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THE SOCIOLOGICAL CONCEPT OF TIME

CARMEN LECCARDI

The temporal dimension has traditionally been at the center of studies in two
disciplines especially: philosophy and physics. But psychology, economics and
biology have shown much more than episodic interest in the subject of time as
well. And yet, despite the attention given to time in the period running from the
second half of the 19th century to the start of the 20th century by scholars of the
caliber of Durkheim, Marx and Simmel,' sociological thought concerning
temporality has had a limited resonance not only externally but also within its
disciplinary confines.

In the past two decades, concurrent with the crisis in the all-inclusive and
totalizing paradigms of social-phenomena analysis, sociology has once again
turned its attention to time. The temporality key in fact offers fecund approaches
to exploring the social world® and also makes substantial contributions to
overcoming the individual/society dichotomy. Furthermore, through the tem-
poral analysis of action another great contraposition that sociological theory has
long dealt with, that of action opposed to structure,® tends to crumble. Conse-
quently, numerous studies in recent years have given renewed impulse to the
sociological study of time both in Europe and in the United States.*

Generally, however, it should be borne in mind that to cast full light on the
sociological dimension of temporal categories, a preliminary operation of
what could be called unveiling is necessary. Due to their taken-for-granted
nature, in fact, these categories are not automatically perceptible. To make
them “visible” attention must be drawn to the little dealt-with nexus that ties
society’s organization to time as a mechanism directing and regulating social
life. Analyzing this tie also reveals the historically determined character of
temporal categories, their tendency to become more and more abstract as one
gradually moves towards more and more complex processes of social inter-
connection.>

These notes intend to dwell on this nexus — whose implications are quite broad —
with a declaredly limited goal, that of indicating the outlines, the foundations, of
the complex conceptual edifice built by the sociological study of time. Three
authors have been chosen as guides in this exploratory journey: a classic author, M11
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Durkheim, and two contemporary ones, Elias and Luckmann. The first laid the
bases, in a 1912 work, Les formes élémentaires de la vie religieuse, for socio-
logical analysis of the temporal dimension. The second has in the past decade
made a considerable contribution to the same subject, putting the civilizing
process and the formation of temporal concepts into relation. The third, working
in the same period on the relation between time and identity, has proposed an
ad hoc analytical system to grasp the interconnections between the interior,
intersubjective and social dimensions of time.
The approaches to temporality offered by the first two authors, Emile Durkheim
and Norbert Elias, are antithetical in certain aspects. While the thinking of the
former was sired by an historical period still dominated by the Newtonian
temporal paradigm® and its emphasis on time’s objectivity, the reasoning of the
latter is fully within the Einsteinian perspective in which time depends on the
viewpoint from which it is analyzed, thus losing its character of absoluteness to
take on a relational significance.” Correlatively, while for Durkheim the subjec-
tive aspect of time is outside sociological involvement — social time stands
above interior time as well as being rigidly separate from it in conceptual terms
— for Elias the subjective experience of time is a constituent part of the sociolo-
gical analysis of tempofality.
In practice, these are two authentic schools of thought concerned with the very
same subject.® While in the French tradition headed by Durkheim attention is
concentrated on the social origin of time and its role as a regulator of collective
life, the German school, of which Elias is an outstanding spokesman, primarily
accentuates the historicist aspect of temporal concepts, the different repre-
sentations of time shown in different historical phases. The exclusively norma-
tive aspect of time emphasized in the first school is countered in the second
by time’s dual valence as an integrating element and, at the same time, as a
resource of which individuals and groups make active use to build social reality.
The third author dealt with, Thomas Luckmann, an exponent of social pheno-
menology, takes a stance independent from the aforementioned traditions. His
analytical slant, particularly attuned to the subjective character of temporal
experience, above all sheds light on the close relation that exists between
subjective duration, the social interaction process and the objectivization of
temporal categories.
At the start of the century, Emile Durkheim formed a key idea in the sociologi-
cal study of time, the idea of the social origin of categories of knowledge.
Durkheim maintained that, as every social manifestation has a religious nature,
so every religious expression — taken as a symbolic form of collective interests —
is actually a celebration of the social. Since they are produced by religious
12 m thought the categories of knowledge (time, space, number, cause, etc.) are, in
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the final instance, also social dimensions. Time is therefore an expression of the
religion-society coupling and as such is a primary integrating force.

Durkheim therefore rejects the Kantian reference to time as an a priori synthe-
sis, an innate idea or category of the intellect. At the same time, arguing against
psychological reductionism, he stresses its social character, its being produced
by and an expression of societal organization. Fascinated by its macro-
sociological features, Durkheim carefully points out time’s ability to contain
and define social existence. In this framework, reference to the individual
dimension of time is, in practice, banned. In its.place we find the life of the
group and the community’s time as references for temporal analysis. According
to Durkheim the indispensable coordinates for organizing time are of clearly
social derivation. In his eyes, time’s division into days, weeks, months and so
on corresponds, for example, to the periodicity of public festivals, of rites. In
turn, the calendar sets the pace of collective activities while ensuring their
regularity.

A social product in the fullest sense, in Durkheim’s analysis time is also a
crucial regulating element of collective activity. Temporal schemes constitute
an essential aspect of social life as a whole, its filiations on the one hand and the
concrete elements of its structuring on the other. Endowed with a coercive
nature — “social fact” in its proper meaning — these schemes impose themselves
on the group that recognizes itself in them. Although it is a collective product —
it is the group that expresses it — social time is also a norm, lack of respect of
which entails applying sanctions (in ways, forms and different degrees depending
on the existential contexts).

Durkheim for the first time upsets the viewpoint from which philosophy had
always considered time: the subjective dimension, the perception of time on the
level of consciousness becomes secondary, is no longer the center of attention.
Interest is instead drawn to time viewed as a medium for social reproduction
along with the prescriptions that the community sets on the basis of its own
periodic needs. In essence, it is the “objective” dimension of time, the imperso-
nal power it has over the individual and the group, its ability to scan, to cadence
collective life that attracts Durkheim’s attention.

Several decades had to pass before Durkheim’s analytic viewpoint was integra-
ted with the acquisition of the subjective experience of time as an equally
important phenomenon. At the time the subjective aspect was expunged from
the sociological study of time in accordance with the supremacy of the social
over the individual that constitutes the cipher of Durkheim’s vision of the
world. The copenetration of individual time and social time, their common
substance and the impossibility of focusing on one without considering the
other, were not contemplated.

W13



TEMPS / ZEIT TRAVERSE 1997/3

Despite the obvious limitations of this approach — limitations that the decades
separating us from Les formes élémentaires de la vie réligieuse make particularly
clear — the perspective begun by Durkheim continues to prove quite fecund in
its basic lines. In fact, it imposes looking at the tie that unites specific conceptions
of time with the features of the social organization of each historical epoch.® At
the same time it suggests analyzing the ways in which conceptions of time,
while guaranteeing order and regularity, contribute to reproducing and develop-
ing collective life.
In his book Uber die Zeit (1982), published in English in 1992 as Time: An
Essay, Norbert Elias — an eminent sociologist and historian just recently decea-
sed — makes one of the most meaningful contributions to understanding the
sociological significance of time. 70 years after Durkheim he enriches in a
determinant way the conceptual network needed to grasp this significance. Even
though during this long period of time authors like Sorokin and Merton or
Moore in the United States and Gurvitch or Halbwachs in France! continued to
sociologically analyze time, it is mainly thanks to Elias that substantial strides
have been made in this direction.
Elias clarifies how the notion of time we hold today should be considered the
result of a long process of collective learning, evolved over the centuries, rather
than as an entity having an autonomous existence. This notion in fact EXpresses
a conceptual synthesis whose traits tend to become more and more complex the
further the civilizing process proceeds.
A tool for orientation and social communication created by mankind, time —
stresses Elias — is nothing but a symbol: the symbol of a relationship that a
human group creates between two or more series of events, one of which is
standardized as a frame of reference or a measuring-stick for the other. The
traits of this symbol, as Elias shows through numerous historical examples, are
not genetically fixed but vary according to the state of social development
reached, to the prevalent social habitus; in other words, according to the posi-
tion held inside the civilizing process by the social organization that eXpresses
them. They are learned by the individual in the course of socialization and are
used inside the social circuit for orientation and regulation purposes and to
communicate with other individuals or groups.
As collectively created symbols and not “realities” of the spirit or of nature,
conceptions of time are, as has been said, an indicator of the greater or lesser
social complexity reached. And so, for example, archaic societies utilize tem-
poral concepts that have a low level of conceptual synthesis. In this social
framework the level of abstraction is rather limited. Even the need to synchronize
group undertakings with other changes is small. On the other hand, a great deal
14 W of room is left to impulse in defining the temporal framework of activities. In
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fact it’s the physiological clock, with its changing rhythms, its pauses and
accelerations, that serves as the main temporal reference for collective life.
With the passage to agricultural societies, the ways and forms of temporaliza-
tion change. Although there is a greater need to synchronize activities with new
productive demands, temporal concepts remain anchored to concrete dimensions
of experience: the cycle of the seasons, daily work rhythms, the alternation of
religious rites. Despite the increased wealth of concepts and an equally increased
ability to synthesize symbolically, time in these societies is still not an autono-
mous principle able to give meaning to social life."

Only in fully developed societies, Elias emphasizes, does the symbol denominated
“time” take on more and more abstract characteristics in relation to growing
social needs to coordinate and synchronize human activities with sequences of
non-human natural phenomena. In the new urban context the chain of inter-
dependence lengthens and specialization and social differentiation grow at the
same time. Concurrent with an increase in trade there is a need to determine
time with greater precision, transforming temporal experience."

The two revolutions, scientific and industrial, will bring this conception of time
to completion. Precision and regularity in computing time begin, for example,
to play a leading role as human labor is applied more and more to machinery.
The “exact time” on the one hand, with its corollary of increasingly precise
instruments for measuring it, and long-term temporal scales on the other,
become indispensable references for new social organization. Along with the
formation of the planning-the-future concept there is also a change in the way
the course of human life and the structure of identity itself are conceived.
According to Elias, to whomever grew up in modern society it seems obvious
that a person has an image of his or her own identity as a living being that was
once a child, grew up, grows old and sooner or later will die. Instead, this image
of one’s own identity as a continuum of transformations presupposes a huge
store of knowledge. And this knowledge, as the author stresses, is only a recent
development when likened to mankind’s entire progress.

According to Elias’ thesis, there is no “time” which human beings, whatever
historical era they live in, experience homogeneously. Instead, over the centu-
ries they have had numerous temporal experiences, quite different from one
another, progressing from illiterate societies’ limited ability to temporalize to
the sophisticated temporal structuring of the modern world.

Therefore, in Elias’ opinion, all conceptual separation between time’s subjec-
tive and social dimensions is completely arbitrary. Individual and society are
not two separate entities, nor do social time and individual time refer to two
different universes of meaning. But interdependence does not only involve the
social and the individual dimensions and their respective times. According to W15
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Elias it also embraces nature and its time. Time seems to him to be a highly
conceptual symbolic synthesis thanks to which natural, biographical and social
rhythms can be put into relation.” Clocks and calendars are excellent examples
of this synthesis: within them, the physical, social and individual dimensions
are so closely entwined that they appear indistinguishable at first glance.
Elias thus believes it is incorrect to divide “individual time” from “physical
time” and “social time”. In fact, the social construct that is time is as insepa-
rable from the “natural” dimension as it is from the “experienced”. Inseparable
from the first because it is impossible to separate the rhythms of human beings
from those of nature.”” From the second because, although created by human
collectivity, it is also the historically determined setting within which human
experience takes shape.
The idea of an autonomously existent time scanned by clockwork and indepen-
dent of either social or experienced time was the result of the socially-enjoyed
supremacy (starting in the 1600s) of the rationalist model borrowed from the
natural sciences. Behind this assumption lies the axiom of the separation of, and
antagonism between, nature and society — a separation and an antagonism that
Elias believes instead regard their respective sciences. According to this view,
empty clock time runs on implacably without communication with human
society, a sort of “outside authority” that the latter must perforce bow to.
In reality, as Tabboni observes,'® the “so-called natural or physical time that
appears to us today in the semblance of an external and immutable law, which
clocks are called on to ‘measure’, is a fairly recent historical creation [...] an
idea inconceivable prior to the scientific revolution”. “Objective”, homogeneous
time that can be broken down into homogeneous instants of equal length is the
product of one particular historical period, the period of scientific progress and
the great technological transformations. Its quantitative character is well-adap-
ted to the progressive rationalization that touches every sector of social life as
the industrializing process gradually expands and deepens. The prevalence in
the modern world of the instrumental type of action Weber shed light on — goal
definition on the basis of cogent reasons and identification of the best ways to
achieve them — would be unthinkable without the success of this temporal logic
centered on efficiency and rationality.
In conclusion, Elias” work offers many stimuli for considering time untied to
naturalistic-philosophic approaches. He clarifies well how the degree of a
society’s development influences social concepts as much as it influences the
subjective experience of time. By studying the historical stages through which
temporal categories have evolved, Elias manages to focus fully on the parallel
influence of the social structure and of intentionality in defining modes of
16 W temporalization.
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If Elias greatly weakened the analytical barrier that has long separated the
different levels of experiencing time, the thinking of Thomas Luckmann —
expounded in his essay Remarks on Personal Identity: Inner, Social and His-
torical Time'" — enriches the conceptual network that concerns the different
aspects of temporality and their interrelations.

Luckmann’s departure-point is the relation between time (taken as the medium
of social interaction) and personal identity. Distancing himself both from the
concept of identity as a pure and simple epiphenomenon of physical and
physiological structures, and from viewing it as a “reflection” of the social and
cultural system, Luckmann underlines the intersubjective nature of the process
that leads to its definition. “In face-to-face encounters, — he writes — the
(mediated) experience of one’s self is built up in (immediate) experiences of
others. In the reciprocal mirroring of a face-to-face encounter, two streams of
consciousness, and two body-bound, inner times are synchronized into the
intersubjective time of direct, social interaction [... The] reciprocal mirroring
in the ‘here and now’ of a concrete situation is an elementary condition for the
development of personal identity.”'®

Identity is therefore not conceived as self-awareness pure and simple — even
though reflective consciousness remains one of its constituent parts. Rather, it is
thematically dealt with as a temporal structure, a combination of three different
dimensions of time: inner time, tied to corporality and experienced as duration;
intersubjective time, tied to face-to-face social interaction and experienced as
the synchronization of two currents of awareness; and, finally, biographical
time, connected to social temporal categories and experienced as a meaningful
horizon for building a life history.

Apropos of inner time — “the form of consciousness as continuous experience
— Luckmann stresses for example how only rarely, when awake, is the indivi-
dual tuned to its wavelengths. Only in particular circumstances of solitude, and
in the absence of normal activities of purposeful work or thought (in the rare
moments, that is, when the mind is not working towards specific aims), does
inner time thoroughly envelop us. “The world of everyday life is a social world;
it is a world in which pragmatic motives prevail [...] The time that govern daily
life cannot be the inner time of the solitary individual.”*

As Schutz states,? the time in which we are habitually immersed is a shared,
necessarily intersubjective time, made up of continual connections between our
inner time and the time of our interlocutors. Social interaction in fact presup-
poses the synchronization of the social actors’ inner time. Both Schutz and
Luckmann stress that the primary context in which the temporal perspectives of
the actors are unified is the world of daily life.? ‘In this framework inner time,
intersubjective time and social time meet and blend.

219

=17



TEMPS / ZEIT TRAVERSE 1997/3

Inner time — a time of which we are usually conscious only in an unthinking way
— can therefore not be thematically dealt with without referring to social tempo-
ral categories. With this term the author refers to those categories which we, as
members of a particular society, born and raised in a certain historical period,
have internalized during the socialization process. This are “ready-to-use”
categories, objective and abstract, superimposed on concrete social interaction
that we are accustomed to make use of in daily life. They are an integral part of
the stock of knowledge available socially; or, to be more precise, this stock
can be considered the locus of the socially objectified temporal categories (as
the body is for inner time, or face-to-face social interaction in the case of
intersubjective time).
According to the author, even in face-to-face social interaction these categories
play a very important role, guaranteeing its structure. The usual temporal
adjustment needed to coordinate interactive exchange would, for example, be
impossible without these categories.?
On the other hand — and it is one of the alchemies of time analyzed in a
sociological key — the categories of social time could not exist if, upstream,
there were no interactive processes generating them. Luckmann believes that
they take shape and are continually remodeled in the course of concrete interaction
whose temporality, once they have been molded, they compete to regulate.
These “objective” categories, as Luckmann argues, “are socially objective.
Social categories of time thus point back to original, intersubjective coordina-
tions of interaction sequences accomplished in the pre-categorial synchronization
of two streams of consciousness.”” While social temporal categories, given
their linguistic articulation and symbolic representation, appear as independent
from inner time as they are from intersubjective, their interweaving is deep and
indestructible.
“Several Times and One Identity” is the title the author meaningfully gives to
the brief conclusive paragraph of his essay on the relation between time and
personal identity. Since human beings live constantly in contact with other
human beings, their temporal experience, founded on inner rhythms, tends — as
we have already noted — to coordinate in daily life with other “durations”,
creating a “common time”. However, Luckmann reminds us, it is indispensable
to keep in mind that an individual life is put into relation with a dimension that
transcends both individual and intersubjective time. It is in fact immersed in
history’s time, taken as the temporal space that individual experience passes
through.
In Luckmann’s analysis, the tools connecting biographical and historical time
are the so-called “biographical schemes” that tie individual life to lengthier
18 W periods of a social and cosmic nature. “Human individuals — he writes — are



LECCARDI: SOCIOLOGICAL CONCEPT OF TIME

born at a particular time in a particular place into a socio-historical a priori.
Biographical schemes are central components of the a priori. 7%

Like the interactive categories, they serve to regulate sequences of action over
time. But while the former refer to the short, recurrent times of daily life, the
latter regulate the lengthier temporal sequences that do not recur in individual
life. Thanks to them, short-term actions are integrated into longer ones without,
however, losing their salience. In particular, daily routines take on great
significance from the existence of biographical schemes, being put into relation
with macro-temporal dimensions through them.

“Explanatory, legitimizing and normative ‘models’ par excellence” as Luck-
mann defines them,? biographical schemes constitute a sort of compass with
which to orient oneself at times of crucial existential decisions, at turning-
points, and in planning one’s life. Although changeable historically, their con-
tents have in common the ability to make available a whole of categories
(themselves part of the stock of socially-given knowledge) thanks to which the
course of individual life is put into relation with an extra-individual time
through which it passes. From this standpoint biographical schemes can be read
as the answer to the challenge posed by the finiteness of human existence.

In substance, if we are indebted to Durkheim for the basis of the conceptual
edifice of social time, and to Elias for having brought to light the close relation
that unites natural, individual and social time, through Luckmann’s contribution
we can better understand the role that social interaction plays in structuring
temporal experience.

The many-sidedness of time viewed in a sociological key,” is probably the
aspect that most strongly meets the eye, reflecting all together on Durkheim’s,
Elias’ and Luckmann’s analyses. But another factor, pointed up by these last
two authors, should be emphasized: the time studied by sociology is at once a
social product and an individual creation. Individuals and groups create time
and in turn are molded by it; these two aspects are inseparable. Probably the
greatest merit of the sociological study of time is its convincing illustration of
the inconsistency of the individual/society dualism.

Notes
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SUMMARY
THE SOCIOLOGICAL CONCEPT OF TIME

As the founding fathers of sociology had already understood, the study of time
is an especially efficacious analytical tool in exploring social forms. Through it,
in fact, the connections between individual and society, structure and action, the
worlds of nature and culture are clearly revealed. And the specific “fecundity”
of temporal categories has led to an intense flowering of sociological studies on
time over the past two decades. With the intent of offering some basic concep- W21
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tual equipment with which to understand the sociological approach to the
temporal dimension, this paper proposes three different, and complementary,
directions for research. The first is offered by one of the classics of sociological
thought, Emile Durkheim. As early as the start of our century, in the context of
his study of the social origins of categories of knowledge, he stressed the close
relationship that exists between temporal concepts and the character of social
life. In his view, however, individual time has no analytical autonomy and the
subjective temporal experience is expelled from the strictly sociological field
of interest. The second, more recent, mode of thinking is that of the eminent
German sociologist and historian, Norbert Elias. Elias takes a clear stand
against making time an external dimension, “objective” in relation to human
existence, emphasizing instead its symbolic character, the combined result of
human experience and the civilizing process. At the same time the author offers
important analytical elements with which to go beyond the viewpoint tending
to counterpose individual, natural and social time. The third research direc-
tion, taken from the social phenomenology school and here described in rela-
tion to Thomas Luckmann’s thinking, deals with the processes that relate the
dimension of inner time to intersubjective time on the one hand and, on the
other, to the broader social temporal categories. In this case, too, important
analytical departure-points are offered to supersede dichotomous approaches to
the study of time.
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