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The Time of Infection 

This book contributes to the exploration of the concept of time in the social sci-
ences and philosophy, by reflecting on the ontological presuppositions of medical 
science and what this means for the response to communicable infection. By exam-
ining infection as a process that resists segmentation, prediction, and control, the 
author exposes the ontological limits of linear divisible time as it is routinely mobi-
lised by biomedicine and health governance to make life knowable and governable. 
Rather than abandoning time, it recognises it as a powerful technical device, one 
that has come to be treated as a mirror of reality rather than as an intervention that 
actively shapes what can be known, valued, and acted upon in the face of poten-
tially lethal infection. The book will appeal to scholars in sociology, social theory, 
philosophy, and medical science interested in temporality, conceptions of power, 
and speculative thought. 
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For those whose experience of infection I have not 
presumed to capture. 



 
if the movement, that is any movement, is lively enough, 
perhaps it is possible to know that it is moving even if 
it is not moving against anything. 

Gertrude Stein, Lectures in America (Beacon Press, 1985), 
p. 165. 
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1 The Promise of Time 

… the immediate fact for awareness is the whole occurrence of nature. It is nature 
as an event present for sense awareness, and essentially passing. There is no holding 
nature still and looking at it. 

(Alfred North Whitehead)1 

This book is about how the idea of time is used to understand and respond to 
infections of the body, particularly those known as communicable between hu-
man bodies. While nothing in this book denies that the signifying powers of what 
we ‘moderns’ think as time can affect infection, my focus is on the peculiarities 
produced by the scientific assumption that all of existence unfolds in what is com-
monly accepted as a linear passage and moves as if conforming to its divisible 
measures. Perhaps the strangest thing about this idea of time is that no one has ever 
seen it except on the face of a clock: a device central to modern life not only for 
marking the hour but also for teaching us to see the world as a mechanism governed 
by measurable movement. 

Almost all scientific texts will reiterate that infection involves a mechanistic 
response by our bodies to a microbe replicating in conformity with measurable 
time intervals.2 However, are our bodies and the problem of life-affecting infection 
merely a matter of ticking mechanisms? The etymology of time traces back to the 
word ‘tide’ in the early 13th century, evoking an ebb and flow. As recorded in his-
torical accounts, tide was understood to mean ‘on all occasions’ or ‘as warranted’.3 

Tide speaks not only of movement but of the restlessness insistence of events. With 
the invention of the clock, the linear progression of repetitive points and periods 
has segmented even the ebb and flow of the tides into objects of time. 

Throughout this book, I maintain this strict, altogether neat notion of time. 
Although there are other ways of referring time – for instance, as ‘multiple’ or 
‘lived’ – as if different to that of the clock in order to appreciate that experience 
does not conform, I am not persuaded that these expressions necessarily depart 
from a more basic assumption that all objects and events happen due to a trans-
cendent force. In the natural sciences and the modes of governance that they 
inform, infection is unquestionably conceived as an object driven and tracked as 
if moved by such a force, its movement is transposed into sequences conformal 
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