeless social circumstances, people can live for the 
moment without any hope for the future. This social pathology 
induces psychological pathology that must appear to itself to be 
normal insofar as there are no other viable solutions in such 
circumstances.
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The alternative adage to “live for the moment” is always to “plan 
for the future.” Much loved by parents and hated by their offspring, 
this saying has the obvious disadvantage of sacrifi cing present sat-
isfactions for abstract future securities and benefi ts that may never 
materialize. Is there anything comparable about the past? Proust 
and Benjamin point to the ameliorative power of memory. Even 
memory can become exaggerated and painful, however. In Jane 
Birkin’s recent fi lm, Boxes, her character cries out, “I can’t take 
any more memories!” In the political sphere, the emphasis on 
memory and tradition can become nostalgic to the point where 
action is only ever undertaken to maintain the status quo. These 
platitudes, “live for the moment” and “plan for the future,” show 
how ignoring the dimensionality of temporality can lead to ques-
tionable experiential generalizations.

This chapter is, then, an attempt to provide an example of how 
the phenomenological analyses could be applied to existential, 
normative issues. To help in keeping track of the complex terrain 
of the discussion, an outline is provided in fi gure 5.1, with the 
proviso that the groupings are for convenience of exposition only 
and that other combinations are appropriate as well.

Strategy 1 Remembering: Proust and Benjamin

In the course of explaining Bergson in Difference and Repetition 
as well as in Proust and Signs, Deleuze raises the question, how 
can we reconcile ourselves to all the time that we have lost and the 
little bit of time that is left to us? How can we redeem the past? 
This dilemma is familiar from Proust’s major work, and so is 
Proust’s answer: through “reminiscence.” Proust had studied with 
Bergson, so it is appropriate for Deleuze to translate this notion 
into Bergson’s terminology as a passive synthesis, that is, an invol-
untary memory that differs (in kind, not simply in degree) from the 
active synthesis of a voluntary memory. Usually Proustian imma-
nence is explained as the association of a past and a present sensa-
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tion. But this theory of the association of ideas cannot account, 
Deleuze believes, for the intense joy that Proust indicates. Combray, 
the childhood village of the protagonist, comes back to Proust’s 
protagonist suddenly from the taste of the tea and the madeleine. 
In Difference and Repetition (and similarly in Proust and Signs) 
Deleuze describes this moment of reminiscence poignantly as 
follows:

Combray reappears, not as it was or as it could be, but in a splendor which 
was never lived, like a pure past which fi nally reveals its double irreduc-
ibility to the two presents which it telescopes together: the present that it 
was, but also the present present which it could be. Former presents may 

Figure 5.1

Reconciliations of Time and Temporality 

I. Recovering lost time through memory
Reminiscence—Proust
Remembrance—Benjamin 

II. Recovering lost time through interpretation
Resoluteness—early Heidegger (authentic)
Regulation—early Heidegger (inauthentic)
Resignation—later Heidegger
Retention—Husserl and Merleau-Ponty     

IV. Recovering lost time through temporalization
Recurrence—Nietzsche
Relaxation—Bergson
Repetition—Deleuze   

III. Recovering lost time through critique
Revolution—Marx
Reflection—Foucault
Rogues—Derrida
Refusal—Zizek  
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be represented beyond forgetting by active synthesis, in so far as forgetting 
is empirically overcome. Here, however, it is within Forgetting, as though 
immemorial, that Combray reappears in the form of a past that was never 
present: the in-itself of Combray.  .  .  .  The present exists, but the past alone 
insists and provides the element in which the present passes and successive 
presents are telescoped.8

The village is remembered not as it was, but now in its signifi cance 
for all his life, which he could not have realized as a child. In that 
sense, then, Deleuze says that this past has never been present.

Spontaneous reminiscence is not something that one can will-
fully attain. As a form of coming to terms with the passage of 
objective time, a Proustian reminiscence is not something that one 
can simply decide to have. Moreover, reminiscence is a radically 
individual affair that will be different for everyone. Many of us 
have had such an experience at least faintly, perhaps by revisiting 
places once familiar in one’s youth. Such experiences require some 
temporal distance from the past, but not necessarily a great deal. 
Going back to Paris year after year can, for instance, involve remi-
niscence of previous visits—in a form of what I referred to earlier 
as a wirkungsgeschichtliches Bewusstsein.

In Proust and Signs Deleuze presses the question of where the 
intense feeling of joy comes from, “a joy so powerful that it suffi ces 
to make us indifferent to death.”9 The mere similarity of the taste 
of the madeleine on two occasions is not a suffi cient explanation 
for the strength of the emotion that Proust describes. Deleuze 
begins to answer this question by noticing that voluntary memory 
is standardly theorized as connecting an actual present with an 
actual past. But for any Bergsonian, this way of thinking about 
memory misconstrues the phenomenology because it fi rst breaks 
temporality up into moments that are like different photographs 
that are then compared. Proust rejects this photographic metaphor 
for the reason that it misrepresents the essence of pastness. The 
metaphor of the past as like a series of photographs, or a succession 
of cinematographic frames, loses the sense in which time passes. 
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The past does not get frozen into a frame the instant it is over. For 
Bergsonians like Proust and Deleuze even Husserl’s account fails 
to capture the sense in which the past is not a real succession of 
instants, no matter how interconnected. Instead of a real succession 
(une succession réelle), the Bergsonian past is constituted, on 
Deleuze’s reading, in a virtual coexistence with the present (une 
coexistence virtuelle).10 The “virtual” is precisely the essence of 
pastness, which is not to be a past that “has been,” but to be some-
thing that “is” and that coexists with the present. If voluntary 
memory breaks the past and the present into separate domains, 
involuntary memory shows their more primordial immanence, their 
inherence in each other at least virtually if not in reality, or in their 
“truth” if not in their actuality.11

There are two phenomenological features of involuntary memory 
that should be emphasized: its abruptness and its brevity. First, 
involuntary memories can break into the present in sudden, 
unexpected ways that could not be prepared for or anticipated.12 
The “pure” past cannot be reduced to any single present, and it 
exceeds each and every present. Second, involuntary memories 
surge up, but do not last long. Indeed, they could not last long. Like 
a glimpse of eternity, they cannot be more than instantaneous. 
Nevertheless, the effect of the experience can be so valuable 
that it is said to make life worth living. The brevity of the moment 
of the madeleine contrasts markedly, then, with the length of 
Proust’s novel. Like Bergson’s cone, the taste of the madeleine 
contains in a “contracted” manner the entire novel, which is 
achieved with the gradual unpacking or “relaxing” of the singular 
experience.

The lost past recovered through reminiscence carries with it a 
sense of the entire life in which it fi gured. The length of the novel 
is due to the fact that the entire life must be experienced to realize 
the signifi cance that Combray had for this particular life. The sig-
nifi cance of the memory for the entire life is not something 
that could be remembered as simple recall or “recollection.” The 
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memory’s connectedness to the present surges up along with the 
past scene.

Reminiscence is, of course, a form of redemption that is 
aesthetic. The aesthetic feature does not mean, however, that invol-
untary memories are fi ctional. If reminiscence can change our lives 
by giving us a different sense of the story of our lives, that story 
is not a fairy tale. Whether or not spontaneous reminiscence results 
through a form of sensory stimulation or synesthesia, as it did for 
Proust through the madeleine and tea,13 it is also personal. As aes-
thetic and personal it might seem to be open to the objection that 
it has little to do with the political. In fact, when reminiscence is 
made into a philosophical category, it runs the risk of losing the 
redemptive value it had as a literary experience. Stated as a philo-
sophical strategy for personal redemption from the passing of time, 
it seems to presuppose alienation and anomie, and of course it 
could appear to be nostalgic.

In chapter 3 the question was raised, is nostalgia always bad? 
The standard objection to nostalgia is that the object of nostalgia 
is a past that never was. This past is usually highly personal and 
accessed through private reminiscence. As a purely personal form 
of reconciliation, reminiscence has other limitations as a strategy 
for reconciliation than its lack of relevance for or interest to others. 
Memories that surge up may also be painful and of limited value 
for reconciliation. Repressed memories of childhood abuse or other 
forms of trauma are more often the cause than the solution to res-
sentiment against time. Loss, as of parents, can also be painful even 
late in life.

A response to these objections is apparent in the examples at 
hand, namely, Proust writing his quasi-autobiographical novel, and 
Bergson, with his notion of the past coming into being as its 
present. Bergson is certainly not nostalgic, and neither is Deleuze, 
affi rms Alain Badiou in his frequently critical book, Deleuze: “La 
clameur de l’Être.” To be nostalgic is to have a sense of a loss of 
being, and a negation of becoming. In contrast, the temporality of 
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Bergson and Deleuze involves a sense of increased, supplemented 
being (“un accroissement, un supplément d’être”).14 Temporality is 
a “double creation,” a “scission créatrice,” that generates not only 
the past but also the future.15

Proust is hardly nostalgic in the above sense, either. For one 
thing, the pain of the past is not covered over. Furthermore, writing 
is itself a way of coming to terms with time, and Proust’s writing 
in particular is a way of confronting one’s present and future 
through memorialization based on one’s own sense of the past. 
Proust is unique, of course, for the delicacy of his reminiscences. 
Moreover, recreating his life as an aesthetic experience has had 
social value and is not in fact an act of isolated individualism. 
Nietzsche is another example of someone who reworked his life 
into his writings and thereby reconciled himself to time.16 Writing, 
whether literary or philosophical, is a way of coming to terms with 
time. There is no guarantee of success, but then, no one succeeds 
in overcoming time in the end. All one can hope for through this 
individual effort is reconciliation with one’s own temporality, the 
time of one’s own life.

A contrasting attitude is “remembrance.” This notion is derived 
from Walter Benjamin. According to the account of memory of 
Bergson as transmitted through Deleuze, memory is an active and 
voluntary effort to recapture a past that is already at a distance from 
the present moment. Remembrance is thus different from reminis-
cence on a past that was never present. Benjamin’s strategy is a 
voluntary way of achieving an effect similar to Proust’s, but on a 
politically broader base. Benjamin thinks that social and political 
resistance is motivated more by past injustice than by future hope. 
There is thus a weak messianic power involved in remembrance 
insofar as it reminds us of past expectations that have been lost or 
buried by other interpretations of the tradition. Although remem-
brance can be personal and individual, it can also be social and 
collective. We all remember individuals who have been important 
not only to ourselves, but to others. Friends, teachers, idealized 
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others are not just examples, but paradigms—model existences. 
Benjamin’s life is itself a paradigmatic example of how remem-
bered injustice could generate present action to bring about a better 
future for others and not merely for oneself. By writing history 
from the point of view of the victims—against the grain, as it 
were—time is not reversed, but its course is defl ected. Remem-
brance can remind present agents that there were forks in the road 
with paths that were not taken, but that are still open today through 
revisionary thinking. The power of tradition is not identical to 
traditional power.

Benjamin’s weak utopian moment presents a challenge to leftist 
philosophy of history insofar as it calls for the reconciliation 
not only of time and temporality, but also of the temporal and the 
historical. The Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben maintains 
that every conception of history carries with it a specifi c conception 
of the temporal. What Benjamin begins and Agamben continues is 
the elucidation of this implicit sense of temporality. Agamben’s 
belief is that no new society is possible without a reconceptualiza-
tion of time. Modern political thought has been so preoccupied with 
the philosophy of history, Agamben maintains, that it has neglected 
the concept of time. This neglect erodes its ability to visualize 
the distinctive political possibilities of the modern era. “The origi-
nal task of a genuine revolution,” Agamben argues, “is never 
merely to ‘change the world,’ but also—and above all—to ‘change 
time.’ ”17

Agamben sees Benjamin and Heidegger as the thinkers who 
have articulated the modern sense of time in contrast to the ancient 
and early Christian conceptions of time. Whereas the Greeks had 
a circular conception of time and therefore had little sense of 
history, the early Christians are said to have had a linear view of 
time that allowed for the development of a sense of historical 
direction. For Agamben, the modern conception of time is a secu-
larization of Christian linearity. Both Benjamin and Heidegger base 
their critiques of linear time on a displacement of “continuous, 
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quantifi ed time.”18 Agamben sees these philosophers as opening the 
door to an understanding of time that is revolutionary, not only in 
the sense that it is novel and unanticipated, but also in the sense 
that it is the conceptual model for revolution: “It is this time which 
is experienced in authentic revolutions,” writes Agamben, “which, 
as Benjamin remembers, have always been lived as a halting of 
time and an interruption of chronology.”19 For Agamben, Benja-
min’s “Theses on the Philosophy of History” is especially signifi -
cant in that it shows that “history is not, as the dominant ideology 
would have it, man’s servitude to continuous linear time, but man’s 
liberation from it: the time of history and the cairós in which man, 
by his initiative, grasps favorable opportunity and chooses his own 
freedom in the moment.”20 Insofar as Agamben singles out Hei-
degger as the other discoverer of the modern sense of temporality, 
I now turn to Heidegger’s understanding of how to regain lost 
time.

Strategy 2 Interpretation: Heidegger and Hermeneutics

Philosophical hermeneutics also analyzes the tradition as providing 
critical power in resisting present interpretations of who we are and 
how we have become this way. Some dialogue will thus be possible 
between Benjamin and Proust on the one hand and Heidegger and 
Gadamer on the other. Of course, the political differences of Hei-
degger and Benjamin in their personal lives will also be relevant 
to this conversation. Heidegger’s rectorship and his affi liation with 
National Socialism cannot be easily separated from his philosophy. 
Not only his personal life but also his philosophy refl ects his 
involvement on the wrong side of practical politics starting in the 
early 1930s. Before that he seems to have been mainly caught up 
in his work. Agamben maintains, however, that as far as Hei-
degger’s notion of primordial temporalization goes, this conception 
of the temporal is “in no way opposed” to the Marxist philosophy 
of history.21 If that is right, then Heidegger’s phenomenology of 
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temporality can in fact contribute to the analysis of the modern 
Zeitgeist. This analysis becomes richer and deeper, however, when 
Bergson’s views are incorporated into it.

Heidegger takes over Husserl’s notion of retention as a way of 
understanding how the past accompanies the present as new pres-
ents push old ones into the background. We have seen in chapter 
3 the limitations of Husserl’s account, especially when it is con-
trasted with Bergson’s account. Heidegger’s deliberate lack of 
engagement with Bergson on the topic of temporality is disappoint-
ing, then, because Heidegger’s notion of the ecstases of temporality 
seems in many ways more like Bergson’s cone than Husserl’s linear 
diagram. Ecstases are not coming out of the past or the future, but 
are fully present. They indicate in which direction temporality is 
oriented. Note that there is not one direction for all of time, but 
each ecstasis has its own directionality. The ecstasis can move 
outward toward the past by “relaxing” the focus on the need for 
present action. Or it can enhance present action by focusing on the 
near future in a more “contracted” way.

Where Heidegger differs most signifi cantly from Bergson is in 
(1) the priority that Heidegger gives to the future in contrast with 
Bergson, for whom the future is not real, and (2) the account that 
Heidegger gives of historicity and temporality. As I have argued 
earlier, Heidegger’s emphasis on the future is often wrongly attrib-
uted to his fascination with death. What really motivates his privi-
leging of the futural is not death, but his hermeneutical account of 
understanding and interpretation. Insofar as the understanding is 
always forward-looking, it involves what Heidegger calls the “pro-
jection” of possibilities. Unlike Husserl and Bergson, who have 
relatively little to say about the future, Heidegger’s orientation is 
largely futural. The overall tenor of Heidegger’s forward-looking 
philosophy thus contrasts with Bergson’s and Husserl’s more past-
oriented theories.

As for the second difference between Heidegger and Bergson, 
interpreters of Heidegger often think of Dasein as temporal most 
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primordially, and then with historicity added on as a secondary, 
optional layer. On my reading, this idea of layers misconstrues the 
relation of historicity and temporality. The assumption that I wish 
to counter is that Dasein is most primordially a singular conscious 
individual who exists autonomously from others. I take Heidegger 
at his word that Dasein is always already Mitsein, or being- with-
others. Insofar as the Mitsein involves historicity, what leads 
Heidegger to describe temporality fi rst and historicity second is the 
order of explication. He fi rst lays out the modes of temporality 
required for life to be connected from birth to death. But historicity 
is equally required by the order of being insofar as Dasein is part 
of a social world right from the start. So although he fi rst explains 
temporality and then historicity, in fact Dasein could not be a tem-
poral being unless it were also capable of being a social being. 
Earlier I remarked that temporality is not necessarily historical 
because it seems possible that people might be aware of time 
passing without any awareness that history was in the making. That 
remark does not prevent me from asserting now that any temporal 
being is also capable of political engagement and historical involve-
ment. The limitations on the possibilities for concrete action are of 
course part of the situation. Once again, however, remembrance 
shows us individuals who managed to act historically in socially 
signifi cant ways even against overwhelming odds.

Mention of historicity raises the specter of relativism. For 
instance, Heidegger’s predecessor, Wilhelm Dilthey, often relativ-
izes knowledge and values to worldviews. Heidegger’s insistence 
on the historicity of Dasein does not lead to the relativistic histori-
cism that Dilthey encounters with his account of worldviews. The 
worry is that any theory involving the idea of different worldviews 
has trouble explaining why some worldviews are better than others. 
If value is relative to worldviews, then what it is wrong for me to 
do might very well be acceptable to someone from another culture. 
Note, however, that the idea of a worldview depends on the 
scheme–content distinction. The Kantian tradition took Kant’s idea 
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of the twelve categories of experience to imply that if different 
concepts were involved, a different conceptual scheme would 
produce different experiences, and indeed, even a different world 
from our world. There would thus be a certain incommensurability 
between conceptual schemes. Talk of conceptual schemes is thus 
relativistic. It is important to realize that Heidegger’s appeal to the 
notion of interpretation breaks with the neo-Kantian faculty psy-
chology whereby alternative conceptual schemes can be imposed 
on a given content. Unlike conceptual schemes, interpretations are 
not incommensurable. Heidegger does not need to think that his 
interpretation of human existence is relativistic. He can consis-
tently believe that he is interpreting human existence, and that his 
interpretation is sound.

Historicity is a permanent feature of human existence, just as 
are the structures of understanding, attunement, and discourse. 
Heidegger can believe this without contradiction because although 
the Dasein is always historical from an ontological or existential 
point of view, it is not always historical from an everyday 
(ontic or existentielle) point of view.22 That is because Dasein’s 
historicity can be undifferentiated, authentic, or inauthentic. To 
be undifferentiated is not yet to be either authentic or inauthentic. 
Not all peoples have recognized their historicity. If Hegel were 
right, a people that did not have writing would not be able to 
interpret itself as historical. (Heidegger refers to such people as 
“primitive Dasein”—“primitive” is, however, a term that is 
challenged today on the grounds that it simplifi es people who 
are just as complex as moderns, if not more so.23) These people 
are not inauthentic, however, but merely undifferentiated between 
the authentic and the inauthentic. Inauthentic historicity results 
from a narrowing down of the range of possibilities to a few 
that are simply taken over from the past. In contrast, authentic 
historicity is achieved through critical awareness of the wider 
range of possibilities that are open at a given moment. This critical 
awareness applies to one’s own situation as well, and Heidegger 
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says that one must always be willing to “take back” (zurück-
nehmen) one’s resolve to pursue certain possibilities if that resolve 
leads one into a seriously compromised position.24 Of course, 
Heidegger should have remembered his own notion of a self-
 critical take-back later in the 1930s when he apparently regretted, 
although he never renounced, his decision to ally himself with 
National Socialism.

Heidegger goes beyond Husserl’s notion of retention insofar as 
Heidegger is not concerned with the linear, diachronic connections 
between discrete moments. Husserl’s diagram commits Husserl to 
try to connect the dots of the series of nows to make a straight line. 
That is, Husserl’s spatialization of time into distinct nows is built 
into his sense of what his philosophical task is and what he has to 
show. In contrast, Heidegger’s ecstases are built into the present in 
such a way that time and temporality come together again, if only 
to come apart right away in the distinction between inauthentic and 
authentic temporality. Inauthentic temporality reduces time to a 
series of nows through the process of “leveling off,” or what I call 
“regulation.” Heidegger says that inauthentic temporality must 
think of time in terms of nows that are diachronically the same, 
and quantitatively identical. Authentic temporality, in contrast, 
does not reduce time to measurable instants, but sees time and 
temporality as conjoined in a qualitative and not merely quantita-
tive sense of time’s duration.

Against the measurable, quantifi ed time that regulates and con-
trols inauthentic Dasein, Heidegger contrasts the temporal duration 
built into the moment of vision of authentic Dasein. At this point, 
however, it becomes important to distinguish the early from the 
later Heidegger, that is, the Heidegger of the middle to late 1920s, 
including Being and Time in 1927 on the one hand, and the 
Heidegger of the “Letter on Humanism” of 1947 as well as much 
of his writing after that. The early Heidegger argues that authentic 
Dasein can take over its fi nitude explicitly through what he calls 
“anticipatory” resoluteness. In anticipatory resoluteness, authentic 
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Dasein does not simply sit back and await the future, but actively 
anticipates it by going out and doing something about bringing it 
about. This response indicates that authentic Dasein has to answer 
for the world actively.

The contrast between the early and the later Heidegger is brought 
out nicely in the later Heidegger’s discussion of the sentence from 
Being and Time, “Es gibt Sein” (literally, “it gives Being,” although 
it is better translated as “There is Being”). The early Heidegger 
was often read as meaning by the “Es” that the giver of Being 
was Dasein. In 1947, however, the later Heidegger maintains in 
the “Letter on Humanism” that when Being and Time says “Es 
gibt Sein,” the “Es” is Sein. In the early text, the sentence in ques-
tion reads, “Only so long as Dasein is, is there [gibt es] Being.” 
The later Heidegger claims that because Being is both the clearing 
and what sends the clearing, Dasein was not meant to be the 
clearing:

For the “it” that here “gives” is Being itself. The “gives” names the essence 
of Being that is giving, granting its truth. The self-giving into the open, 
along with the open region itself, is Being itself.25

For the later Heidegger, Being and not Dasein is thus the basis for 
the open clearing in which things show up.26

Although these might seem to be metaphysical issues that have 
little practical bearing, the later Heidegger gives up the activist 
stance he takes in the 1920s, before his political disillusionment. 
In contrast, he adopts what I call a stance of ontological passivism. 
The stance is ontological because it involves the clearing itself as 
the condition for what shows up in the clearing. The stance is 
passive because on this later view, Dasein receives its clearing from 
Sein instead of actively taking on the world of its own accord. 
Criticism is possible only through poetry and philosophy done 
more as “meditative thinking” than as social and political engage-
ment. In fact, Heidegger warns against getting involved in the 
public sphere: “if humanity is to fi nd its way once again into the 
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nearness of Being, it must fi rst learn to exist in the nameless. In 
the same way, human beings must recognize the seductions of the 
public realm as well as the impotence of the private.”27 There is 
little that we can actually do, the message is, and the best we can 
accomplish is simply to wait, to be ready, and to be open to new 
possibilities, should they materialize.

This passivism is reinforced by the later Heidegger’s statements 
to the effect that humanity is merely the “shepherd of Being.”28 In 
contrast to Sartre’s existential humanism whereby, in Sartre’s 
words, “[humanity] is the being whose appearance brings the world 
into existence,” Heidegger writes, “[humanity] does not decide 
whether and how beings appear, whether and how God and the 
gods or history and nature come forward into the clearing of Being, 
come to presence and depart.”29

Which of Heidegger’s accounts is preferable, the earlier one or 
the later one? Certainly there are advantages to each. His earlier 
stance of normative activism provides a more positive account of 
agency. Although limited by fi nitude, Dasein can take charge of 
itself and transform its situation to a certain degree. The attraction 
of this early account is that it is more optimistic about the possibil-
ity of the transformation of self and society. From the standpoint 
of the passivism of the later Heidegger, however, this treatment of 
agency looks like a continuation of the anthropocentric tradition 
that allows us to dominate and destroy nature. Rather than seeing 
“humanity” as the measure of things, the later view challenges the 
very idea of humanity in an even more radical way than the earlier 
view does.

Heideggerian hermeneutics is an area where time and temporal-
ity are reconciled in tradition. Connection to tradition makes 
the efforts of social life intelligible. Rather than being nostalgic, 
interpretation opens up avenues for future action that carries out 
values and choices that have been forgotten. Not reactionary, 
hermeneutics opens up possibilities. For some, however, a more 
radical political temporality will be desirable, and that is why the 
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postcritical theory movement, to be described next, represents a 
more activist alternative.

Strategy 3 Critique: Foucault, Derrida, and Žižek

This section is concerned with political temporality, that is, with 
the way temporality conditions politics. From Marx, for whom 
revolution is the way that time and temporality are brought together, 
through the poststructuralists, who lose hope in the teleology of 
revolution, the radical political scene appears to many to lose its 
motivation and momentum. Žižek’s Bartleby politics, discussed in 
chapter 4, may be the latest and most provocative attempt to revital-
ize an “in your face” style of politically activist theory. Whether it 
is any less quietist than the philosophical movements that it would 
replace, however, is still a question. After a discussion of Foucault’s 
account of the temporalization of modern society, this section 
returns to Žižek’s critique of both Heidegger and poststructuralism, 
because Žižek sees poststructuralism as being obsessed with the 
problem of Heidegger’s politics.

First, I must explain how I distinguish poststructuralism from 
the period following poststructuralism in which we now stand. I 
date the beginning of poststructuralism from the publication of 
Deleuze’s book on Nietzsche in 1962 and its end with Foucault’s 
death in 1984. Even Foucault had moved beyond poststructuralism 
at that point. Poststructuralism shifts philosophical attention from 
Hegel, Husserl, and Heidegger to Freud, Marx, and especially 
Nietzsche. The structuralism that precedes poststructuralism is 
not a philosophical movement, but more of a social scientifi c 
methodology to replace philosophy with the so-called sciences of 
“man.” Preoccupied with bringing these sciences up to the level of 
the sciences of nature, structuralism attempts to fi nd rules for 
conduct that operate independently of and prior to conscious aware-
ness and control. Poststructuralism continues this activity of giving 
explanations of controlling but invisible features of behavior. 
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Poststructuralism gives up, however, structuralism’s pretensions to 
scientifi c objectivity as well as to philosophical foundationalism 
(that is, the attempt to base philosophy on indubitable premises). 
Although language is the paradigm for both structuralists and post-
structuralists, poststructuralist philosophers supposedly no longer 
place as much emphasis on universal rules, whether a priori or 
empirical. Instead, they tend to theorize difference rather than iden-
tity, multiplicity rather than univocity, simulacra rather than simi-
larity. A list of the main doctrines of poststructuralism would have 
to include the following: (1) critique of subjectivity; (2) critique of 
universality; (3) critique of progress in knowledge; (4) critique of 
progress in history.

Michel Foucault
Poststructuralists tend to avoid normative philosophy and they are 
wary about normative standards. In the 1980s, however, Foucault 
and also Derrida began to write on ethical, social, and political 
issues in positive, constructive ways. Perhaps their motivation for 
doing so came from the fact that they were frequently charged with 
being unable to discuss normative issues without contradicting 
themselves. They were often challenged to say in the name of what 
they were criticizing social formations. To show that he could in 
fact take on value-theoretical issues, Foucault moved fi rst from the 
method of archaeology to the method of genealogy. Both of these 
approaches point to subliminal factors that make us who we are. 
Archaeology tries to unearth the structures or rules that govern our 
discourses. Genealogy uncovers the power relations that form our 
very subjectivity. Foucault then moves from writing the genealogy 
of power to writing the genealogy of ethics. In the interview enti-
tled “On the Genealogy of Ethics,” he adapts Hegel’s notion of 
ethical substance to his studies of the history of sexual ethics.30 He 
moves beyond thinking of social practices as being acquired below 
the threshold of perceptibility, and calls explicitly for the value of 
“refl ection” on what we can do freely. Refl ection might well show 
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us that we are not as free as we think, but nevertheless without 
refl ection there is no freedom.

From Gadamer we learn that what we are after is better self-
understanding, and that who we are is a function of who we have 
been. From Benjamin we learn to think more radically of the past 
as a means of disrupting our sense of who we have been. From 
Foucault we learn more dramatically to unlearn who we have come 
to be. The Foucault-Benjamin line is summed up aptly by Elizabeth 
Grosz who writes, “The past is our resource for overcoming the 
present, for bringing about a future.”31 The past is the source not 
simply of the repetition in the present of what has been successful 
for those who dominated the past. The tradition also includes over-
looked possibilities that, when seized, can disrupt present oppres-
sion and lead to a different future. We have to look more to lost, 
forgotten, or disguised traditions to fi nd alternative futures for 
ourselves.

Foucault radicalizes tradition by way of his distinction between 
practices of freedom, which he favors, and practices of liberation, 
of which he is wary. He is suspicious of Wilhelm Reich’s idea of 
liberation, which he thinks is derived from a dubious interpretation 
of Freud.32 “Liberation” in this specifi c sense seems to imply that 
there is something already there, one’s true self or one’s innate 
sexuality, for instance, that has been repressed by power and that 
merely needs to be released. He also thinks that Reich’s account 
of liberation rests on the assumption that power is only ever 
domination.

Practices of freedom, in contrast, do not entail this theory 
that all power is domination. All domination is power, but not 
all power is domination. Moreover, these practices of freedom 
involve the ability and desire to resist the micropowers that pres-
sure us to conform. Foucault is not necessarily opposed, however, 
to non-Reichian senses of liberation. Despite his suspicions about 
the term, he will allow us to speak of liberation as long as these 
Reichian associations are avoided.
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Similarly, when he speaks of freedom, he does not mean freedom 
as opposed to power: “I do not think,” he writes, “that a society 
can exist without power relations.”33 But because power relations 
are not opposed to freedom, and because power is not necessarily 
domination, the point is to “play these games of power with as little 
domination as possible.”34 Genealogy may contribute to the process 
of breaking with our traditional sense of the past and who we are 
through what Foucault calls désubjectivisation or désassujettisse-
ment, which could be translated as “desubjectifi cation,” “desubjec-
tion,” or “desubjugation.” Foucault sees the past as working itself 
out in the present through the materiality of power. The materiality 
of disciplinary power is embodiment, and the materiality of bio-
power is population. Genealogy breaks with the materiality of the 
past by resisting the identities that limit our possibilities. These 
identities make us who we are, but they are not fi xed and inaltera-
ble. If in the past we let them be imposed on ourselves, we can in 
turn alter them through transformative practices. Desubjectifi cation 
through practices of the self is diffi cult but not impossible.

When Foucault talks about taking care of the self, he does 
not limit this process to individual subject identities. In fact, he 
challenges the idea that individuals exist as such before their 
socialization.35 What he says about the self would thus apply 
equally well to collective, communal, or social subject identities. 
Desubjectifi cation would thereby radicalize the traditions that form 
our identity. Critical resistance that promotes this kind of social 
desubjectifi cation will open the door to social change resulting 
from the accompanying denormalization, depsychologization, and 
deindividualization.36

In response, then, to the charge that the theory of power cannot 
specify that in the name of which oppression is to be resisted, 
Foucault’s message strikes me as being quite clear. If genealogy 
must specify that in the name of which resistance is justifi ed, let it 
be in the name of transformative freedom, properly understood. 
After all, Foucault himself says that there are cases and situations 
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where “liberation and the struggle for liberation are indispensable 
for the practice of freedom.”37 The desubjectifi cation will not be 
followed by anarchy or barbarism, but by the formation of an ethics 
of how to live. Foucault defi nes ethics as “the refl ected [réfl échie] 
practice of freedom,” and he maintains that “freedom is the onto-
logical condition of ethics.”38 In short, ethics is freedom informed 
by refl ection.

One must understand that Foucault is celebrating an ethics of 
freedom, not an ethics of duty. In that respect, he looks to a future 
that is very different from the future faced by Kant. Foucault’s 
future need not involve conservatively looking back into the past. 
Instead, Foucault’s vision is focused more radically on the present. 
He points to the need for the formation of practices of freedom 
that will lead to critical resistance—resistance not merely to others, 
but to ourselves as well. He would certainly agree with Walter 
Benjamin that memorialization of the victims of history is a para-
digmatic form of such resistance. When we remember to remember 
we are already on the way to our own future—which we know, of 
course, will never turn out to be what we expect.

Does this account of power and resistance thus involve a theory 
of temporality? Despite the widespread assumption that Foucault 
is largely a spatial thinker, as evidenced by his emphasis of panopti-
cal visibility, he does indeed have well-worked-out views about 
temporality. For instance, in his 1973–74 lectures entitled Psychi-
atric Power he distinguishes the temporality of the power of 
sovereignty from that of the disciplinary power that emerges in 
the late eighteenth century. Whereas the power of sovereignty 
involves the traditional model of power as possessed by the sover-
eign and imposed from the top downward on the subjects, disciplin-
ary power is more diffuse and permeates society in a capillary 
fashion. The sovereignty model of power looks backward to the 
principle that founds its authority. This principle can be divine right 
or blood or birth, and it is repeated discontinuously in rituals, cer-
emonies, and narratives that reestablish the tradition from time to 
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time. Disciplinary power, in contrast, “looks forward to the future, 
towards the moment when it will keep going by itself and only a 
virtual supervision will be required, when discipline, consequently, 
will have become habit.”39 Whereas sovereignty depends on the 
idea of precedence, and is thus essentially connected to the past, 
discipline is futural, and it involves a temporal gradient aiming at 
the telos where discipline will function permanently of its own 
accord.

Individuals in modern society are caught in the pincers of these 
two models of power. The experience of the temporality of modern 
society is the effect of this pincers. Modern temporality is produced 
through the confl ict that results when the closure that the material-
ity of the past would impose on the present is opened up by the 
processes of desubjectifi cation.40

The thoroughly temporal character of Foucault’s thought is dif-
fi cult to see at fi rst because it can be found in so many aspects of 
his work. Although as an archaeological or descriptive historian 
he concerns himself with making philosophical points by studying 
the past, as a genealogical or critical historian he writes the “history 
of the present.” The use of the methods of archaeology and geneal-
ogy is not confi ned to different periods of his life. Many of his 
writings combine both of these methods.

Accordingly, Foucault’s analysis of the temporality of not only 
the past and the future, but also the present in particular, is double-
edged. Although his two stances on the present may seem irrecon-
cilable, on my reading which attitude he adopts depends on which 
methodological viewpoint he is occupying. On the one hand, as a 
“methodological archaeologist” who studies the past as a series of 
discontinuities, he cautions against attributing too much impor-
tance to any given present. The present changes, and any given set 
of interests will never dominate the philosophical fi eld forever. As 
an archaeologist Foucault therefore warns against thinking of the 
present as the crucial point of rupture, or the high point, or the 
moment of either completion or returning dawn. Our time is not 
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“the unique or fundamental or irruptive point in history where 
everything is completed and begun again.”41

As a “methodological genealogist,” on the other hand, his other 
attitude toward the present is that the present is in fact where we 
are now. This point is not the truism that one can live only in the 
present. One can, after all, be in the present but not be at all atten-
tive to it. One can be so focused on the past or the future that one 
fails to attend to the transformative possibilities that can be found 
only in the present. Foucault’s call is to live more fully in the 
present, which is where the action is.

From an archaeological perspective, then, the present is no dif-
ferent from any other present. But from a genealogical perspective, 
each present is signifi cantly different from every other present. 
Each present has its distinctive possibilities. Therefore, each present 
is the only one in which we can act. Foucault’s method of geneal-
ogy is the key to action that is specifi c and transformative. The task 
of genealogy is to trace out “the lines of fragility in the present,” 
that is, genealogy should try to grasp “why and how that which is 
might no longer be that which is.”42 The point of genealogical phi-
losophy is to open up “a space of concrete freedom, that is, of 
possible transformation.”43

As I explain in more detail in the postscript to this book, the 
genealogical method should be recognized as Foucault’s most 
lasting contribution to the recent history of thought. Whatever 
stories are told from now on, their emplotment ought to be genea-
logical, however else they are also constructed. Contrary to Deleuze, 
for instance, genealogy is not necessarily opposed to dialectical 
emplotments. The reason genealogy can be dialectical is that it can 
serve either of several functions. For instance, genealogy may 
unmask aspects of ourselves that we have acquired through domi-
nation, and therefore may want to reject. Or genealogy may vindi-
cate aspects of ourselves that we have overlooked because they are 
so close to us and so crucial to our identities. Perhaps genealogy 
can go beyond these critical dimensions of self-analysis and become 
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more positive, even prophetic, by showing us a way out of the past 
that leads to a more open future. But whichever emplotment gene-
alogy adopts—and here is the crucial difference from the Hegelian 
dialectic—genealogy never tries to tell a single story that is true 
for everybody. Genealogy does not attempt to chart a common 
course for all humanity, let alone all of history.

Jacques Derrida
As for Derrida’s turn toward the normative and the political, in 
Rogues he denies that he started writing political philosophy only 
as late as the 1980s and 1990s.44 He says that because his notion 
of différance-with-an-a always involves the political, his writing, 
which is always about différance, was therefore always political. I 
would say that if his early writing has political implications, this 
work is not as explicitly political as the later writings. To say that 
he took a political turn in the 1980s is not to say that he is being 
inconsistent. On the contrary, he is working out the potential of 
deconstruction’s applicability in the practical sphere. Just as Fou-
cault begins discussing ethical issues only after working out cogni-
tive and theoretical issues, Derrida similarly begins discussing 
writers such as Benjamin and discovering value notions that he 
found to be “undeconstructible” only after working out his techni-
cal vocabulary (including such terms as différance, iteration, unde-
cidability, and even deconstruction).

One such undeconstructible is justice. In studies from “The 
Force of Law” and Specters of Marx to Rogues, as we saw in 
chapter 4, he brings out what can or cannot be changed in the 
political sphere of social values. Derrida is insistent that decon-
struction is not giving up the right to use the justifi catory language 
of class struggle and social revolution. He is not slipping back into 
a neo-liberal reformism. Reform is what replaces revolution when 
people lose their sense of what they want. If “revolution” is Marx’s 
way of overcoming time, then Derrida thinks that his roguish stance 
should not be labeled “apolitical.”
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As poststructuralism is superseded in the 1980s with this shift 
of philosophical interest toward normative issues, language and 
subjectivity also change positions in the pantheon of philosophical 
topics. Structuralism is standardly understood to have taken the 
linguistic turn by displacing consciousness and replacing it with 
language as philosophy’s main preoccupation. Poststructuralism 
then tends to continue this disregard for subjectivity. In the phase 
after 1984, however, this prioritization itself is abandoned. Even 
the philosophers such as Foucault and Derrida who might have still 
been pursuing the grail of transcendental philosophy give up the 
effort to make one phenomenon foundational. The result is that 
anything can become the object of philosophical investigation. 
There is a renewed interest in consciousness in both the analytic 
and continental traditions, and there is no need to think that lan-
guage is the model for understanding everything else.

Slavoj Žižek
With the death of Derrida, Žižek has emerged as perhaps the best-
known living European political philosopher. When he says that 
poststructuralism was wrong-headed in attacking the Cartesian 
cogito, however, he appears to go backward rather than forward in 
the history of philosophy. If he restores interest in the Cartesian 
cogito, he does not restore it to its pride of place. Although he 
thinks there is something called the cogito that philosophy can 
analyze, he is not claiming, as far as I can see, that the cogito is 
axiomatic for the rest of philosophy, as it is for Descartes. This is 
another reason for thinking that although Žižek is interested in 
consciousness and subjectivity, he is not really interested in the 
cogito as described specifi cally by Descartes.

In The Ticklish Subject (1999) Žižek does see that Heidegger’s 
Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics is an infl uential text. Žižek 
maintains that “what Heidegger actually encountered in his pursuit 
of Being and Time was the abyss of radical subjectivity announced 
in Kantian transcendental imagination, and he recoiled from this 
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abyss into his [later] thought of the historicity of Being.”45 In short, 
because Heidegger could not work out an account of subjectivity, 
he gave up the transcendental enterprise altogether. The doctrine 
of radical subjectivity is tied to transcendental philosophy, because 
if the subject constitutes the world, then the world is just the 
expression of one person’s will. That is, I believe, a fair if brief 
characterization of the thinking of those who want to connect Hei-
degger’s philosophy to his politics.

But what if that from which Heidegger recoiled was not the 
abyss of radical subjectivity but of radical temporality? What if the 
topic of the Kant book is not subjectivity, but temporality, as I argue 
in chapter 1? There I maintain that Heidegger sees temporality as 
what temporalizes, and thus subjectivity is not the fundamental 
point, but is constituted by temporality. Boredom then illustrates 
more concretely how subjects are produced. Žižek notes that the 
fi ndings about radical subjectivity of the Kant book are never taken 
up again, and that the line of thinking about Kant’s transcendental 
imagination is a philosophical dead-end. But Heidegger did pursue 
the investigation of temporality in other texts, so Žižek might be 
coming to the right conclusion—that Heidegger did not pursue the 
idea of radical subjectivity any further—for the wrong reason. The 
right reason might well be that for Heidegger temporality is more 
primordial than subjectivity, and that Heidegger’s writings through 
the 1920s are attempting to establish that thesis.

The standard interpretation of Heidegger’s politics, Žižek tells 
us, is that Heidegger’s errance into National Socialism is due to 
the fact that Being and Time is still a work of transcendental phi-
losophy. My reading attempts to see that book and others of this 
period not as transcendental arguments, but as hermeneutical inter-
pretations. Interpretations are always revisable, and thus allow for 
more political fl exibility than transcendental arguments. If this 
line of interpretation of Heidegger is plausible (and that is the 
strongest claim I will make for it), then there is no connection 
between Heidegger’s political “stupidity” (as Žižek calls it) and his 
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philosophical acumen. I am left wondering why Žižek does not 
worry that his concern to reestablish the Cartesian cogito might 
have the same implications that he attributes to Heidegger’s alleged 
encounter with radical subjectivity. Will not bringing back the 
Cartesian cogito put us back on the train of transcendental philoso-
phy, where the next stop will be Kant all over again? Would that 
initial and apparently innocuous move not be likely, then, to lead 
to the eternal recurrence of a dubious politics?

Žižek’s answer is perhaps best stated in his early work, where 
he resuscitates rather than buries the politics of May ‘68. He has a 
special fondness for the slogans of those times, one of which was 
“Soyons réalistes! Demandons l’impossible!”46 In the current 
idiom, a good translation might be “Get real! Demand the impos-
sible!” What this means as a political slogan is that unjust social 
phenomena such as the globalization of capitalism can be criticized 
even if there are no obvious alternatives. “Real” and “impossible” 
are of course quasi-technical terms for Žižek. On his account, the 
real is a symbolic construction that nevertheless has serious social 
consequences. There may be a hard kernel somewhere in our expe-
rience that is like the tiny piece of grit that eventually becomes the 
pearl in the oyster. Frankfurt School critical theory tries to identify 
this kernel by unmasking the ideology that conceals it. Critical 
theorists argue that social agents have real interests that get mis-
recognized as a result of coercive power relations. Žižek, however, 
maintains that the idea of real interests is itself only ever an inter-
pretive construction, and that the conception of ideology as a rep-
resentational illusion that veils social reality is to be avoided.

This denial of social reality puts Žižek in the transitional 
paradigm that comes after poststructuralism, and that I call “Post-
Critique.” For Žižek ideology is no longer to be theorized as false 
consciousness, or an illusory representation of the social totality. 
The idea of social totality emerges “only when it fails,” as it neces-
sarily will insofar as totality is “set on effacing the traces of its own 
impossibility.”47 Žižek takes this impossibility of representing the 
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social totality from within as implying that we have to give up 
altogether the idea that the relation of appearance to reality is a 
representational and epistemological matter. There is thus no real 
social totality and the conception of the social reality is instead 
viewed as only an “ethical construction.”48 Any positing of the 
social totality is a way of dealing with “some insupportable, real, 
impossible kernel.”49 “Get real!” in effect tells us to “deal with” 
whatever our problem is. Put this way, of course, the advice does 
not seem particularly helpful. What I take Žižek to be saying, 
however, is that resistance need not be motivated by a clear vision 
of the ideal society. Resistance rejoins time and temporality by 
action in the present that is motivated by the past, even if the future 
is always uncertain. There is thus an ethical obligation to resist 
injustice even if a theory of what a completely just arrangement 
would be is not fully worked out.

Strategy 4 Dual Temporalization: Deleuze on Aion and Chronos

I raise the foregoing questions about Žižek not because I fi nd that 
Žižek’s politics are misguided, but because I have a higher regard 
for poststructuralism and its aftermath than he does. In my view, 
there is a coherent paradigm that runs through poststructuralism 
and after. Call it what you want—deconstructive genealogy, or 
normative hermeneutics, or vindicatory genealogy—but it is the 
enterprise that attempts to understand how temporal beings become 
social individuals who are not simply private subjects, but who are 
situated in a concrete context called the “world.” To take a case in 
point, I proceed toward a conclusion by discussing how Deleuze 
as a philosopher who transcends the category of poststructuralism 
reconciles the contrasting phenomenological versions of temporal-
ity that Husserl and Bergson propose. I label this solution “dual 
temporalization.”

In Logique du sens (1969) Deleuze identifi es two different senses 
of what he calls time but that I think of as temporality. Using terms 
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from the ancient Stoic tradition, he calls one “Aion” and the other 
“Chronos.” He does not name explicitly either Husserl or Bergson 
in association with these two different views of temporality. Aion 
strikes me, however, as the more Husserlian sense of time as dia-
chronic and linear. In contrast, Chronos emphasizes the present in 
a more Bergsonian manner. Chronos is time “grasped entirely as 
the living present in bodies which act and are acted upon.”50 Aion 
is time “grasped entirely as an entity infi nitely divisible into past 
and future, and into the incorporeal effects which result from 
bodies, their actions and their passions.”51 For Chronos, “only the 
present exists in time and gathers together or absorbs the past and 
future.”52 For Aion, “only the past and the future inhere in time and 
divide each present infi nitely.”53 Aion is measured by the Instant: 
“the entire line of the Aion is run through by the Instant which is 
endlessly displaced on this line and is always missing from its own 
place.”54 Whereas Aion is the pure empty form of time, and its 
present is the Now or Instant that has no thickness at all, the present 
of Chronos is “vast and deep.”55

Although the reference to the “living present” could be a refer-
ence to Husserl, and would identify Husserl with Chronos, as 
Leonard Lawlor thinks,56 there is a standard way of interpreting 
Husserl whereby Husserl is identifi ed more with the descriptions 
of Aion. A typical pronouncement of this way of reading Husserl 
comes from Rudolf Bernet in the reference book, Blackwell’s Com-
panion to Continental Philosophy. Bernet interprets Husserl as 
saying that the present can never be perceived because it slides 
immediately into the past: “Consciousness never coincides with its 
present lived experience. Strictly speaking, there is no such thing 
as present consciousness.”57 This interpretation suggests to me not 
the vast and deep present of Chronos, but the empty form of the 
Instant as well as the events that are, as Deleuze says, “not living 
presents, but infi nitives: the unlimited Aion, the becoming which 
divides itself infi nitely in past and future and always eludes the 
present.”58
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Furthermore, when Deleuze contrasts phenomenology and 
Bergson in Cinema 1, he draws on Sartre to say that the phenome-
nologists such as Husserl and Sartre conceive of the intentionality 
of consciousness as the beam of a fl ashlight. In contrast to 
this notion of intentionality, whereby consciousness is always 
“consciousness of something,” for Bergson the opposite is the 
case: “Things are luminous by themselves without anything 
illuminating them: all consciousness is something, it is indistin-
guishable from the thing, that is from the image of light.”59 
Bergson’s conception of ontology is thus more in the ancient tradi-
tion than in the modern one, and aligns more with Chronos than 
with Aion.

Or perhaps Deleuze identifi es Bergson not with Chronos, but 
with Cronos—a different deity. As seen in the crystalline view of 
time, Deleuze says in Cinema 2 that Cronos is “the perpetual foun-
dation of time, non-chrono-logical time.”60 The connection to 
Bergson is implied when Deleuze echoes Bergson’s vitalism 
and says that Cronos is the powerful “Life” that grips the world.61 
This identifi cation is then underscored by Deleuze’s summary of 
Bergson’s major theses on time: “the past coexists with the present 
that it has been; the past is preserved in itself, as past in general 
(non-chronological); at each moment time splits itself into present 
and past, present that passes and past which is preserved.”62 
Although the view commonly attributed to Bergsonism is that 
“duration is subjective, and constitutes our internal life,” Deleuze 
thinks that, on the contrary, for the real Bergson “the only subjec-
tivity is time, non-chronological time grasped in its foundation, and 
it is we who are internal to time, not the other way round.”63 For 
both Bergson and Proust, says Deleuze,

Time is not the interior in us, but just the opposite, the interiority in which 
we are, in which we move, live, and change.  .  .  .  In the novel, it is Proust 
who says that time is not internal to us, but that we are internal to time, 
which divides itself in two, which loses itself and discovers itself in itself, 
which makes the present pass and the past be preserved.64
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At this important intertextual juncture we can see that Deleuze’s 
reading of Bergson is the latest attempt in the history of temporality 
to fi ll out Heidegger’s reading of Kant. As we saw in chapter 1, 
Heidegger inverts the standard reading that takes Kant to be saying 
that the mind imposes time on experience. When Deleuze says 
“subjectivity is never ours, it is time,”65 I understand him to be 
giving us a Bergsonian version of Heidegger’s Kantbuch whereby 
it is not the subject that temporalizes, but temporality itself that 
temporalizes. Insofar as Deleuze affi rms that time is not in us, but 
that temporality is an auto-affection, he is indirectly repeating and 
expanding on Heidegger’s claim that it is not subjects that produce 
temporality, but that temporality produces itself and subjectivity 
follows. Once again, temporality is seen as the Ur-phenomenon 
that makes subjectivity possible.

To continue the interpretation of Aion and Chronos, even if these 
passages associate Bergson with Cronos rather than with Chronos 
per se, Cronos, “the powerful ‘Life’ that grips the world,” is still a 
variant of Chronos, the “vast and deep” living present. This asso-
ciation confi rms the connection of Chronos more with Bergsonism 
than with phenomenology, at least on one standard reading of 
Husserl described above. Assuming that Cronos is a variant of 
Chronos, and thus that Deleuze may have some Bergsonian theses 
in mind when he discusses Chronos, we can reasonably ask how 
the concepts of Aion and Chronos can be reconciled. From one 
perspective, that of traditional logic and reason, they cannot be 
reconciled. Deleuze admits that they would standardly be viewed 
as “mutually exclusive.”66 He remarks,

We have seen that past, present, and future were not at all three parts of a 
single temporality, but that they rather formed two readings of time, each 
one of which is complete and excludes the other: on the one hand, the 
always limited present, which measures the action of bodies as causes and 
the state of their mixtures in depth (Chronos); on the other, the essentially 
unlimited past and future, which gather incorporeal events, at the surface, 
as effects (Aion).67
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From another perspective, however, that of a philosophy of dif-
ference and of becoming, Chronos and Aion are two different but 
complementary ways of grasping temporality. Chronos is the con-
current, living present, whereas Aion represents the perception of 
time as stretched out and divided infi nitely into past and future. In 
this sense, they would be the two sides that any theory of temporal-
ity would have to take into account. From this perspective, Chronos 
and Aion together could be mapped onto both Husserl’s and 
Bergson’s accounts. Deleuze says Chronos and Aion represent 
“two simultaneous readings of time.”68 Expressed this way, the aura 
of paradox disappears, as there is nothing mysterious about viewing 
temporality both synchronically and diachronically, or transver-
sally and longitudinally. Husserlians imagine temporality as fl owing 
along in a stream. Bergsonians take a transverse view across the 
fl ow and capture the present. The two ways of diagramming tem-
porality as either a linear graph or an expandable cone are not 
necessarily in confl ict. In fact, both express essential features of 
temporality.

In the scission at the heart of this dual temporalization, that is, 
in the nonspatial divide between these two readings of temporality, 
the ideal game, the ultimate game, takes place. I read this notion 
of the ideal game as a metaphor for living a life. For Deleuze, the 
ideal game is played “without rules, with neither winner nor loser, 
without responsibility, a game of innocence, a caucus-race, in 
which skill and chance are no longer distinguishable.”69 These 
features—no rules, no winners or losers, no responsibility—form 
a list of attributes that Deleuze calls nomadic. These attributes also 
represent the normative ideals of poststructuralism, for both its 
critics and its proponents. Deleuze’s philosophy of difference 
embodies countercultural norms that are rejected by present-day 
theorists as different from one another as Habermas and Žižek. 
Deleuze’s philosophy of becoming insists on chance as opposed to 
necessity. The necessity to which he is opposed includes not only 
causal necessity, but dialectical necessity as well. For Deleuze there 
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is no higher synthesis of these two confl icting accounts of time in 
which they are mutually rejoined into one. Instead, they must be 
repeated in their difference with each move of the “game.”

Each move of the game of life makes up its own rules, and the 
rules can always be changed. The game is also chancy, and a para-
digm of the ideal game is not the philosopher Wittgenstein’s favor-
ite philosophical example, chess, but the poet Mallarmé’s game of 
throwing dice. (The title of Mallarmé’s most famous poem is “Un 
coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hasard.”) Giorgio Agamben notes 
that at the beginning of the history of philosophy Heraclitus fi gures 
Aion as a child playing with dice.70 Furthermore, Nietzsche empha-
sizes the issue of chance and necessity by way of “the great dice 
game of existence.”71 Deleuze says of Nietzsche (but also, I take 
it, of himself):

Nietzsche identifi es chance with multiplicity, with fragments, with parts, 
with chaos: the chaos of the dice that are shaken and thrown. Nietzsche 
turns chance into an affi rmation.  .  .  .  What Nietzsche calls necessity 
(destiny) is thus never the abolition but rather the combination of chance 
itself.72

Of course, there is no way of winning the ideal game of life. The 
very act of playing is itself an affi rmation of chance. In Bergsonian 
terminology, Mallarmé’s poem is a highly contracted point in com-
parison to Proust’s novel, which could be viewed as aiming at the 
most relaxation possible, perhaps to hold off the movement toward 
the future, and the end. But of course it is an illusion that the longer 
the read, the longer the time is that remains to read it. Time waits 
for no one, no matter how long the book is.

Closing Time

If the way this book has mapped out the terrain of temporality is 
on the right track, it helps to clarify the phenomenological features 
of the time of our lives. Even if temporality and time are not really 
separable, distinguishing them conceptually prevents anyone from 
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closing the door on the possibility of understanding time for anyone 
else who is not trained in contemporary physics or who has issues 
with metaphysics. By starting from “the time of our lives,” rather 
than from “the time of the universe,” nonphysicists and antimeta-
physicians can investigate the crucial phenomenological and exis-
tential issues that motivate many to start thinking philosophically 
in the fi rst place. Rather than close the philosophical door to an 
understanding of time by restricting the analysis to the nature of 
objective time—the time of the universe—phenomenologically the 
door is opened to a dimension of temporality that is real, insofar 
as it characterizes the temporality of our lives, even if temporality 
is not the same as either the objective time of the physical universe 
or the subjective sense of time passing within consciousness. 
Closing “time” opens the way to “temporality.”

Awakening the phenomenological sense of temporality is admit-
tedly a process that can take a long time, and the process is not 
identical to that of accessing subjective time through psychological 
introspection. One respect in which phenomenology differs from 
psychological introspection is that it is based not only on observa-
tions of self, but also on observations of others, including their 
agreement to the results of the analysis. The analysis, furthermore, 
does not involve simply telling one’s own story from an internal 
point of view, but it depends on giving systematic arguments and 
generating a consistent account of the human being.

To sum up these strategies for reconciling the sting of time and 
the enjoyment of time, the basic tension is between the sense that 
we always have some time remaining and the sense that time is 
running out. The initial set of strategies discussed in this chapter 
tries to reconcile these two confl icting senses through reminiscence 
and remembrance. The fi rst of these was achieved through the joy 
that Proust discovered, and that we discover through Proust. 
Whereas that joy is prerefl ective and cannot be willed, Benjamin’s 
strategy of remembering against the grain reconciles the present to 
the process of becoming past by establishing a sense of justice. 
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Rather than justify the present by looking ahead, Benjamin’s alle-
gory suggests that the present can only justify itself by rectifying 
past injustices. Joy and justice are thus the signs that time and 
temporality have been integrated again.

Second, the hermeneutic tradition of Husserl, Heidegger, and 
Gadamer also attempts to reconcile the present and the past. 
Husserl’s notion of retention, Heidegger’s concept of resoluteness, 
and Gadamer’s wirkungsgeschichtliches Bewusstsein represent dif-
ferent ways of becoming conscious of the power of the past over 
any interpretation of what is essential in the present. Resoluteness 
is the means by which we face a fi nite future. Time and temporality 
are thus integrated in a realistic acceptance and anticipation of our 
fi nitude.

The third strategy of reconciliation involves the politics of the 
future. The question of politics is, what social arrangements can 
we all agree to, or can we actively try to bring about? Moreover, 
how can we align ourselves politically, given that there is no stand-
point from which we can see which social arrangement is the best? 
A politics of Refusal and an attitude of either passive aggressivity 
or aggressive passivity may refl ect only angry ressentiment of the 
darkness of the future.

A more considered and refl ective attitude is projected by the 
fourth set of strategies. The synthesis of the previous three attitudes 
can potentially be achieved by a temporalization that combines a 
forward-looking attitude that is fully informed both by sympathy 
for those who suffered past injustices as well as by a practical sense 
for present possibilities. For Deleuze, of course, reconciliation is 
not a synthesis in the sense of a merger or a unifi cation of the two 
senses. For him repetition is of an essential difference that is pre-
served not in the concept, but in the phenomenon, which in this 
case is lived temporality. Whatever the prospects for such a synthe-
sis are, for now we can conclude with an optimistic thought, namely, 
that if temporality temporalizes, then it is open to us to temporalize 
in the way that best brings about both joy and justice.
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This book has studied temporality as seen through the different 
lenses of a variety of philosophical approaches. If phenomenology 
has been the central method under investigation, other methods 
have included Bergsonism, critical theory, pragmatism, deconstruc-
tion, and hermeneutics. This study has allegiances with all these 
traditions, but it understands itself in particular as a form of the 
critical history of philosophy, one that employs genealogical strate-
gies. This postscript will pull together the threads of discussion of 
the three philosophical methods that are most at stake in this book, 
namely, genealogy, phenomenology, and critical theory. In particu-
lar it will focus on the question, “What is genealogy?” The inten-
tion is to clarify how genealogy functions as a method of critique 
by contrasting it with these other conceptions of philosophical 
method. I suggest in conclusion how my project in this book, as 
well as the project of “critical history” more generally, can be 
understood in terms of these rubrics and related distinctions.

To start with a tentative working defi nition, genealogy is a philo-
sophical method of analysis of how certain cognitive structures, 
moral categories, or social practices have come into being histori-
cally in ways that are contrary to the ordinary understanding of 
them. In continental philosophy genealogy is a method often 
ascribed to the poststructuralist philosophers. These philosophers 

Postscript on Method: Genealogy, Phenomenology, 
Critical Theory
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inherit their method from Nietzsche and wield it against other 
dominant trends in French philosophy. One of these trends is the 
phenomenological tradition inspired by Edmund Husserl and 
carried out by Maurice Merleau-Ponty. Another is the Hegelian or 
dialectical method that forms the basis of critical theory and that 
was stimulated in France by Alexander Kojève’s Paris lectures on 
Hegel from 1933 to 1939. The movement of Bergsonism was in 
decline in the second half of the twentieth century, but I have 
argued that its revival by Gilles Deleuze keeps it in contention.

Whereas genealogy can be attributed to several recent French 
thinkers including Michel Foucault, Gilles Deleuze, and even 
Jacques Derrida—the attribution becoming more controversial in 
the order in which I have named them—the term “poststructural-
ism” could well be questioned. Although these philosophers are 
often grouped together under the label of poststructuralism, in fact 
that label says nothing about what they have in common. The most 
that this label does is gesture toward whatever comes after struc-
turalism. There was, however, never really any structuralist 
philosophy. The famous structuralists were anthropologists, lin-
guists, or psychoanalysts. Furthermore, the styles of the poststruc-
turalist philosophers are so different from one another that they can 
just as easily be pitted against one another as allied under such a 
vacuous term as poststructuralism.

Unlike the parochial term “poststructuralism,” “genealogy” has 
been adopted as the name for a distinctive method by a variety of 
philosophers in both the analytic and the continental traditions. 
Nietzsche, who is usually credited with the initial use of the genea-
logical method, in fact attributes it to earlier British philosophers. 
In a previous paper I argued that one of these must be David 
Hume.1 Resemblances and connections should not obscure, of 
course, the signifi cant differences between Hume’s and Nietzsche’s 
employment of genealogy. As Nietzsche understands that differ-
ence, Hume and the other British genealogists dig under psycho-
logical phenomena to identify the shared features that run through 
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experience. Hume’s use of genealogy thereby vindicates standard 
morality. In Truth and Truthfulness Bernard Williams thus calls this 
usage “vindicatory genealogy.”2 He sees Nietzsche’s genealogy, in 
contrast with Hume’s vindicatory genealogy, as an “unmasking” 
method that explains how morality emerged from nonmoral and 
even antimoral forces. I will use Williams’s distinction between 
vindicatory and unmasking philosophy in the following discussion 
of how genealogy functions as critique.

By calling morality into question, Nietzsche’s unmasking gene-
alogy attacks vindicatory genealogy as well. Genealogy that is 
thoroughly unmasking will challenge everything, including itself. 
Just as Nietzsche continually questions his own questioning, gene-
alogists have to risk regress by asking whether their own views are 
not simply perspectives on perspectives. Genealogy thus becomes 
a methodological challenge to the rationality and coherence of its 
own interpretations of self and world. I hasten to add, however, 
that genealogy need not thereby abandon its own interpretations. 
Doubting is not the same as denying. If the genealogy fi nds no 
grounds for suspecting its own rationality, it can assume that its 
understanding of the phenomena in question is sound, at least for 
the time being. Vindicatory genealogy can thus survive the attack 
by the unmasking type of genealogy.

Of the principal rivals to genealogy, namely Bergsonism, phe-
nomenology, dialectics, and critical theory, I suggest that the fi rst 
two are vindicatory and the second two belong to the unmasking 
type of philosophy. To explain this distinction, I begin with Berg-
sonism and then I turn to dialectical critical theory before coming 
to the relation of genealogy and phenomenology.

In refl ecting on Henri Bergson, as we see in chapter 3 of the 
present study, the phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty lists 
three “Bergsonian” doctrines.3 The fi rst is that intuition is prior to 
intellect and logic. The second is that spirit has primacy over 
matter. The third is that life (or vitality) is more primordial than 
mechanism. While Merleau-Ponty insists that these doctrines are 
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merely popularizations of Bergson’s real philosophy, the appeal to 
intuition brings out the unsuspicious character of Bergson’s phi-
losophy. Because intuition is in primordial contact with things, 
intuition is the ultimate arbiter. One could argue that Merleau-
Ponty is assimilating Bergson to his own conception of philosophy 
as phenomenology. For Merleau-Ponty, phenomenology “tries to 
give a direct description of our experience as it is.”4 If metaphysical 
refl ection distorts immediate experience, phenomenology aims at 
“re-achieving a direct and primitive contact with the world”5 and 
“re-learning to look at the world.”6 This characterization of phe-
nomenology makes it vindicatory. The idea is that prerefl ectively 
we have a basic relation to the world that is distorted by ordinary 
introspection and refl ection. Phenomenology is a more rigorous 
way of attending to prerefl ective experience. Through phenomenol-
ogy we can vindicate philosophically what we already understand 
about experience, even if “understanding” is not equivalent to 
explicitly knowing. For similar reasons, the recapture of intuition 
in Bergsonian philosophy would also be vindicatory. We are fi nding 
out the truth that we already understand through intuition, and 
philosophy is the systematic articulation of this more intuitive 
knowledge.

The situation with dialectics and critical theory is markedly dif-
ferent. These methods are more unmasking than vindicatory. From 
the dialectical perspective the reliance of both Bergsonism and 
phenomenology on appeals to intuition resembles what is called in 
the continental tradition the “myth of presence” and in the analytic 
tradition the “myth of the given.” That is, there is no sensory given-
ness or immediate presence that is not already permeated by con-
ceptual or linguistic factors. Also, vindication tends to overlook the 
phenomenon of meaning change. In the Kantian tradition the 
meaning of concepts stays the same over time. Arranging concepts 
coherently in a comprehensive system is a Kantian way to vindicate 
these concepts. In contrast, in the tradition of Hegel’s Phenomenol-
ogy of Spirit, there is no immediate given, and the concepts change 
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their meaning as they are combined with other concepts. As Richard 
Rorty remarks, “it is much easier to formulate specifi c ‘philosophi-
cal problems’ if, with Kant, you think that there are concepts which 
stay fi xed regardless of historical change rather than, with Hegel, 
that concepts change as history moves along. Hegelian historicism 
and the idea that the philosopher’s job is to draw out the meanings 
of our statements cannot easily be reconciled.”7

Meaning change is said by its advocates to be holistic. Holism 
holds that some concepts cannot remain the same while others 
change. Instead, change in some concepts results in changes in all. 
Nevertheless, concepts can change at different rates. Foucault 
notes, for instance, in his study of the history of ethics that the 
moral rules for sexual conduct have varied relatively little since 
the ancient Greeks. Where there has been genuine change is at the 
deeper level of what he calls “ethical substance”—that is, the 
underlying self-understanding that explains why one wants to obey 
the moral rules and what one thereby hopes to become.

This meaning change thus makes it not only possible, but also 
highly probable that the present understanding of any given par-
ticular idea will be decidedly different from earlier understandings 
of it. Nietzsche’s genealogy of morality claims, for instance, that 
the term “good” changes its meaning from when it was paired with 
“bad” to when it begins to be contrasted with “evil.” We can still 
hear this meaning change when we use “good” not as an expression 
of natural aesthetics, as when we say that something tastes good, 
but as a moral term. The moral idea of the good is normative in a 
different sense for Nietzsche. Moral goodness is not to be vindi-
cated in Hume’s fashion, but is instead to be unmasked genealogi-
cally. On the Nietzschean analysis, the moral notion of goodness 
is a double negation and an abstraction. The double negation results 
fi rst when something that is good in the natural sense is turned into 
something evil in the moral sense. Nietzsche then concludes that 
“good” in the moral sense means whatever is not evil. “Good” in 
the moral sense is thus twice a negation and morality accordingly 
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becomes a string of largely negative commands: “Don’t do this, 
don’t do that!”

Genealogy and Critical Theory

What genealogy reveals about morality can be generalized to apply 
to our social interactions and institutions. We begin to suspect that 
social arrangements that we take to be just are in fact hiding oppres-
sive relations of force. How could we substantiate these suspi-
cions? How does one know that one’s understanding of the social 
world is the distorted result of oppressive social conditioning and 
not the way things really are? The method that has perhaps the most 
to say about this problem of social and political thought is critical 
theory.

Critical theory differs from traditional theory, Max Horkheimer 
tells us in a 1937 essay, in being perspectivistic and self-referential 
rather than aspiring to neutrality and objectivity.8 Critical theory is 
perspectivistic because in social theory, the “reality” that is in ques-
tion is social. In a divided society, furthermore, no single perspec-
tive can claim to be exclusively correct. A form of resistance to 
cooptation by the dominant class, critical theory takes up the per-
spective of the oppressed. Horkheimer writes that the purpose of 
critical theory is not “the better functioning of any element in the 
[social] structure. On the contrary, it is suspicious of the very cat-
egories of better, useful, appropriate, productive, and valuable as 
these are understood in the present order.”9 There is thus a decid-
edly deconstructive side to critical theory.

Critical theory is also self-referential. Traditional theory assumes 
that society is the way the theory tells us it is, and that its own 
role does not need to be explained. Critical theory, in contrast, 
examines its own place in the social context. If the society is 
divided, then all perspectives are biased, and critical theory has to 
be self-critical and alert to its own distortions. Traditional theory 
maintains that all presuppositions of a theory must be brought to 
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light and examined before a theory can be considered to be sound. 
Critical theory is pointing out that insofar as traditional theory does 
not investigate itself and its own social role, traditional theory is 
criticizable on its own grounds for leaving presuppositions unex-
amined. Critical theory, in turn, “requires for its validity an accom-
panying concrete awareness of its own limitations.”10

Insofar as critical theory is perspectivist, it is a form of situated 
or standpoint knowledge. Critical theory starts from specifi c social 
problems and works toward an explanation of how they came 
about. It also takes into account the question of who is speaking, 
or which social standpoint is at stake. In this respect, critical theory 
and genealogy are closely allied. They both are what Foucault 
refers to as “history of the present” and what Horkheimer calls 
“criticism of the present.”11 In Foucault’s terms, they both offer 
explanations of the emergence of current “problematizations.” A 
problematization for Foucault is the way some issue becomes a 
normative issue, even if it is never resolvable into a “just and 
defi nitive solution.”12

If particular problematizations were to disappear, the critical 
theory itself would no longer be needed. In this respect, critical 
theory is unlike traditional theory, which assumes that not only the 
truths it discovers but also the problems it investigates are eternal. 
Critical theory and genealogy are both more historical than tradi-
tional theory. They can claim validity only so long as they are 
useful. Their goal is not scientifi c objectivity so much as social 
improvement.

Both critical theory and genealogy have a similar attitude toward 
the past, present, and future. In relation to the past, their recognition 
of the situatedness of the inquiry means that the so-called genetic 
fallacy is no longer considered fallacious. Traditional theory 
assumes that the question of how we acquired our beliefs and 
knowledge is irrelevant to the validity of those beliefs. In contrast, 
both critical theory and genealogy are asking precisely how we 
came to forget the contingency of the historical beginnings of our 
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practices and why we persuaded ourselves that these practices were 
necessary and universal rather than arbitrary and contingent. In 
relation to the present, both critical theory and genealogy view the 
theory itself as part of the problem, such that if there were no 
problem, there would be no need for the theory. In relation to the 
future, they both aim at social transformation, not justifi cation of 
current social arrangements, which are veiled power relations.

Critical theory and genealogy both try to unmask power and 
show it for what it is. Insofar as this unmasking works, it does not 
necessarily bring about social change, although it does make social 
transformation more likely. Horkheimer remarks aptly about the 
social sphere, “[human beings] can change reality, and the neces-
sary conditions for such change already exist.”13 Genealogy recog-
nizes more cautiously that it does not change the world, but it does 
prepare the world for change. By disrupting the fatalism resulting 
from resignation to the inevitability of oppressive social institu-
tions, genealogy frees us for social transformation, even if it does 
not tell us precisely what to do or where to go.

If this way of explaining the kinship of genealogy and critical 
theory is right, it should not obscure some crucial differences 
between them. Critical theory in the form it takes in the Frankfurt 
School relies on two notions that are not to be found in genealogy, 
at least in the form that genealogy takes for the French poststruc-
turalists. The fi rst involves the philosophy of history. The second 
is the appeal to real interests. To explain the fi rst point, critical 
theory needs some point of purchase to explain its belief in the 
correctness of its own fi ndings. In Horkheimer’s 1937 essay he 
draws on a philosophy of history—one that Martin Jay attributes 
to Rosa Luxembourg—to justify critical theory’s aspirations to 
social amelioration.14 Horkheimer sees his current society as the 
result of either oppression or the blind outcome of competing 
forces, but “not the result of conscious spontaneity on the part of 
free individuals.”15 Critical theory aims at the ideal of a free society 
in which humanity can become self-aware with no oppression or 
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exploitation.16 The idea is that if critical theory promotes the his-
torical progress of human freedom, then it can claim to be eman-
cipatory—in contrast with traditional theory, which fi xates on the 
status quo and thus serves to preserve the unequal power relations 
of modern society.

When Horkheimer teams up with Adorno later in the 1940s to 
write the Dialectic of Enlightenment, he comes to share Adorno’s 
more pessimistic vision of society. A regressive story is just as 
teleological as a progressive story, however, and genealogy is 
opposed to any such teleological philosophy of history. Whereas 
normally universal history, or the history of everything, combines 
both an eschatological and a teleological view of historical prog-
ress, Derrida distinguishes these. What he argues for, as we saw in 
chapter 4, is “messianicity without messianism.” In other words, 
he rejects a teleological view of the future as predictable and pro-
gressive. In contrast, the eschatological future is always unpredict-
able and unexpected. Breakthroughs can happen at any time. 
Eschatological messianicity looks to the future and calls for present 
action without delay. Neither optimistic nor pessimistic, the notion 
is intended to explain how both optimism and pessimism are pos-
sible in the fi rst place. “Anything but Utopian,” says Derrida, “mes-
sianicity mandates that we interrupt the ordinary course of things, 
time and history here-now; it is inseparable from an affi rmation of 
otherness and justice.”17

Foucault similarly rejects the idea of progress because it implies 
a standpoint outside or above history from which to make the judg-
ment that history is progressing and universal freedom is increas-
ing. There is no standpoint from which to celebrate an optimistic 
utopianism. Foucault’s own rhetoric, however, has perhaps not 
been as consistent on the question of the regressive slide into bar-
barism. Foucault has been interpreted by sensitive readers, includ-
ing Clifford Geertz, as telling a dystopian story of the rise of 
unreason.18 Discipline and Punish in some places does read as if 
disciplinary power has spread insidiously until it threatens to 
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consume the entire society. The vision of the penitentiary system 
turning into the completely carceral society is a powerful one that 
Foucault is not really entitled to use. That he recognizes this limita-
tion becomes clear, however, insofar as if the society were totally 
carceral, there would be no room for a subversive book such as 
Discipline and Punish itself.

The second point of difference with critical theory concerns 
Foucault’s abstention from use of either the idea of real interests 
or the term “ideology.” The Frankfurt School relies on the Marxian-
Lukácsian idea of false consciousness as a way of explaining why 
people act contrary to what is obviously in their real interests. 
Horkheimer invokes the concept of ideology to explain what holds 
together social structures that would otherwise collapse,19 and he 
sees ideology as permeating every social stratum.20 Why, for 
example, would people in a company town allow a factory to build 
a large, highly polluting smokestack in their midst except for the 
fact that their livelihood depends on the success of the company? 
Cases such as this one illustrate how people misperceive their true 
preferences as a result of social coercion. Foucault abstains from 
the idea of both true interests and false consciousness for two 
reasons. First, he thinks that it is inappropriate to speak of false 
consciousness if there is no true consciousness. Second, he thinks 
that true consciousness would require theory to have a “view from 
nowhere,” that is, a point of view outside society that would be 
necessary for a history of everything. But such a standpoint is 
impossible.

In sum, genealogy is more resistant than critical theory to the 
positing of a bottom line for social criticism. Who is to say, after 
all, why people perceive their interests one way rather than another? 
Theory lacks the grounds for identifying some interests as true or 
real and others as false or illusory. Genealogy strikes me as being 
more thoroughgoing than critical theory and Ideologiekritik in that 
it challenges the very idea of ideology.21 A suspicious genealogy 
cannot leave anything unexamined, including itself.
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Universalism

The story of critical theory cannot consider itself complete without 
at least some discussion of Jürgen Habermas, especially during the 
days in the 1980s when he saw the poststructuralist movement as 
being dangerously relativistic. Habermas agrees with Foucault, 
surprisingly enough, that there is no view from nowhere, that is, 
no point of view above society from which to judge the whole of 
society and history. Instead, he thinks that criticism is only possible 
from a standpoint inside history and society. He therefore posits 
the telos or ideal of the universal consensus that he believes we are 
invoking counterfactually every time we engage in debate and 
inquiry.

Many in both the analytic and the continental traditions resist 
this universalism of the early Habermas. Foucault, for instance, 
maintains in reply that social hope comes not from maximizing 
consensuality, but from minimizing nonconsensuality. He worries 
that advocating consensuality in Habermas’s fashion will lead 
to an intolerance of difference. On the analytic side, Alasdair 
MacIntyre argues against Habermas’s view that “allegiance to one 
specifi c set of ideal norms is a necessary condition for acts of com-
munication” as follows:

All that writer and reader must presuppose is enough of logical, ontologi-
cal, and evaluative commitment—and the commitments of the one need 
not be in all respects the same as those of the other—to ensure the conti-
nuities and fi xed identities and differences without which each cannot by 
his or her own standards, even if not yet or not at all by those of the other, 
convict that other of inconsistency, falsity, and failure of reference.22

In other words, we can engage communicatively with one another 
without the supposition of a universal consensus. Local commit-
ments alone will be enough to ensure that rational communication 
is taking place. We do not criticize all standpoints other than our 
own from the ideal standpoint of a metacommunity. Rather, we 
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criticize one standpoint from other standpoints either within the 
current situation, or by contrast to a past that is no longer recover-
able (for instance, Greek ethics or the samurai honor code).

On my reading of Derrida’s development, in the early days he 
would have agreed with this criticism of Habermas. In his later 
writings, however, his methodological self-understanding becomes 
increasingly genealogical. In the last decade or so of his life, he is 
more prone to take on social, political, and ethical issues, and he 
begins to call his method “deconstructive genealogy.”23 His 
approach is appropriately called genealogy for two reasons: (1) 
because it shows that what is taken as natural and necessary is 
really contingent and historical, and (2) because it also makes 
social transformation more likely. What makes his genealogy 
deconstructive is that (1) it challenges the self-certainty of the criti-
cal attitude that thinks it is in the know, and (2) it also challenges 
the self-certainty of the social theorist who insists on knowing 
where we are to go before deciding whether to act.

Derrida thus fulfi lls the task of genealogy of refl ecting on itself. 
Derrida does this by being critical of the very idea of critique. He 
views as too limited any critique that is merely negative with no 
positive conception of how to change society. At the same time, he 
is opposed to “methodological smugness,” or “good conscience.” 
This is the attitude of complete self-confi dence of the critic who 
has no doubts about where society is headed. Derrida thinks that 
the appeal to critique is thus limited. If this methodological smug-
ness blocks us from seeing other possibilities, then it is to be 
rejected as well. Critique must always be open to self-criticism.

Genealogy need not be opposed to universals. The problem is 
not universals per se. Although genealogy may be suspicious of 
claims to universality, it need not reject all appeals to universal 
structures or values. Thus, Foucault and Derrida both imply that 
Habermas’s criticism of them for being relativists or nihilists is 
off-target. Foucault says, for instance, that although experiences 
are always singular, “Singular forms of experience may perfectly 
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well harbor universal structures.”24 He then clarifi es this by adding, 
“That [thought] should have this historicity does not mean it is 
deprived of all universal form, but instead that the putting into play 
of these universal forms is itself historical.”25 So a universal struc-
ture has a beginning in historical time, and thus a foreseeable 
end.

Foucault has a nuanced attitude toward the universal. He opposes 
universalist strategists who regard a particular injustice as incon-
sequential when viewed from the perspective of the greater neces-
sity of the whole. Instead, Foucault insists that his own theoretical 
ethics and politics is the opposite of these suprahistorical universal-
ists. “My theoretical ethic,” he says, “is ‘antistrategic’: to be 
respectful when a singularity revolts, intransigent as soon as power 
violates the universal.”26 In other words, as a grassroots activist, 
Foucault will not hesitate to condemn an act that violates his sense 
of justice.

The method of study of universals will change for the genealo-
gist, however. Genealogy entails a methodological nominalism 
whereby, in Foucault’s words, “universals do not exist.”27 What 
does Foucault mean by universals here? Some examples are state, 
society, sovereignty, subjects, and madness. Foucault’s “critical 
history” of thought maintains a studied skepticism toward these 
“anthropological universals.”28 Instead, the critical historian must 
try to see these anthropological universals as “historical constructs,” 
as what is produced when the subject tries to make itself into its 
own object.

This methodological nominalism does not entail that universals 
do not have real effects. In contrast to phenomenology, which says 
that universals exist even if they are not a “thing,” genealogy acts 
as if universals do not exist but with the caveat that they are not 
“nothing.”29 From a fi ctitious relation, Foucault maintains, a real 
subjection can be born.30 Genealogy is thus the study of the 
birth of universals and their transformation into principles of 
domination. Not a form of universal history, in Foucault’s hands 
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genealogy is nevertheless a method for investigating the history of 
universals.

In the case of Derrida, although early on he seems to be an 
ethical pluralist, in his later writings he comes closer to Habermas 
insofar as he also insists on the social value of consensus and uni-
versal principles. Derrida projects a list of duties including those 
of “respecting differences, idioms, minorities, singularities, but 
also the universality of formal law, the desire for translation, agree-
ment, and univocity, the law of the majority, opposition to racism, 
nationalism, and xenophobia.”31 Add to this list the universals that 
he considers “undeconstructible” and thus “unconditional,” such as 
justice, otherness, and messianicity, and it is impossible to consider 
the later, genealogical Derrida a nihilist. He sums his view up in a 
decidedly straightforward way so that he will not be misunderstood 
again when he says, “I have, the unique ‘I’ has, the responsibility 
of testifying for universality.”32

A more pressing problem for both philosophy and politics today 
is not the absence of universality, but the actuality of too many dif-
ferent claims to universality. Much of the turmoil of current politics 
is due to the simultaneous existence of “multiple universalities,” 
and especially of “competing universalities.”33 As I understand 
these terms, a “universality” is a set of concepts or principles that 
is asserted to apply to everyone, everywhere, and always. When two 
or more of these sets occur, they are “multiple universalities.” When 
more than one would be impossible for the one in question to accept, 
then these are “competing universalities.” Competing views that 
claim universality—for instance, theologies that insist on only one 
true religion—may often not be able to tolerate rivals and, as history 
shows, may even take violent action against one another.

Genealogy and Phenomenology, Redux

Between the pair, genealogy and critical theory, I have argued 
that genealogy is a more consistent position than critical theory, 
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and it has widespread appeal especially in the arena of social and 
political philosophy. What about the other approaches I identifi ed? 
Bergsonism and dialectics are no longer in the forefront of philoso-
phy, even if they have their proponents. Phenomenology is there-
fore the major competitor to genealogy. But what is phenomenology? 
Those who are not squarely in the fi eld will often use the term 
“phenomenology” as a synonym for continental philosophy as a 
whole. Earlier in this postscript I gave a characterization of phe-
nomenology based on Merleau-Ponty. The important point about 
phenomenology is that it thinks of itself as purely descriptive. 
Bringing any presuppositions about what ought to be the case into 
the inquiry will presumably distort the phenomenon in question. If 
you refl ect on experience in the right way, the idea is that you could 
never be wrong about it. Phenomenology thus maintains that the 
experience is immanent in refl ection. In contrast to genealogy, 
which is always suspicious of the way experience appears to refl ec-
tion, phenomenology sees the experience as being available, when 
refl ected on properly, “completely, directly, and all at once.”34

Given this account of the phenomenological method as a philo-
sophical program, if we follow Williams’s division of philosophy 
into the vindicatory and the unmasking types, genealogy appears 
to be primarily unmasking whereas phenomenology is primarily 
vindicatory. These two philosophical programs would then be the 
principal contenders in the current arena of methodological debate. 
What makes this characterization too simple, however, is the ques-
tion of whether there is not some middle ground between these two 
poles. Genealogy is often descriptive as well as prescriptive, and 
therefore has a phenomenological dimension to it. In turn, phenom-
enology can be evaluative as well as descriptive, and social as well 
as personal. In an essay entitled “Naturalism and Genealogy,” 
Bernard Williams describes the account of ressentiment in 
Nietzsche’s genealogy of morals as a “phenomenological represen-
tation.”35 Ressentiment is more than resentment or rancor. Resent-
ment is experienced explicitly as a reaction to something or 
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someone. Ressentiment lies behind an attitude, usually as its oppo-
site. As Alasdair MacIntyre sums up the point, Nietzsche reveals 
how “a concern for purity and impurity provided a disguise for 
malice and hate.”36 Another example would be how a sincere 
concern for social equality can mask a fear that others will end up 
with more than one has oneself. We therefore have two examples 
of genealogical unmasking: religious love masks hate, and demo-
cratic equality masks envy.

Each of these unmaskings relies, however, on a moment of 
phenomenological representation. It is important to emphasize 
Williams’s observation that the ascription of ressentiment is a phe-
nomenological claim and not a psychological one. The claim is not 
simply psychological because the agent would not recognize the 
explanation. Rather, it is an analysis of what is happening under 
the surface, and the explanation involves factors that are not simply 
personal but social. Williams remarks,

If this were a psychological process, it should be recognizable in an indi-
vidual. But an actual process that led to the actual explanandum could not 
happen in an individual, since the outcome consists of socially legitimated 
beliefs, and they could not be merely the sum of individual fantasies. 
Rather, this is a social process.  .  .  .37

Williams thus extends the scope of phenomenology beyond the 
concern with individual consciousness, subjectivity, and selfhood 
into the social sphere. If this ability to deal with socially legitimated 
beliefs that cannot be reduced to individual psychology is ascribed 
to phenomenology, then the boundary between phenomenology 
and genealogy becomes less sharp.

Although Williams suspects that not all genealogies need this 
phenomenological moment, he thinks that when they do include it, 
the phenomenology prevents anyone from going back to the earlier 
state of affairs. An example could be drawn further from Nietzsche’s 
analysis of ressentiment. Once the good–evil distinction has taken 
hold, it becomes impossible to go back exclusively to the earlier 
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nonmoral distinction between good and bad. Once moral evalua-
tion is in place as a social practice, a society without it is unimagi-
nable. This point does not undermine genealogy as an unmasking 
critique. Recognizing the value of the phenomenological moment 
does not lead to a vindication of morality so much as it makes 
moral condemnation a much less absolutist enterprise. Phenome-
nology can thus invoke prescriptive possibilities that give it a criti-
cal dimension. For example, Heidegger’s notion of authenticity 
springs from a phenomenological analysis of Angst, yet it clearly 
has normative implications for how to live one’s life. Authenticity 
is not only the phenomenological recognition of the inevitability 
of death; it also involves criticism of a life in which human fi nitude 
is ignored or denied.

Recognizing the phenomenological moment within genealogy 
can be a useful way to deal with a criticism of genealogy raised by 
Alasdair MacIntyre. MacIntyre’s criticism involves catching the 
genealogist in the fallacy of self-exemption. The genealogist’s 
claims, in other words, could not be true of the genealogist him- or 
herself. As MacIntyre puts it, “the intelligibility of genealogy 
requires beliefs and allegiances of a kind precluded by the genea-
logical stance.”38 In particular, the genealogical conception of the 
self as always masked raises the question whether the genealogist 
is similarly masked. MacIntyre thinks that the genealogist is saying 
on the one hand that the self is “nothing but a sequence of strategies 
of masking and unmasking,” and yet, at the same time,

the genealogist has to ascribe to the genealogical self a continuity of 
deliberate purpose and a commitment to that purpose which can only be 
ascribed to a self not to be dissolved into masks and moments, a self which 
cannot but be conceived as more and other than its disguises and conceal-
ments and negotiations, a self which just insofar as it can adopt alternative 
perspectives is itself not perspectival, but persistent and substantial. Make 
of the genealogist’s self nothing but what genealogy makes of it, and that 
self is dissolved to the point at which there is no longer a continuous 
genealogical project.39
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The metaphor of masks thus itself conceals the harder question: 
who is behind the masks?

This objection raises many issues and its rebuttal will require the 
treatise on subjectivity and self-consciousness that follows this 
treatise on temporality and time-consciousness. Let me suggest for 
now, however, that Foucault was aware of this type of objection 
and that he took measures late in his career to defl ect it. These 
measures appear to take him back in the direction of the phenom-
enology that he had repudiated at the beginning of his career. 
Whereas the genealogy of power of the 1970s is a third-person 
standpoint, showing how subliminal power relations socially con-
struct subjects, Foucault then turns in the early 1980s toward ethics, 
where individuals are responsible for the constitution of them-
selves, a process often referred to as “self-fashioning.” Foucault 
suggests that there is room within any given social context for free 
choice, and that agents could freely constitute if not their entire 
selves, at least central aspects of themselves. Even in Discipline 
and Punish agents are not zombies, but they consciously permit 
the power relations to be exercised on themselves. Although pris-
oners may not have much freedom to resist the penitentiary sched-
ule that is intended to reform them, soldiers, students, and workers 
do have the capability of applying power relations to themselves. 
Or at least they can be aware that they are submitting themselves 
to disciplinary procedures.

MacIntyre’s criticism fails to note that Foucault has much to 
say about the fi rst-person standpoint of self and subjectivity. 
The phenomenological self may be made up of the interaction of 
various forces, as the Nietzscheans would have it, rather than by 
rational, self-conscious decision, as Cartesians would have it. 
Nevertheless, there is no reason to think that the genealogist 
would have to exempt the genealogist’s self from its understanding 
of selfhood as such. The genealogical conception of the self 
changes along with changes in related concepts such as power and 
agency.
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If MacIntyre thus criticizes Foucault for saying that individual 
subjectivity is completely constituted by external power relations, 
the rebuttal consists of showing that Foucault’s writings shift in 
response from a genealogy of power to a genealogy of ethics, with 
its renewed interest in the self and subjectivity. There are at least 
two respects, however, in which this return to the concern for the 
fi rst-person standpoint is not a return to classical phenomenology. 
First, phenomenology starts from consciousness, subjectivity, and 
agency. As Heidegger says in the 1925 Dilthey essay, phenomenol-
ogy defi nes the human being as “a context of experiences held 
together through the unity of the ego as a center of acts.”40 The 
more recent interest in these phenomena in continental philosophy 
arises from seeing these fi rst-person phenomena as constituted 
rather than as constituting, that is, as situated and embodied.41 
Ethics is where the self and freedom are issues, but in the hands of 
philosophers such as Foucault, Derrida, and Deleuze, the cogito, 
transcendental ego, or the “I think,” is itself unmasked as false 
consciousness.

This discussion leads to the second respect in which genealogy 
is not classically phenomenological, even if Bernard Williams is 
right that it can include a phenomenological moment. Taking 
Foucault’s philosophy as a paradigm, the concern with selfhood, 
subjectivity, and agency is not so much with how we identify 
with whomever we have been constructed to be. On the contrary, 
Foucault thinks that by showing us how we have been formed by 
external forces, we will resist and subvert the identities that we 
have been given. That is why, as we saw earlier, Foucault speaks 
of désassujettissement, which can be translated as either desubjec-
tifi cation or desubjugation.42

Genealogy’s ability to unmask power relations is thus also an 
ability to desubjugate socially constituted subjects. Genealogy 
therefore has explicit transformative potential that the descriptive 
and reconstructive aims of phenomenology mute. If philosophy 
today intends not only to describe the way things are, but also to 
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enable us to resist formations of the self that limit and distort our 
possibilities, then genealogy is an effective means for writing the 
kind of critical history that can lead to experimentation and 
self-transformation.43

As a closing self-refl ection, I note that this book is itself more 
of a vindicatory exercise than an unmasking one. The project has 
been to examine everyday beliefs about temporality along with 
their philosophical interpretations, to deconstruct them or turn them 
in another direction, and to come up with a different analysis than 
would result from the standpoint of the metaphysics of universal 
time. So is the fact that this book vindicates much of what our 
various authors have written a shortcoming of the work? I think 
not. Vindication is sometimes exactly what is needed. Closer to 
Hume than to Nietzsche, vindication may not seem as profound or 
as earth shattering as successful unmasking. What this study 
attempts to exonerate, in any case, is the self-understanding of the 
genealogical method itself. Genealogy would not and should not 
resist such attempts to vindicate its usefulness, cogency, and coher-
ence—in sum, its rationality.
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1. Ludwig Wittgenstein, On Certainty (Oxford: Blackwell, 1975), p. 141.

2. To give an idea of the historical chronology of the European philosophers 
mentioned in this book, here are the dates of their lives: Immanuel Kant (1724–
1804), G. W. F. Hegel (1770–1831), Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860), Karl Marx 
(1818–1883), Wilhelm Dilthey (1833–1911), William James (1842–1910), Friedrich 
Nietzsche (1844–1900), Sigmund Freud (1856–1939), Edmund Husserl (1859–
1938), Henri Bergson (1859–1941), Marcel Proust (1871–1922), Albert Einstein 
(1879–1955), Martin Heidegger (1889–1976), Walter Benjamin (1892–1940), Max 
Horkheimer (1895–1973), Hans-Georg Gadamer (1900–2002), Theodor Adorno 
(1903–1969), Jean-Paul Sartre (1905–1980), Emmanuel Lévinas (1906–1995), 
Simone de Beauvoir (1908–1986), Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908–1961), Paul 
Ricoeur (1913–2005), Gilles Deleuze (1925–1995), Michel Foucault (1926–1984), 
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Derrida, and Nietzsche, in that order. Chapter 3 includes a section on Husserl, 
Heidegger, and Gadamer, followed by another on Sartre, Bourdieu, and Foucault, 
as well as a third on Bergson as interpreted by Merleau-Ponty and Deleuze. Chapter 
4 focuses on Kant, Hegel, Heidegger, Benjamin, Deleuze, Derrida, and Žižek. 
Chapter 5 summarizes the temporal strategies of Proust, Benjamin, Heidegger, 
Derrida, Žižek, and Deleuze.

1 In Search of Lost Time: Kant and Heidegger

1. Owen Flanagan advances this claim about Kant in The Science of the Mind 
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1984), pp. 180–184. See also Flanagan’s 
Consciousness Reconsidered (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1992).
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2. See the “Transcendental Aesthetic” of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, which is 
cited here in the translation by Paul Guyer and Allen W. Wood (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1998), with occasional modifi cations of my own.

3. Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, Bxxxix. Heidegger comments in Being and Time 
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Sein und Zeit, p. 205).
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my thinking” (B413). He again denies there that the awareness that “I exist thinking” 
has enough content to tell me anything about myself: “it is not possible at all through 
this simple self-consciousness to determine the way I exist, whether as substance 
or as accident” (B420).

5. On hallucination, see Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s account in the Phenomenology 
of Perception, trans. Colin Smith (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1962), 
pp. 334–345.

6. Martin Heidegger, Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, 5th edition, trans. 
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7. Heidegger, Being and Time, p. 44 (SZ 22). (Throughout, German pagination will 
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8. Heidegger, Kant, p. xx.

9. Ibid.
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11. Ibid., p. 83.

12. Martin Heidegger, The Metaphysical Foundations of Logic, trans. Michael 
Heim (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984), pp. 165–168. Intentionality 
and transcendence will be discussed in more detail in later chapters.

13. On the Husserl-Brentano polemic see Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, 
volume 3, trans. Kathleen Blamey and David Pellauer (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1988), p. 30.

14. Heidegger, Kant, p. 122.
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16. Ibid.
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19. Ibid.
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