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I
Differences in the Cognition of Time Attributed to Society and Culture






Chapter 1
Durkheim

The anthropology of time, in its contemporary form, can be traced to a well-known passage in the introductory chapter of Durkheim’s The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (1915:9–11):



what philosophers call the categories of the understanding, the ideas of time, space, class, number, cause, personality … correspond to the most universal properties of things … they are like the solid frame surrounding all thought [which] does not seem to be able to liberate itself from them without destroying itself, for it seems that we cannot think of objects which are not in time and space, that have no number, etc…. Now when primitive beliefs are systematically analysed, the principal categories are naturally found. They are bom in religion and of religion, they are a product of religious thought…. Religious representations are collective representations which express collective realities … so if the categories are of religious origin they ought to participate in this nature common to all religious facts … it is allowable to suppose that they are rich in social elements.

For example, try to represent what the notion of time would be without the processes by which we divide it, measure it, or express it with objective signs, a time which is not a succession of years, months, weeks, days and hours. … We cannot conceive of time except by distinguishing its different moments. Now what is the origin of this differentiation? [Durkheim at this point briefly disposes of the idea that private intuitions of successive experiences are adequate for this.]… in reality, observation proves that these indispensable guidelines [which provide]… an abstract and impersonal frame … like an endless chart, where all duration is spread out before the mind, and upon which all possible events can be located in relation to fixed and determined guidelines … are taken from social life. The divisions into days, weeks, months, years, etc. correspond to the periodical recurrence of feasts and public ceremonies. A calendar expresses the rhythm of collective activities, while at the same time its function is to assure their regularity … what the category of time expresses is the time common to the group, a social time, so to speak.




This remarkably forthright theoretical statement does two things: first, it places the problem of the sociology of time in an explicit philosophical framework; and second, it brings out the circularity inherent in interpretative sociology of the kind Durkheim initiated, in that collective representations (of time, space, etc.) are both derived from society and also dictate to society. Not that this circularity is necessarily vicious; it may be described as cybernetic, dialectical or hermeneutic, from different points of view. In embracing this circularity, Durkheim initiated a distinctive phase in the history of thought, to which, needless to say, Marx, Weber, Pareto and Simmel also contributed, namely, the era of sociological interpretation and sociological explanation.

Durkheim raises the issue of time in a philosophical (metaphysical) context, and links his notion of ‘social time’ to the philosophical tradition of Kantian rationalism. He rejects the ‘naive realist’ assumption that time just is what it is, and that time-reckoning concepts enable people to ‘grasp’ time as if it were one more external fact of nature among many. This marks a crucial step forward. It is only at this point, many anthropologists would feel, that the ‘time’ problem becomes interesting at all, i.e. when the possibility is raised that collective representations of time do not passively reflect time, but actually create time as a phenomenon apprehended by sentient human beings. This is an intrinsically exciting proposition for at least two reasons. First of all, it suggests a way of resolving the feelings of perplexity which the notion of time itself has always seemed to generate, ever since the days of St Augustine. The mystery of time will be dissolved, it is implied, once sociology has uncovered its origins in the familiar domain of communal life. Sociological understanding is presented as a path towards rational transcendence, providing the existential benefits of religious faith without the need for faith itself. And second, the thesis of the social origination of human temporal experience offers the prospect of a limitless variety of vicarious experiences of unfamiliar, exotic, temporal worlds, to be gained through the study of the myriad forms of society which have evolved and sustained their distinctive temporalities at different places and during different historical epochs. This is a dazzling, tempting vision.

It would be a most unimaginative reader who failed to respond to the powerful allure of Durkheim’s doctrine of the social origin of ‘time’ as a category of the mind. He directly or indirectly inspired many notable ethnographic analyses of social time, only a tiny handful of which I shall be able to sample here. He also inspired further theoretical work on social time, (e.g. Halbwachs 1925) up to and including the present work, which, without Durkheim, would have no subject-matter. Even Durkheim’s most formidable critics, such as Bloch (1977), work within the field of enquiry he defined, and reason according to the parameters of sociological interpretation which he initially laid down.

But, despite the fact that it would be hard to exaggerate the importance of Elementary Forms of the Religious Life as a contribution to the development of sociological theory in general, and the study of social time in particular, there is a fatal defect in Durkheim’s argument, which needs to be brought to light. This arises from Durkheim’s attempt to promote sociological analysis to the level of metaphysics, by identifying collective representations of time with Kantian ‘categories’. In later chapters I shall demonstrate that this move opens the door to a variety of relativist interpretations of social time, which can be shown to be incoherent and misleading. But the first task is to unpick the details of Durkheim’s argument.

Durkheim’s thesis is that time exists for us because we are social beings. The pervasiveness of time, the mysterious way in which time seems to encompass everything without exception, so that it is not possible for us to think our way around it, reveals the social origins of time, because society is also like this, i.e. all-encompassing and not to be comprehended by the unaided individual. In approaching time in this way, Durkheim is applying to it his more general theory of the social determination of concepts. But with a difference. It is one thing to argue that ‘society’ is responsible for the formation of concepts such as ‘dog’ or ‘cat’ or ‘uncle’ or ‘sacred’ or ‘profane’, for these are particular objects and qualities, and we can imagine the world existing without them, i.e. being without uncles, dogs or cats, or entities designated as possessing sacred or profane qualities. But there is a class of very general concepts which are held by many philosophers to underlie all discursive thought, concepts such as time, space, number, cause, and so on, without which it is impossible to think of any world whatsoever existing. These concepts are promoted in Kantian parlance to the status of ‘categories’, and the essential question in philosophy is to determine whence the categories, the basic framework of all thinking and experiencing, originate.

Durkheim’s purpose is to supply a novel answer to this enduring topic of philosophical speculation. He is therefore not seeking merely to clarify the empirical questions as to how, through collective representations, human beings have sought to codify time, but he is also raising the much more problematic issue of how it comes about that time exists to be codified.

Let me briefly sketch in some aspects of the philosophical background. Philosophers have advanced two kinds of solution to the problem of accounting for the origin of the categories. Ignoring a multitude of important but subtle variations in points of view, one group of philosophers have denied that there is anything about the categories which cannot be derived from experience. The world is real, it is out there, we are aware of it through our senses as it really is, and it really is temporal, spatial, pervaded by relations of cause and effect, and it is populated by objective beings which can be classified into ‘natural’ kinds through resemblance, contiguity in space and time, etc. This is the doctrine of realist empiricism, and in its extreme form it denies that the categories are in any way special or distinct from empirical concepts. Category concepts are very high-level generalizations from experience. They are based on inductions that have turned out true so invariably that they are accepted as absolutely true, but that might none the less turn out to be false. J. S. Mill, in the half-century leading up to the publication of Durkheim’s works, maintained that the truths of logic were like this, i.e. generalizations of frequently successful lines of thought, not fundamentally different from empirical truths. The realist-empiricist approach in epistemology is historically allied with individualism and Utilitarianism in social matters. If the truths of logic could, in principle, be arrived at by a single ultra-methodical individual, by reflection on the repetitive character of experience, then so could such an individual singlehandedly determine appropriate criteria for judging actions to be right or wrong, or judging laws to be just or unjust. Actions and laws can be judged objectively by their contribution to the sum of human happiness, and the furtherance of order and progress in society. Moreover, such an individual could assume complete personal responsibility for the conduct of his social behaviour in relation to others, through contracts explicitly and accountably entered into with them.

All this is anathema to Durkheim, as it always has been to most continental philosophers. Since one of the major motivating factors behind Durkheim’s sociology was hostility towards the social views of nineteenth-century Utilitarians, he was naturally disinclined to accept the empiricist epistemology which the Utilitarians simultaneously advocated. This is perhaps unfortunate, since Empiricism is a more permissive philosophy than Durkheim allows. The coupling of Empiricism and Utilitarianism versus Rationalism and anti-Utilitarianism was taken for granted in Durkheim’s era, and it is not at all surprising that Durkheim, whose ambition was to formulate a non-Utilitarian basis for a just and morally united social order, propounded views on cognition which explicitly turned away from Empiricism in favour of a form of Rationalism. But first, I must say something about Rationalism in general.

Rationalism is opposed to Empiricism in maintaining that it is reason, not experience, that provides the guarantee of truth, and that the categories are not arrived at by induction from experience, but are basic thought-forms, which enable us to have experiences in the first place. The continental philosophers Descartes, Leibniz and Kant are prototype rationalists, just as the Anglo-Scottish philosophers Hume and Mill are prototype empiricists, the English Channel, as usual, playing the decisive role in the epidemiology of philosophical convictions (Sperber 1985). Durkheim’s Rationalism is the outcome of tradition and pedagogy rather than argument and debate - which is only what a good Durkheimian might suppose. At the same time, his brand of Rationalism is, in truth, a highly revisionist one, in that he identifies reason, the guarantor of truth, with collective representations, grounded in transitory social and historical conditions. The impersonal ‘reason’ is really society, which obliges people to think their thoughts in common because their lives are lived in common. This view of the matter is diametrically opposed to orthodox Rationalism of the Cartesian variety, where the emphasis is placed on the private, apodeictic certainty of the lone cogito, set in opposition to everything else, including the body, the external world of appearances, other animate or sentient beings, etc., all of which are doubtful and possibly illusory.

Durkheim’s Rationalism is not of the solitary variety, the kind that toys with the forbidden fruit of solipsism. His views are derived not from Descartes but from Kant, and his whole doctrine, both the secular religiosity of his social and ethical programme, and the rationalist tone of his cognitive theory resemble the equivalent portions of Kant’s output quite closely, with the single outstanding difference that whereas, for Kant, reason is an aspect of nature, for Durkheim reason is an aspect of society.

The Kantian doctrines we need to consider are two in number (Kant 1929; Wilkerson 1976):

(1) Transcendental idealism: The world of sensory appearances, for which Kant’s term is translated as ‘representations’ in English and French (cf. collective representations) belong to the order of phenomena. The phenomenal world is wholly distinct from the substrate of noumena, the ultimately real world of things-in-themselves. We cannot speculate about the noumenal order because our thought and experience are confined to the world of phenomena; but the final truth of the world and the definitive moral law are noumenal rather than phenomenal.

(2) The dependence of intuitions (sense experiences) on concepts (i.e. categories): ‘Representations’ cannot cohere except in conjunction with a ‘transcendental aesthetic’, i.e. certain ground-conditions, contributed by a faculty inherent in the perceiving subject, which bind together the raw materials of intuitions so that they manifest themselves as spatio-temporally confined external objects. The appearance of an external universe of objects arrayed in space and time is produced ‘subjectively’, not in the sense that the external universe is determined by the subject’s private whim, but in the sense that only the ‘faculty’ present in the percipient, imposing the categorial prerequisites for phenomenal status (i.e. spatiality, temporality, number, etc.) on the noumenal order, can make possible the manifestation of the noumenal as the phenomenal.

Time and space are ‘pure concepts of the understanding’. By this Kant means not only that they are contributed by the understanding to the process of representing the noumenal as the phenomenal, but also that they belong to the understanding alone, and that they are not derived from the world of appearances which they permit the understanding to represent to itself. One of Kant’s most important points is that pure concepts of the understanding, and logical manipulations of these pure concepts (e.g. mathematics, metaphysics, logic) do not incorporate, and cannot by themselves be made to dispense, positive knowledge concerning the contingent nature of the noumenal truth of the world. ‘

We can now reconsider these points while sketching in Durkheim’s ‘sociological’ reworking of Kantian rationalism.

(1) Durkheim is a rationalist in denying that the senses can provide the input needed to form a representation of the world, without the additional contribution of organizing ideas. To this extent he follows Kant. But though Durkheim is operating with a two-tier notion of ‘reality’, a preconceptual substrate overlaid by a postconceptual ‘phenomenal reality’, just as Kant is, the crucial gap between the two tiers is very differently positioned in each case. In Kant’s theory, the categories (or pure concepts of the understanding) mediate the transition between the noumenal and the ‘natural’, whereas for Durkheim the categories mediate the transition between the natural and the social. Durkheim has nothing to say about the noumenal realm of things-in-themselves imagined by Kant; the equivalent place in his theory of cognition is played by a realm of natural appearances prior to all conceptual ordering, something akin, perhaps, to the ‘blooming, buzzing, confusion’ evoked by William James in his own not dissimilar account of the nature of cognitive processes (James 1963). For Kant, the primordial stratum is not only unseen, it is prior to all seeing; not only unrepresented, it is wholly unrepresentable. Quite different is the primordial stratum presupposed by Durkheim, which is manifest to the senses and to the mind, but which is featureless and chaotic, devoid of the familiar landmarks and guidelines which make reality intelligible to us.

Collective representations, in their categorial role, bring it about that ‘nature’ is placed ‘inside society’, as Durkheim puts it. By this he does not mean that the sun or the moon, or tables and chairs, are members of this or that society, but that the sun-that-I-know, the moon-that-I-know, etc. would not exist as the objects-of-knowledge they actually are in the minds of perceiving subjects were these subjects not capable of bringing to bear on them a series of conceptual schemes which are socially derived. Kant and Durkheim, therefore, share the view that the phenomenal world is structured by mind-contrived conceptual underpinnings. The ‘real’ world is created by our ideas; this is the essential point, and the one denied by Empiricism.

(2) Durkheim is quite explicit in identifying the primary reality-circumscribing concepts provided for in his theory with the Kantian categories, including time, the category we are primarily interested in. The substrate of pre-categorial nature is timeless, or at least devoid of time as we would recognize it. But Durkheim opposes his conception of the category time to Kant’s (at least by implication; cf. the passage on space which immediately follows the passage on time, quoted above, p. 3). He says that the Kantian categories of space and time are ‘homogeneous’, but space and time as cognized by human beings via collective representations are far from featureless; if not time and space would remain uncognizable still.

Actually, Durkheim is wrong in saying that time and space as envisaged by Kant (as ‘pure concepts of the understanding’) are homogeneous. Kant, following Newton rather than Leibniz, regarded time and space as absolute rather than purely relational. There is every indication that Kant understood time to be absolutely directional with respect to before and after. The distinction between temporally anterior and temporally posterior events is a function of the asymmetry of time as a category, not a function of the properties of events themselves. Durkheim’s unfounded claim that Kant believed categorial time to be ‘homogeneous’ rather than ordered with respect to before and after plays an important part in his argument, because it gives him added leverage in introducing ‘social’ time discriminations in the place of the overly featureless Kantian category. In fact, in Kantian category time, every possible event is ordered with respect to every other possible event, either as preceding it, accompanying it or following it. This is not to say that we automatically know, or may ever be able to find out, in what order any set of events occurred. But it is never an intrinsically impossible question to ask, which is Kant’s point.

Durkheim meanwhile, having rejected the Kantian alternatives, enriches space and time, even in their most basic categorial forms, with a complex grid of distinctions, which can have no origin in the isolated psyche, in the faculty of cognition ‘hidden deep within the human soul’ invoked by his rationalist predecessor. The distinctions Durkheim has in mind must be traced to the social and organizational necessities of collective life.

However meritorious the influence of Durkheim’s thoughts on ‘social time’ may have been in directing attention towards the role of collective action in shaping human temporal awareness (a theme that will presently be explored in considerable detail), it is impossible to proceed any further without remarking that Durkheim is being disingenuous at this point. His line of argument is:



	The objective world cannot be experienced except via the categories.

	Time is one such category.

	Can we think of time except in terms of periods? (Answer: No)

	Are conventional time periodizations socially derived? (Answer: Yes)

	Therefore, we cannot have any experience of the objective world except in the light of socially derived periods of duration which constitute the category ‘time’. (And ditto for space, cause and the other categories.)

	Therefore, all experience of the objective world is socially derived.




Even if one admits, for debating purposes, steps 1 and 2 of the argument, not one of steps 3–6 either follows from steps 1 and 2 or is compelling on its own.

Against 3: There is no reason to say that we cannot think of temporal relationships other than in terms of periodizations. Suppose we go back to Kantian time, which is asymmetric with respect to before and after, but is otherwise featureless. If we then single out an event e, we can say, a priori, that event e occurs at T e. If time is asymmetric, we know that for any e’, any event that is not e itself, T e’ is simultaneous with, or before, or after, T e. All events are semi-ordered (only ‘semi-ordered’ because events can be simultaneous with one another as well as before/after one another) with respect to all other events. This conclusion follows tautologously given the asymmetry built into the Kantian category time. Thus, far from not providing any means to conceptualize temporal relationships between events, the category of time envisaged by Kant has all the definition required to specify all the temporal relationships between all possible events, quite without reference to any concept of a regular periodic scheme whatsoever.

Against 4: Descending from these abstract considerations, we can note that the empirical case for 4 is not overwhelming. Most people would say that the common social periodicities (days, months and years) are derived from the behaviour of the sun and moon, which exercise a contingent effect on both social life and timekeeping. And even periodicities which do not have astronomical determinants, such as the market-week, are arranged as they are for reasons which are inescapably bound up with material considerations, storage and transport constraints, and the like. This is not to express disagreement with the proposition that social life dictates which periodicities are regarded as socially salient, but to claim that these periodicities are entirely socially derived is another matter. Thus, seasons may be conventionally indicated by means of religious feasts rather than by reference to natural phenomena, i.e. Christmas-time, Lent, Easter, etc., but why are these feasts and fasts held in the particular seasons they are? Historically, the answers are straightforwardly ecological ones. At the very least, it has to be said that the sources of socially salient periodicities are not themselves pure inventions of the human mind, but adaptations to the physical ambience within which social life has to take place.

Against 5: The kernel of Durkheim’s argument is reached in this step. Durkheim says, in effect, that the fact that it is impossible to think about temporal relationships in terms of any but socially derived periodizations means that when ‘time’ figures as one of the constitutive categories of all cognitive representations of the phenomenal world, as it does in Kant’s Transcendental Aesthetic, it must do so in a pre-given ‘social’ guise. Kant’s claim is that it is impossible to conceive of an external object, e.g. an elephant, except that it be an elephant in space and time. But it is not at all part of Kant’s claim that to conceive of an elephant one has to conceive of it as positioned at some specifiable point-location in space and time. It just has to be an elephant which is not outside the bounds of space and time altogether. But it is just this stipulation that Durkheim introduces here to lend plausibility to his metaphysical argument. Having already posited the idea that in order to specify a temporal location, a periodization scheme must be made use of, and that periodization schemes are social in origin, he feels enabled to say that the temporal foundations of cognition are socially derived because temporal cognition of external objects consists in giving them point locations in time. And ditto for space, cause, number, etc.

But his reasoning is invalid. In the first instance, it is perfectly easy to demonstrate that the temporal location of an object, or more precisely the events in which an object participates, can be specified with or without reference to a periodic scheme, e.g. I can say that the battle of Borodino took place on 7 September 1811 (making use of the periodic scheme of the calendar), or alternatively that it occurred after Austerlitz and before Waterloo (i.e. somewhere in the non-periodic sequence of famous battles of the Napoleonic Wars). Secondly, even if it were true that temporal locations could only be specified in terms of periodizations, periodic schemes are often based on natural phenomena which contingently affect social life but are by no means socially determined, being dependent on the mechanical properties of the universe as an assemblage of matter. And finally, the specifiability of the temporal location of an object/event has no bearing on the Kantian argument that there are no non-temporal, non-spatial objects or events.

I believe that there is no real connection at all between what Kant wishes to demonstrate in the Critique of Pure Reason and what Durkheim wishes to demonstrate in the passage from Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, cited at the beginning of this chapter. In effect, Durkheim is representing a programme of sociological inquiry, i.e. research into the multiplicity of social institutions and forms of ideas having to do with time, as if that would at once coincide with the results of metaphysical inquiry and also render metaphysics as a distinct activity unnecessary. Neither of these promises can be made good. Sociology is being oversold as a substitute (if that were needed) for the intellectual activity of philosophy. Sociology (and its sister subject, social anthropology) has been much harmed by Durkheim’s plausible mimicry of the forms of philosophical argument. Sociology became unduly aggrandized as an independent source of philosophical truth, and at the same time threatened to displace the only intellectual discipline capable of exercising some restraint over the resultant flow of paradoxical and confusing utterances, i.e. philosophy itself.

Metaphysical and sociological arguments, though capable of being articulated one to another, belong to separate domains. Sociologists can, of course, say things from a sociological standpoint, about philosophers and what they do, including offering sociological explanations for the popularity of certain views among philosophers working in the context of particular social/historical settings. Conversely, philosophers can pronounce on the validity of the reasoning advanced by sociologists. But this is not at all the same as saying that sociological analysis uncovers the kinds of truths that philosophers are interested in, or vice versa.

By claiming that sociological analysis constituted an independent route towards the strictly metaphysical goals of rationalist philosophizing, Durkheim opens a door through which all manner of demons are able to crowd in. We shall meet one or two of these demons later. But although it is essential to highlight Durkheim’s malign influence as the encourager of a certain type of quasi-metaphysical sociological speculation, it is equally essential to recognize the imaginative stimulus his work gave to perfectly valid lines of sociological and anthropological inquiry. Among Durkheim’s more notable anthropological successors were Evans-Prichard, Lévi-Strauss and Leach. None of these authors is wholly immune to criticism on the score of making excessive metaphysical claims for the Durkheimian approach to time, but equally, none of them could have arrived at his perfectly valid insights without Durkheim’s example.






Chapter 2
Evans-Pritchard

In his early account of Nuer Time Reckoning (1939: 209), Evans-Pritchard commits himself to the following statement: ‘Perceptions of time, in our opinion, are functions of time reckoning, and are hence socially determined.’ This exemplifies perfectly the besetting post-Durkheimian urge to make unnecessarily sweeping metaphysical claims. But the author may have had second thoughts, because the sentence does not recur in the reworking of the material in the Time Reckoning’ article which was later incorporated into The Nuer (1940). Here, Evans-Pritchard makes a sensible distinction between what he calls ‘oecological time’ and ‘structural time’. (CEcological time is the set of time concepts derived from the Nuer environment and the adaptation the Nuer have made to it. Structural time is time geared to the organizational forms of Nuer social structure, defined by Evans-Pritchard as institutionalized relationships between political groups.)

Both of these kinds of time concepts can be described as ‘social’. Œcological time is social in that Nuer society, like almost any other, is largely organized around the fulfilment of productive tasks, and can be seen, in many of its aspects at least, as an adaptation to an ecological niche maintained by socially coordinated collective action. Structural time is even more obviously social, in that it is geared to the genealogical charters for lineage, clan and tribal political affiliations; but it also has a ‘natural’ component in that the idiom of genealogy is the symbolic form imposed by the Nuer on the demographic reproduction of successive generations, and hence of Nuer society as a natural entity.

The treatment given to temporal ideas in The Nuer has rightly been held up as a brilliant and exemplary demonstration of the linkages between social factors and temporality. In so lucidly identifying the resonances between temporal and social forms, Evans-Pritchard can be said to have singlehandedly justified Durkheim’s programmatic statements about social time. But famous as it is, I am not sure that certain peculiarities in Evans-Pritchard’s exposition have been sufficiently noticed, thereby obscuring to some degree the highly original approach the author adopts.

The Nuer opens with a lengthy account of Nuer ecology and production at the level of the isolated productive unit (the household, cattle-camp, etc.), while the second part of the book deals with the large-scale organization of Nuer society (the lineage system, the political system and the age organization). This design has caused confusion ever since the book appeared, so that undergraduates are often advised to skip the ‘Œcology’ part altogether, or read it after reading part II, on the grounds that, given his Durkheimian views, Evans-Pritchard cannot possibly have intended to give to ecological factors the kind of prominence or causal priority the layout of the book seems to suggest. But this advice is based on a misinterpretation of the actual role Evans-Pritchard attributed to ecological factors. The natural propensity of cultural ecologists is to assume that the outermost constraints on the structure of social systems are set by ecological variables in conjunction with the technological factors. Within these encompassing constraints, institutional forms, such as lineages, clans and households, are regarded as subordinate. Evans-Pritchard has this all the other way about; treating ecological constraints in terms of the smallest units of Nuer society and their cycles of activity, units which are encompassed by the framework of political units of differing genealogical definition and territorial scope, and causally subservient to them.

We can look at the way in which this argument sequence emerges in Evans-Pritchard’s treatment of Nuer time concepts. The opposition between the ecological and the social can also be viewed as an opposition between the microcosm and the macrocosm. At the microcosmic level, Nuer society is an ecology, whereas at the macrocosmic level Nuer society is an arrangement of political units related to one another in idealized genealogical space-time. And turning to Nuer modes of ‘time-reckoning’ as such, we can see that these can also be opposed as microcosmic/ecological and macrocosmic/structural.

The author documents the dependence of Nuer time-reckoning at the microcosmic (domestic) level on the daily cycle of the ‘cattle dock’ and the annual cycle of seasonal activities. His account confirms the idea that, for pre-technological people, the passage of time and the carrying out of a regular sequence of productive tasks and social activities cannot be dissociated from one another. Time is concrete, immanent and process-linked, rather than being abstract, homogeneous and transcendent.

But when we turn to macrocosmic time (and by macrocosmic time I mean durations longer than a single ecological cycle), the picture alters somewhat. The social processes by which macrocosmic time is calibrated are themselves abstract rather than concrete.

Time of long duration in pre-literate societies is most frequently associated with the concept of generations, reigns of kings, successions to various offices in kinship or territorial units, i.e. with processes whose cycles are roughly coterminous with the human lifespan, or with stages in the developmental cycle of the domestic unit or units of wider scope, attendant on reaching a certain stage within the lifecycle. Although these developmental and generational cycles are associated in various ways with biological events, they are by no means biological phenomena in themselves, in the obvious way that ‘generations’ of crops are sown and harvested in a regular seasonal cycle, or the annual ‘crop’ of offspring of domesticated animals which have a definite breeding season and a relatively short lifespan.

It has been pointed out that the much utilized concept of a human generation is essentially a ‘fiction’ (Needham 1974). None the less, many societies distribute social roles according to generational criteria, and in forming collective representations of the time-depth of a socially constructed universe, rely heavily on generational successions as the primary calibrating device. Many societies (e.g. the Tallensi; Fortes 1945) practise adelphic succession, requiring that offices be inherited by each surviving member of a set of real or classificatory brothers in turn before being passed on to any of their sons, with the result that the latest born among the senior generation and the first bom among the junior generation are likely to pass their entire lives without achieving office.

More notable still are the societies that maintain official age/generation set systems, of which the best known are those of east Africa, including the Nuer. I would say more about these systems, which are clearly salient in the context of the present work, were there not already in existence a number of articles and monographs which make this task superfluous, notably the elegant and comprehensive comparative analysis by Stewart (1977), and detailed ethnographic accounts of individual systems by Spencer (1965) and Hallpike (1972), to name only a selection. The point to note is simply that demographic logic demands that if one assigns all the individuals forming an age cohort the arbitrary generational index of 0 in year 1, by the time there are children’s children’s children of these individuals around, the chronological age-range of the intervening generations will be approaching a distribution which mirrors the age distribution of the population as a whole, and after a few more ‘generations’ actually will be so distributed. Many generation set systems operate on the assumption that there are living members of only three or four generations in existence at once: if these generation sets were not adjusted in some way there would be no relation at all between chronological age and ‘generational’ status. As it is, generation sets often embrace individuals of widely differing age, but usually there exist additional devices to ensure that entirely random age distributions in ‘generations’ do not persist. (The reader is referred to the works cited for further elucidation of these mechanisms.)

I mention these systems only in order to reinforce the point that Nuer macrocosmic time concepts, in being linked to generations, i.e. to the age organization and to the branching nodes in genealogical charters, are linked to processes which are ‘abstract’ in the sense of having no real-world counterpart, although they are articulated to real-world events (births and deaths).

Evans-Pritchard shows how the hierarchy of agnatic units, represented in the form of a genealogical charter, determines the structural distance between any two Nuer, which is proportional to the number of ascending and descending nodes separating them in the agnatic genealogy. But besides specifying agnatic relatedness, the genealogy also has spatio-temporal implications. Temporal implications arise from the fact that nodes occur at generational intervals, and spatial implications from the fact that each agnatic unit at each level of segmentation is associated with a territorial division. In fact, the celebrated diagram, which Evans-Pritchard later used to illustrate the principle of segmentary opposition, could be read as an ultraschematic map of Nuerland (Figure 2.1a), and it can equally well be used to represent the branching of a genealogical tree (Figure 2.1b), which is at the same time a representation of the temporal passage of the generations. Using these elements one can construct a composite diagram which expresses the coincidence of genealogy, territoriality and temporality, as conceptualized by the Nuer and described by Evans-Pritchard (Figure 2.1c).
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Figure 2.1 Space, genealogy and time


Thus, if ego (in Figure 2.1) encounters a fellow Nuer who belongs to a distantly related tribal section, which is associated with a spatially distant part of Nuerland, then the encounter takes place through a maximum ‘thickness’ of space and time in the structural sense, with corresponding modifications in the institutional and moral aspects of the relationships, even though these two Nuer are only three feet apart and are strictly contemporaries. ‘Structural time’ appertains to ideas and their consequences, not to physical facts and their consequences.

The actual social arrangements in space and time in which Nuer participate can run counter to the ideal scheme I have depicted, but Evans-Pritchard maintains, to the puzzlement of some (Schneider 1963) and the enlightenment of others, that it is the very abstractness and idealization of the Nuer scheme of genealogical/spatial/temporal co-ordination that makes possible the laxity found in their real-world practice.

In a fascinating passage, he contrasts the stabilized, eternalized space-time framework of Nuer social categories with the time that pervades the microcosmic world, the time that actually passes, in which events are pushed back into the past rather than remaining suspended forever at a certain node in an unchanging hierarchical structure.


We have remarked that the movement of structural time is, in a sense, an illusion, for the structure remains fairly constant and the perception of time is no more than the movement of persons, often as groups, through the structure. Thus age-sets succeed one another for ever, but there are never more than six sets in existence and the relative positions occupied by these six sets are fixed structural points through which actual sets of persons pass in endless succession. Similarly … the Nuer system of lineages may be considered as a fixed system, there being a constant number of steps between living persons and the founder of their clan and the lineages having a constant relation to one another. However many generations succeed one another the depth and range of lineages does not increase …

If we are right in supposing that the lineage structure never grows, it follows that the distance between the beginning of the world and the present day remains unalterable. Time is not thus a continuum but a constant structural relation between two points, the first and last persons in a line of agnatic descent. Evans-Pritchard 1940: 107, 108)


In this way, just as the ecological order is encapsulated in the social order within the overall design of Evans-Pritchard’s argument, so microcosmic/ecological time, which passes, is encapsulated within structural time, which does not. But does this idea, however appealing, really stand up to critical scrutiny? First of all, we can note that there is nothing illogical or metaphysically aberrant about the well-known phenomenon of ‘telescoping’ genealogies, i.e. silently revising the content of accepted beliefs about the identities of ancestors, so that the line of descent from the founding ancestor to presently living individuals does not exceed a certain number of generations, generally around 8–10. The Nuer’s genealogical beliefs may be false, but they are not held in defiance of compelling evidence to the contrary, and moreover they are false beliefs which have innumerable true consequences in the form of actual social observances which are predictable in the light of the current genealogical consensus. The Nuer do not have to have any particular ideas at all about the nature of time in order to persist in a genealogical consensus which, de facto but not de jure, alters with the passage of time in incorporating a set of newcomer-ancestors at lower nodes in the structure and discarding a proportion of no longer socially relevant ancestors located at nodes in the middle reaches of the structure. ‘Motionless structural time’ is, from this point of view, Evans-Pritchard’s idea, not a Nuer idea. But none the less I think that Evans-Pritchard’s account is illuminating in that it suggests that the Nuer, at least when they are thinking about temporal relationships in the genealogical idiom, operate with temporal concepts which are entirely non-metrical in character. In other words, he may be correct in saying that so far as the Nuer are concerned, the temporal relationship between founding ancestors and present-day people does not alter as one generation succeeds another in the here-and-now. We have copious ethnographic testimony to the effect that various cultures do not consider that the temporal relationship of the present to the mythic/ancestral past is one that is affected by the passage of time: perhaps the best-known instance of this being the Australian Aborigines’ beliefs about dream-time vs. the present. But it is misleading to imagine that the evidence which exists on this score proves anything about non-standard concepts of duration. We have only to look at traditional Christian beliefs. The religious significance of the events recorded in the New Testament remain utterly unaffected with the passage of time, even though these events are attributed to a datable period in the history of the world, which grows more distant with every passing year. It is wholly beside the point to introduce the issue of the increasing durational interval between the epoch of the founding ancestors, or the New Testament epoch, and the present day, when the symbolic salience of the events attributed to these epochs depends precisely on the fact that they are unaffected by the intervening lapse of time. I suggest that it would be more precise to say that what the Nuer, or the Aborigines, or the Christians believe is that there are relationships between events or epochs which are temporal to the extent that epoch A precedes epoch B in time, but that the relationship between the events of epochs A and B is unaffected by the durational interval A/B. There is priority, there is order, but there is no measure. In order to hold beliefs in this form there is no reason to assume heterodoxy in temporal belief-systems, logic, ‘perception’, etc.






Chapter 3
Lévi-Strauss

The theme introduced in the preceding chapter, of a structural or mythic time, which, by contrast to run-of-the-mill or ‘oecologicical’ time does not pass or change, reappears in many guises in the work of Lévi-Strauss (1963, 1966, 1969). He uses a rather similar distinction to contrast, not only the kinds of time found coexisting in a single society, but to oppose whole classes of societies.

Societies which share our conception of historical time as an enormous file into which historical events are entered, never to be expunged, are called ‘hot’ societies, i.e. societies which have internalized their own historicity. ‘Cold’ societies are those whose fundamental cognitive schemes are static and unreceptive to change; societies which externalize their historicity as an influence foreign to their continued well-being. Cold societies have as their ideal the perpetuation of a closed system impervious to external influence and not dependent on external sources of power. Lévi-Strauss (1948, 1969) compares hot societies to open systems like pumps, whereas cold societies are compared to dosed systems like docks (ignoring the fact that docks, even so, have to be wound up). When cold sodeties are overtaken by history, as they all must be eventually, they try to make it seem as if this historically contingent transformation was one foreseen from the beginning of time, and had, in essence if not in actuality, always been the case.

It would require an extensive analysis, which I do not propose to undertake here, to trace the many ramifications of this theme throughout Lévi-Strauss’s works. Meanwhile, it is true to say that, on the whole, this author discusses time - most frequently making use of the Saussurean distinction between ‘diachrony’ and ‘synchrony’ - not directly as an anthropological topic, but as a by-product of model-building exercises arising from the analysis of data which do not, on the surface, have to do with time at all, i.e. kinship systems, rituals, myths, etc. Lévi-Strauss is not concerned with either ‘real’ time or indigenous time concepts, but with time in abstract anthropological models. Indeed, it emerges clearly from the intellectual autobiography incorporated into Tristes tropiques (1961) that the original stimulus which led him to develop his structuralist position in the 1940s was his negative reaction to the time-and-history obsessed philosophy of his French contemporaries - Sartre in particular - who were in turn influenced by Husserl’s analysis of ‘internal time-consciousness’, which will be examined later (Chapters 23 and 26, below).

Lévi-Strauss is essentially an anti-time man. His interest in the sociology of time is focused primarily, and perhaps with a degree of envious nostalgia, on the ways in which societies can annul time and its effects. Faithful to the traditions of Durkheimian social theory, his ideal is for order achieved without authoritarianism, and the image of ‘cold’ societies which so regulate their affairs that historically contingent events do not make ‘a difference which makes a difference’, thereby removing at a stroke the basis and motivation for power politics, has undeniable attractions. But Lévi-Strauss’s successors have certainly not been slow in pointing out that the temporal anaesthesia he describes cannot be realized without mystification or logical sleight-of-hand.

Even a friendly critic, such as John Barnes (1971), notes that Lévi-Strauss’s account of the well-ordered time of ‘synchronous models’ is ambiguous between being genuinely immobile and merely cyclical (i.e. periodic). He has in mind the very familiar type of synchronic model of cycles of affinal alliance, which Lévi-Strauss certainly did not invent, but which he did much to popularize, such that group A gives women to group B, who give women to group C, who (in the simplest case) give women to group A, thus closing the cycle. A similar pattern is repeated in the next generation, and so on indefinitely. The question Barnes raises is, in what sense should such a model be considered ‘synchronic’? After all, time is represented here, because it is not an extraneous fact about such cyclical exchange-models that they represent a series of repetitions of the same exchanges, occurring over the lapse of time (generations). Indeed, this constitutes their very essence. As I shall demonstrate in slightly more detail in Chapter 4, the idea of periodic ‘repetition’ unavoidably implies the idea of linear temporal extension. What ‘synchronic structural models’ of the Lévi-Strauss type display is not immobile ‘synchronic time, present contemporaneously in all its parts, but the diachronic recurrence of structurally identical but numerically and chronologically distinct exchange-events, i.e. diachronic non-change.

The ‘synchronous’ time of which Lévi-Strauss speaks is in fact quite conventionally linear and irreversible, and hence in no way distinct from ‘diachronic’ time. The contrast between synchrony and diachrony in Lévi-Strauss’s writings has less to do with distinct types of ‘time’ than with the contrast between models and reality, structure and events, essence and accident. All these can be perfectly intelligibly discussed without invoking the concepts of synchrony and diachrony at all, still less any need for the revision of any orthodox temporal metaphysics. A ‘mechanical model’ shows the ‘history’ of the unfolding of a certain sequence of events (e.g. the formation of alliances between groups) as it is predicated by the overt or covert institutional arrangements of a given society. The result may be orderly or disorderly. If it is orderly, then a ‘mechanical model’ can express this fact; if not, then a ‘statistical model’ may reveal orderliness at a probabilistic level (e.g. the regularities in the statistical pattern of alliance demonstrated by Héritier (1981) among the Biami, or Kelly (1977) among the Etoro). In either case, time is not abolished, nor is the result any less ‘diachronic’ for not incorporating the actual historical (recorded or potentially recordable) data concerning the relevant transactions as they occur in real time.

Time is as inescapable in models as it is in real life; what is different about models is only the attenuated version of reality they supply, reduced to its logical, relational core. Models can be manipulated in ways that reality cannot, but a manipulated model which diverges from the real-world facts from which the model is ultimately derived corresponds to a set of counterfactual propositions, not intended to be true as they stand, but only to be of use for purposes of hypothetico-deductive reasoning. Because models provide an abstract, manipulable version of reality, it does not mean that the canons of temporal logic applicable to events represented in models are different from the ones applicable to the events represented in the model as they occur in real or historical time. In particular, time does not become ‘motionless’ in the model-context in any sense in which it can be regarded as not ‘motionless’ in other contexts.

What seems to be meant by calling time ‘motionless’ - and this applies to the motionless ‘structural time’ of the Nuer as well as to Lévi-Strauss’s synchronic time - is the imperviousness of some process or institutional form to systemic change. A cyclic mechanical model of a process envisages a finite set of identifiable event types which are not added to, or subtracted from, as the result of the postulated occurrence of an event or subset of events envisaged in the model. In linear time, a cyclical event-sequence is repetitious and non-branching. But this characteristic is not ‘timelessness’; all that is involved is a strict restriction on the order and identity of the event types falling within the scope of the model.

However damaging the outcome of any serious attempt to subject Lévi-Strauss’s opposition between synchrony and diachrony to logical scrutiny, I would be doing less than justice to the most inspiring of modern anthropologists if I let matters rest here. It is necessary to convey also some idea of the way in which the opposition I have just described is actually exploited analytically in Lévi-Strauss’s writings, which I can best do by summarizing part of one of his texts. An instructive example is provided by his discussion of the ‘never ending struggle’ between synchrony and diachrony manifested among the Australian Aborigines, which is to be found in the second half of the chapter ‘Time regained’ in The Savage Mind (1966).

The ‘struggle’ arises from the nature of the ‘totemic thought’, which is the subject of that book, which shows itself as a propensity to classify out the natural and social environment by means of a series of ‘totemic operators’, a combinatorial grid of distinction-marking oppositions whose root metaphor is ‘the species’. This classificatory propensity in itself has nothing to do with time, but it has two outgrowths which do: (1) a system of origin myths which relate the present, tangible world to an ancestral creative epoch in the past; and (2) a ritual system which brings the present world into line with the mythic past by periodically re-enacting it in the here-and-now.

Among the Australian Aborigines this mutual interaction of the ‘noumenal’ ancestral creator-beings and their living ‘phenomenal’ counterparts, who ritually recapitulate the creative epoch, is particularly marked. Lévi-Strauss quotes a long passage from Strehlow (1947) to the effect that all the daily activities of Aborigines living in the traditional way are both reenactments of the long-past prototypical activities of the ancestors in the dream-time (the noumenal, mythic period) and at the same time are contemporaneous with these same ancestral doings, in that the ancestors are considered still to be engaging, invisibly, in these activities at all the relevant sacred sites specified in the myths. The totemic past and the real world coalesce, but are also distinct from one another, in that the phenomenal order of things, the non-dream-time life, is only a pale shadow of the ‘real’ world of the dream-time ancestral beings.


Mythic history thus presents the paradox of being both disjoined from and conjoined to the present. It is disjoined from it because the original ancestors were of a nature different from contemporary men: they were creators and these are imitators. It is conjoined with it because nothing has been going on since the appearance of the ancestors, except events whose recurrence periodically effaces their particularity. … the savage mind succeeds in overcoming this twofold contradiction [by means of] a coherent system in which diachrony, in some sort mastered, collaborates with synchrony. (Lévi-Strauss 1966: 236).


According to Lévi-Strauss this contradiction is overcome by three kinds of ritual performances: (1) Historical rites, which recreate the past so that it becomes present (Past Present); (2) Death rituals, which recreate the present so that it is integral with the past (Present → Past); (3) Rites of control, which adjust the periodic increase/decrease of totemic species in the here-and-now to the fixed scheme of relationships between men and totemic species established in the mythic past (Present = Past). Hence, as Lévi-Strauss concludes elsewhere, ‘ritual is a machine for the destruction of time’, though we are entitled to object that this is hyperbole, since it is not time that is destroyed, but its effects.

Lévi-Strauss recognizes that the reconciliation of the ‘timeless’ order of things as they are sub specie aeternitatis, and the messy here-and-now order of things, is only something that is to be aimed at, not something that can be fully achieved by ritual means. Concluding his analysis he points to the important role of the chirunga, the totemic objects of stone or carved wood which, when produced from their hiding-places at the sacred sites, provide physical proof of the interpenetration of the mythic and mundane time-frames during the rituals held there. These objects are held to be actually coeval with the ancestral beings, palpable traces of their presence on earth at one time. Lévi-Strauss compares them to our historical archives, whose contents are mainly published, and consist of documents whose historic significance would survive into the present even if the documents themselves did not, but which we none the less jealously preserve simply because these are the original documents and as such are irreplaceable.

Why are we interested in preserving the original of the Magna Carta, scrawled notes from Elizabeth to Essex, the actual yellow chair Van Gogh is supposed to have painted? Lévi-Strauss says that this is our only way of coming into contact ‘synchronously’ with our ancestors, whom we otherwise know from history books, but whom we find it hard to think of a9 being one flesh with ourselves without such physical symbols. This is undoubtedly true. But it needs to be said also that the sensation of copresence with the past, which we gain from the contemplation of historic relics, is an illusion. The original of-the Magna Carta, which is available for inspection at Canterbury, is not a fragment of the world of 1215 which has somehow become displaced in time and has strayed into the twentieth century. The Magna Carta is an object, present in the world of today, which has an authenticated history including events which took place in 1215. But those events and the Magna Carta of 1215 which participated in them are gone for good, and the availability of the self-same piece of parchment, present today, called the ‘Magna Carta’, will not bring them back, because any events which that piece of parchment participates in will be events of today, not events of 1215. In other words, it is a category-mistake to attribute dates to objects at all; because only events have dates. What objects have is histories, including many dated events, and we think that objects have dates only because we often identify objects by associating them with the events surrounding their creation, events which, in the case of the Magna Carta, took place in 1215.

One has to admit that the illusion of time-travel engendered by the contemplation of ancient objects is a strong one, stronger perhaps than mere logic. But nothing will enable the Magna Carta, once it has lasted up to today, ever to get back to 1215, and the chirunga-illusion is just this, i.e. that by handling the ancient stones and engraved boards, made smooth by prolonged use, the ritual operators are physically transported into a different temporal realm contemporaneous with the making of the chirunga and populated by their makers, just as we feel so transported when we enter an andent and well-preserved cathedral.

However compelling the illusion, an illusion it remains. I have no quarrel with Lévi-Strauss’s analysis of the manipulation of time, which lies at the heart of so many of the ritual performances described by ethnographers. It is only necessary to draw back at the point where the attempt to interpret symbolic action degenerates into a rash attempt to rewrite the laws of logic or physics so as to make ritual daims come out ‘true’ in some absolute sense. But if these laws were not as they are, if time and history were not as destructive of all the orderly schemes we cling to as they manifestly are, there would be no sense in holding rituals anyway. This point, I think, is one that Lévi-Strauss never loses sight of, so that he never daims that the ‘timeless’ order evoked by Australian Aborigine myth and ritual is a culturally constituted sub-universe on its own, with its own distinct and culturally relative temporality. He is, in other words, not a cultural relativist, but one who, as he says, ‘observes from afar’, a standpoint incompatible with cultural relativism.

Indeed, in terms of current theory, Lévi-Strauss’s main weakness is predsely this Olympian detachment, and in particular his unwillingness to consider ‘history’ on a par with ‘structure’. Sahlins (1985) has argued the case for seeing the ‘contingent’, even unique, historical events which Lévi-Strauss consigns to diachrony, as just as much the product of ‘synchronic’ cultural schemes as predictable, periodic events such as repetitions of alliances or the performance of increase rituals. Lévi-Strauss’s unsatisfactory attitude towards history, and the now much-criticized dichotomization between ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ sodeties which underlies it, stem from his confusions concerning synchrony and diachrony, mentioned earlier. It is because Lévi-Strauss was under the illusion that ‘the time of models’ (synchronic time) was somehow essentially different from the ‘chronological’ time in which the events of history transpire that he assumed his characteristically blinkered attitude towards the applicability of the cultural/structural approach to the study of the contingendes of histoiy. After Sahlins, it is only too apparent that in so doing he unduly and gratuitously restricted the scope of anthropological enquiry. Now, liberated from the Procrustean bed of synchrony vs. diachrony, much that originally belonged to Lévi-Straussian structuralism lives on, not as the spedal-purpose theory of ‘cold’ sodeties, but as a component of a far more general ‘anthropological history’ applicable to all sodeties.
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