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Senses of Time: 
From the Future via the Present to the Past (and Back Again)
Simon Susen

Department of Sociology and Criminology, City St George’s, University of London, London, UK

ABSTRACT
The main purpose of this paper is to reflect on the concept of ‘time’ in 
general and the concept of ‘the future’ in particular. To this end, the 
analysis focuses on central issues raised by Gerard Delanty in his recent 
work on competing and conflicting ideas of the future in the contempor
ary world. To narrow the scope of the investigation, ten key issues are 
examined. Each issue is addressed in two steps: first, by elucidating the 
problem in question; and, second, by discussing controversial matters 
arising from it. Rather than simply reconstructing Delanty’s position, this 
article critically engages with the most salient limitations of his account 
and puts forward constructive proposals for overcoming them. Building 
on the principal arguments scrutinized in the course of this inquiry, the 
final part of the paper sketches the contours of a critical theory of time, 
which is organized around the antinomy between ‘the timeless’ and ‘the 
temporal’. It posits that critical theory is viable only to the extent that it 
recognizes and explores the temporal constitution of the natural/objec
tive, social/normative, and experiential/subjective dimensions of the 
human condition – and, by implication, commits to temporalizing the 
human condition itself.
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Introduction

The main purpose of this paper is to reflect on the concept of ‘time’ in general and the concept of 
‘the future’ in particular.1 To this end, the analysis focuses on central issues raised by Gerard Delanty 
in his recent work on competing and conflicting ideas of the future in the contemporary world.2 To 
narrow the scope of the investigation, ten key issues are examined. Each issue is addressed in two 
steps: first, by elucidating the problem in question; and, second, by discussing controversial matters 
arising from it.

Rather than simply reconstructing Delanty’s position, this article critically engages with the most 
salient limitations of his account and puts forward constructive proposals for overcoming them. The 
comments and suggestions offered are intended to be sympathetic, acknowledging that Delanty has 
made a valuable contribution to our understanding of the future – especially by sharpening 
awareness of recent trends and developments in philosophical and sociological approaches to the 
temporal constitution of human existence. Building on the principal arguments scrutinized in the 
course of this inquiry, the final part of the paper sketches the contours of a critical theory of time, 
which is organized around the antinomy between ‘the timeless’ and ‘the temporal’. It posits that 
critical theory is viable only to the extent that it recognizes and explores the temporal constitution of 
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the natural/objective, social/normative, and experiential/subjective dimensions of the human con
dition – and, by implication, commits to temporalizing the human condition itself.

I. The Future as a Challenge

It is hard to deny that ‘the question of the future is one of the major problems facing contemporary 
societies’3. Arguably, the main reason for this peculiar historical situation, in which the future is 
perceived as a key reference point for individual and collective actors inhabiting the present, is the 
emergence of a polycrisis4 – also known as metacrisis or permacrisis.5 We are confronted, then, with 
a variety of co-existing and overlapping challenges: environmental (climate change and the risk of 
nuclear catastrophe); economic (the feasibility of capitalism, growing social inequalities, and future 
supplies of energy and raw materials); political (the rise of populist and authoritarian forms of 
governance, the instability of liberal democracy, and the polarization of politics); military and 
territorial (escalating conflicts across the world – notably the Russo-Ukrainian War, the 2026 Iran 
War, the Israel–Palestine conflict, the war in Sudan, and ongoing hostilities in the Middle East and in 
the Democratic Republic of Congo, among many others – as well as the more general risk of nuclear 
war); technological (the impact of artificial intelligence, digital technology, nanotechnology, and 
biotechnology); philosophical (the popularity of relativism, nihilism, and cynicism – whether these be 
epistemic, moral, cultural, political, or otherwise).

Such an intricate historical constellation is marked by a proliferation of intertwined and over
lapping crises, implying that a polycrisis effectively reaches the more problematic status of a 
global permacrisis. In this context, the multiple ways in which individual and collective actors 
relate to the future may be largely shaped by ‘the permacrisis of the present’6. It appears, therefore, 
that – now more than ever – the future is not only a key reference point for those immersed in the 
present but also, in a more fundamental sense, ‘a way of experiencing the world’7. On this account, the 
future is ubiquitous in that it permeates both the conceptual and the experiential building blocks of the 
present:

Almost everything is now understood and experienced through the prism of the future, since this is the primary 
focus for the playing out of crises. The overcoming of a crisis is always in the future, but it begins in the present. 
We live in the present, but we are always oriented towards the future, whose shadow falls across the present.8

Far from representing a peripheral element of our immersion in the world, the future constitutes 
a central component that is always already part of the present. The more crisis-ridden the present, 
the more those who inhabit it are drawn into (and towards) the future. The more the present is 
a source of crisis, the more both its constitution and its manifestations are experienced and 
interpreted through the lens of the future. If, however, the present is perceived as a permacrisis 
(and, hence, as a hopeless situation), then it is likely that those immersed in it will lose faith in the 
future. Given the large number of serious – and, on some levels, existential – challenges, this lack of 
faith in the future is not completely implausible, let alone irrational. Rather, it is symptomatic of the 
pressing issues faced by both individuals and social groups in the 21st century, meaning that it is 
hard, if not impossible, to live in the present without considering the future.

First Intermediate Reflection
A critical analysis of human temporality requires recognizing the ubiquity of the future in the present 
(and, by extension, in the past). Such an endeavour, however, should avoid overstating the extent to 
which this is a new phenomenon (or a phenomenon that has been significantly exacerbated in 
recent years). While it is true that the future ‘is a way of experiencing the world’9, it is questionable 
whether this is the case ‘now more than at any previous time in history’10. Any historical condition 
marked by the confluence of crises (whether we are dealing with a polycrisis, metacrisis, or 
permacrisis) comprises a combination of objective, normative, and subjective factors, which, in 
most cases, expose the fragility of the world.11 In previous decades and centuries, however, there 
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have been numerous sets of circumstances in which people’s lifeworlds have been primarily ‘under
stood and experienced through the prism of the future’12.

This future-orientedness may be triggered not only by the emergence of different crises (social, 
cultural, environmental, economic, political, military, technological, philosophical, or otherwise) but 
also by the emergence of collective imaginaries (including ideologies), enabling its advocates to 
project themselves into a yet-to-come. In the context of modernity, this – collective – orientation to 
the future manifests itself in ‘major’ political ideologies (such as anarchism, communism/socialism, 
liberalism, and fascism) and ‘sub-major’ political ideologies (such as feminism, nationalism, and – more 
recently – environmentalism).13 Thus, the engagement with the present through the prism of the 
future may be not only an expression of a specific polycrisis, metacrisis, or permacrisis but also – in 
a more projective (albeit not necessarily progressive) sense – a sign of people’s general desire to 
imagine the possibility of a yet-to-come, in which their individual and collective ambitions and 
agendas can be realized.

II. Humans as Future-Oriented Creatures

Far from being reducible to a way in which the world is experienced and/or conceptualized, the 
future lies at the heart of the human condition: ‘humans are future-oriented beings’14. Just as the 
future is ‘constitutive of humanity’15, it is ‘constituted by humanity’16. As humans participate in the 
construction of historically unfolding processes, they are not only shaped by the past and immersed in 
the present but also oriented towards the future. The present is more than a theatre of actuality; 
crucially, it is a treasure of potentiality and possibility. As such, it is constantly being constructed and 
reconstructed by the various material and symbolic resources mobilized by actors capable of 
producing, reproducing, and transforming the conditions of their existence. The future, therefore, 
is not merely a factual continuation or temporal extension of the present and the past, let alone ‘a 
fate that is largely [or entirely] determined’17 and can be predicted – namely, by uncovering the 
underlying laws and causal mechanisms that govern all occurrences.18 Rather, the future, at least in 
the human universe, is ‘a product of foresight and willed’19 – that is, it is the result of intentional 
beings, capable of making decisions in accordance with a variety of cognitive (including both 
empirical and logical, purposive and moral, utilitarian and deontological, opportunistic and prin
cipled) considerations.

Second Intermediate Reflection
Humans are future-oriented beings. Given the existential significance of this orientation to the 
future, it may be regarded as a species-constitutive feature. This does not mean, however, that it 
represents a species-distinctive feature – that is, an attribute that is essential only to humans and, by 
implication, not to other species. An anthropocentric account of time runs the risk of overlooking the 
extent to which all living beings (and, indeed, all life forms) are oriented towards the future, insofar as 
their ultimate telos consists in survival and reproduction.

Granted, the way in which humans engage with the future is peculiar and possibly unique – not 
only due to their capacity for reflection, contemplation, and introspection but also due to their 
capacity to establish cognitive, affective, and evaluative links between different temporal horizons 
(within the past–present–future continuum). Moreover, we appear to be the only species for whose 
members ‘existence’ is an issue.20 Since humans are meaning-seeking creatures, ‘existence’ is not 
a mere ‘fact’ but an ongoing tension-laden experience of the world, which is bound up with ‘big’ (that 
is, existential) questions and challenges, from which there is no escape during one’s lifetime.21 Given 
this existential imperative, however, other living beings are also profoundly invested in the future. In 
fact, some of them (notably sentient beings) are also equipped with cognitive, affective, and 
evaluative faculties, permitting them to experience different (physical, mental, and emotional) states 
that are indicative of their existential investment in, relationship with, and dependence on the future. 
Every living entity is ‘always oriented to the future’22, because its existence is intertwined with its 
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capacity to find a way forward (whether through survival or through reproduction, or both). In short, 
the future is constitutive of all living beings and constituted by all living beings.

III. Beyond Determinism

‘While the future is not determined, it is also not entirely open’23. The reason for this curious paradox 
may be described as follows: on the one hand, there are numerous dimensions of the world that are 
subject to high degrees of determinacy, notably those that are part of the natural world (and, hence, 
governed by the physical laws of the universe); on the other hand, there are numerous dimensions of 
the world that are subject to high degrees of indeterminacy, notably those that are part of the social 
world (and, hence, shaped by historical contingency and human agency).24

Third Intermediate Reflection
Many commentators will broadly agree with the narrative ‘determinacy in (and of) the natural 
world’ vs. ‘indeterminacy in (and of) the social world’. A critical theory of the future – capable of 
moving from a low-resolution account (determinism vs. nondeterminism) via a medium-resolution 
account (determinism, free will, compatibilism, and indeterminism / accidentalism) to a high- 
resolution account (see below) – requires a more differentiated understanding of the relationship 
between determinacy and indeterminacy.25 Arguably, we are confronted with the following 
options:26

● Option 1 (pan-determinism): Everything that happens in the world is governed by universal laws 
and, hence, (pre)determined.

● Option 2 (natural determinism + social contingency with human agency): Everything that hap
pens in the natural world is governed by universal laws and, hence, (pre)determined. By 
contrast, everything that happens in the social world is subject not only to high levels of 
contingency but also to the agency of individual actors, who, owing to their rational capacity, 
are capable of exercising varying degrees of free will.

● Option 3 (pan-indeterminism): Everything that happens in the world is largely accidental and, 
hence, fundamentally indeterminate.

● Option 4 (natural indeterminism + social contingency with human agency): Everything that 
happens in the natural world is largely accidental and, hence, fundamentally indeterminate. 
By contrast, everything that happens in the social world is subject not only to high levels of 
contingency but also to the agency of individual actors, who, owing to their rational capacity, 
are capable of exercising varying degrees of free will.

● Option 5 (natural determinism + social indeterminism): Everything that happens in the natural 
world is governed by universal laws and, hence, (pre)determined. By contrast, everything that 
happens in the social world is largely accidental and, hence, fundamentally indeterminate.

● Option 6 (natural contingency with nonhuman agency + social contingency with human agency): 
Everything that happens in the world is subject not only to high levels of contingency but also 
to the agency of both nonhuman and human actors.

● Option 7 (natural contingency with nonhuman agency + social determinism): Everything that 
happens in the natural world is subject not only to high levels of contingency but also to the 
agency of nonhuman actors. By contrast, everything that happens in the social world is 
governed by universal laws and, hence, (pre)determined.

● Option 8 (natural contingency with nonhuman agency + social indeterminism): Everything that 
happens in the natural world is subject not only to high levels of contingency but also to the 
agency of nonhuman actors. By contrast, everything that happens in the social world is largely 
accidental and, hence, fundamentally indeterminate.
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● Option 9 (natural indeterminism + social determinism): Everything that happens in the natural 
world is largely accidental and, hence, fundamentally indeterminate. By contrast, everything 
that happens in the social world is governed by universal laws and, hence, (pre)determined.

● Option 10 (pan-compatibilism): Everything that happens in the world is – in different respects – 
partly determined, partly indeterminate, partly accidental, partly contingent, and partly depen
dent on the agency of both nonhuman and human actors.

The preceding list of options is an admittedly schematic outline of the different ways in which we can 
make sense of the relationship between determinacy and indeterminacy. These ten options are 
significant because a critical theory that fails to chart the determinacy/indeterminacy space spanning 
‘nature’ and ‘culture’ – understood, respectively, as ‘the natural world’ and ‘the social world’ – will 
struggle to apprehend the structural and agential forces that shape the temporal constitution of 
reality. Debates over (a) determinism, (b) free will, (c) compatibilism, and (d) indeterminism / accident
alism are as old as philosophy itself.27 A more differentiated approach, however, may emerge from 
drawing (a) an ontological distinction between ‘the natural world’ and ‘the social world’, (b) 
a methodological distinction between ‘the natural sciences’ and ‘the social sciences’, and (c) an 
epistemological distinction between ‘knowledge of the natural world’ and ‘knowledge of the social 
world’.

Aware of the extent to which the boundaries between ‘the natural’ and ‘the social’ are increas
ingly blurred, critical theorists would benefit from presenting these options in a more systematic 
fashion and, crucially, from assessing their respective strengths and weaknesses. It may require 
a second ‘methodological dispute’ [Methodenstreit]28 – that is, a kind of Methodenstreit 2.0 – to 
acquire an in-depth understanding of the relationship between determinacy and indeterminacy. 
Arguably, such a project would oblige us to rethink (a) the ontological boundaries between ‘the 
natural world’, ‘the social world’, ‘the world of logic’, and ‘the world of culture’, (b) the methodological 
boundaries between ‘the natural sciences’, ‘the social sciences’, ‘the formal sciences’, and ‘the 
humanities’, as well as (c) the epistemological boundaries between ‘natural-scientific knowledge’, 
‘social-scientific knowledge’, ‘formal-scientific knowledge’, and ‘humanistic knowledge’.

IV. From Controllability to Uncontrollability?

Arguably, we have been witnessing a transition from the modern quest for control (and belief in 
controllability [Verfügbarkeit]) to the late-modern experience of lack of control (and recognition of 
uncontrollability [Unverfügbarkeit]).29 In fact, this change in perspective is tantamount to ‘a seismic 
shift’30 from the 20th-century view that the future is ‘essentially under the control of the present’31 to 
the 21st-century view that the future is (largely or completely) unknown, uncertain, and unpredict
able and, by implication, ‘out of control’32 – or even uncontrollable and, ultimately, unverfügbar33. In 
its extreme versions, the focus on uncontrollability may, at best, convey pessimism (suggesting that 
there is hardly any hope for ‘a desirable future’34) or, at worst, lead to fatalism (implying that ‘there 
may not even be a future’35).

Fourth Intermediate Reflection
The diagnosis of the shift from a generally optimistic and future-oriented Zeitgeist towards 
a remarkably pessimistic and future-sceptical, if not fatalistic and future-denying, Zeitgeist 
may be broadly accurate. The former is associated with modernity in general and with 
modernity’s ‘major’ political ideologies (such as anarchism, communism/socialism, liberalism, 
and – most perniciously – fascism) and ‘sub-major’ political ideologies (such as feminism, 
nationalism, and – more recently – environmentalism) in particular.36 The latter is associated 
with late modernity in general and with late modernity’s tendency to turn away from 
teleological (including evolutionist, developmentalist, and progressivist) modes of thinking – 
whether these be primarily political, philosophical, economic, cultural, religious, scientific, or 
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otherwise. Even if one assumes that this account is correct, it is vital to question not only the 
dualistic framework on which it is based but also the alleged novelty of the issue in 
question.

The history of our species is marked by the tension-laden relationship between our search for 
controllability and determinacy (together with our pursuit of knowledge, certainty, and predictability), 
on the one hand, and our experience of uncontrollability and indeterminacy (together with our 
acceptance of ignorance, uncertainty, and unpredictability), on the other. Human history is pervaded 
by competing attitudinal forces, pulling in opposite directions: optimism vs. pessimism, idealism vs. 
fatalism, triumphalism vs. defeatism, progressivism vs. traditionalism, belief in the future (expressed 
in the search for Verfügbarkeit) vs. scepticism about the future (triggered by experiences of 
Unverfügbarkeit).

It may (or may not) be true that, in terms of their Zeitgeist, the 20th and 21st centuries are 
associated with two diametrically opposed temporal orientations. In any case, different epochs 
generate (and are generated by) different Zeitgeister, characterized by different attitudes towards 
past, present, and future. Owing to the contingencies attached to this collective journey, humans (in 
any period) can establish a meaningful relationship to the world only by accepting that their lives are 
shaped by varying degrees of controllability and uncontrollability (and, arguably, by varying degrees 
of hope and despair).

V. The Human Condition?

Over the past 200,000 years, humans have developed different – species-constitutive – capacities: on 
the one hand, those associated with intelligence, empathy, reason, and solidarity; on the other hand, 
those associated with selfishness, ruthlessness, competitiveness, and self-preservation.37 The former 
tend to be seen in a positive light, insofar as they make human co-existence possible, serving as the 
source of individual and collective learning processes, empowerment, and progress (cognitively and 
normatively, technologically and morally, scientifically and ethically). The latter tend to be seen in 
a negative light, insofar as they can undermine the stability of social and political orders, thereby 
resulting in individual and collective unlearning processes, disempowerment, and regression (cog
nitively and normatively, technologically and morally, scientifically and ethically).

Fifth Intermediate Reflection
It is hard to make a persuasive case for critical theory without examining – and, possibly, defending – 
the concept of ‘humanity’38. In recent decades, traditional accounts of ‘the human condition’39, 
‘human essence’40, and ‘human nature’41 have come under attack – not least due to the influence of 
constructivism42, historicism43, and perspectivism44 (which permeate different variants of 
poststructuralism45, postmodernism46, and posthumanism47 – among several other ‘post-isms’). 
And yet, at least from a neo-Kantian and Habermasian point of view, the project of critical theory 
is inconceivable without a differentiated understanding of humanity (and, by implication, of the 
species-constitutive, species-distinctive, and species-generative characteristics of our existence). 
Such an endeavour requires a balanced approach, capable of acknowledging that ‘human nature’ 
is composed of contradictory, but complementary, elements: impulsive and reflective, irrational and 
rational, competitive and co-operative, callous and empathetic, egoistic and altruistic, selfish and 
selfless, habitual and creative – to mention only a few. Humans are not a fait accompli but, rather, 
a species in flux – continuously shaped by historical contingencies and future possibilities.

The question arises, then, whether different forms of life – through the confluence of their 
foundational, contingent, and ephemeral dimensions48 – reinforce (or undermine) different sets of 
‘human’ characteristics. Arguably, different dimensions of ‘the human condition’ are either strength
ened or weakened by different forms of life.49 In an admittedly schematic way, these forms of life may 
be categorized as follows: ‘collectivist’ vs. ‘individualist’, ‘simple’ vs. ‘complex’, ‘tight’ vs. ‘loose’, 
‘horizontal’ vs. ‘vertical’, ‘control-based’ vs. ‘freedom-based’, ‘community-centred’ vs. ‘person- 
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centred’, ‘relatively homogeneous’ vs. ‘relatively heterogeneous’, ‘technologically backward’ vs. 
‘technologically advanced’, ‘small-scale’ vs. ‘large-scale’, ‘slow-paced’ vs. ‘fast-paced’.50

When reflecting on the phenomenon of social acceleration51, which tends to be associated not 
only with modern but also, crucially, with late-modern (or even postmodern) forms of life, questions 
such as the following arise: How fast is too fast? And how slow is too slow? How dynamic is too 
dynamic? And how static is too static? How energetic is too energetic? And how quiescent is too 
quiescent? Different (individual and collective) actors will give different answers to these questions in 
relation to different dimensions of their lives. Similar questions can be raised with respect to specific 
forms of life, as categorized above.

To offer a comprehensive account of the contingency of our existence, critical theory needs to 
explore the impact of these forms of life not only on the realization of different human potentials 
(both positive and negative) but also on our relationship to time in general and to the future in 
particular. Granted, such an undertaking would require serious sociological, anthropological, and 
historical research. It might, however, contribute to a more fine-grained (that is, cross-societal, cross- 
cultural, and cross-historical) understanding of the relationship between the organization of society 
and the organization of time (and, by implication, between regimes of governmentality and regimes of 
temporality).

VI. The Future as a Contested Domain

In recent years and decades, ‘the future has become a contested domain’52, which has been, and 
continues to be, interpreted in radically different ways. As indicated above, these interpretations 
range from optimistic (if not idealistic) to pessimistic (if not fatalistic). The former convey a strong and 
confident – and, in many cases, technophile – trust not only in the long-term survival of the human 
species but also in the substantial enhancement of its conditions of existence. The latter express 
a gloomy and largely sceptical – and, in some cases, even cynical – attitude towards the future, 
which, in its apocalyptic variants, goes as far as to suggest that the complete destruction of the world 
is a matter of when, not if.

It is ironic that, while – in terms of their diagnoses – they are diametrically opposed, both positions 
may claim to be scientifically motivated (that is, empirically substantiated, methodologically rigorous, 
epistemologically reflexive, terminologically precise, and theoretically informed).53 At the same time, 
both positions may be defended from a non-scientific point of view: ‘common sense’ may tell us that 
the world is coming to an end, just as ‘common sense’ may tell us that, for a growing number of 
people across the world, life conditions are gradually improving.

Sixth Intermediate Reflection
The future is an object of contention, and so is the past. Just as there are ‘contested futures’, there are 
‘contested histories’.54 Furthermore, the present is an object of contention. In other words, there are – 
so to speak – ‘contested presents’ (even though, when referring to ‘the now’ or ‘nowness’, the noun 
‘present’ is not commonly used in the plural). A fundamental difference between ‘contested pasts’, 
‘contested presents’, and ‘contested futures’, however, may be described as follows: the past and the 
present can – in principle – be studied on the basis of (more or less well established) ‘facts’, ‘events’, 
and ‘states of affairs’; the future, by contrast, cannot be ‘studied’ (in a strict sense). Rather than 
examining the future in terms of actualities, we can speculate about what lies ahead in terms of 
potentialities and possibilities. Granted, the future can be studied insofar as it is regarded as ‘the 
future of the past’ or as ‘the past of the future’ (that is, as something that – having emerged from 
a historical horizon of potentialities and possibilities – has happened as a ‘past future’). The future 
itself cannot be ‘studied’, however, if it is defined as the ‘not-yet’ of the present.

If ‘the past’, ‘the present’, and ‘the future’ are objects of contestation, then their respective 
ontologies may require specific terminologies, theories, epistemologies, and methodologies to 
account for their distinctiveness. We cannot study the past in the way we study the present 
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(or ‘study’ the future); we cannot study the present in the way we study the past (or ‘study’ the 
future); and we cannot ‘study’ the future in the way we study the past and/or the present.

It is no coincidence that academic disciplines and subdisciplines that focus on studying the past 
(notably history, archaeology, palaeontology, classics, historical anthropology, historical sociology, 
historical linguistics, geology, evolutionary biology, etc.) are – in terms of their terminologies, 
theories, epistemologies, and methodologies – fundamentally different from those that focus on 
studying the present (such as sociology, political science, anthropology, media and communication 
studies, science and technology studies, legal studies, economics, psychology, epidemiology, etc.), 
not to mention those that grapple with the future (such as futurology or any field of study – including 
some of the previous ones – in which researchers make predictions or at least speculate about future 
developments).

As objects of inquiry, different types of temporality must be understood as different ontologies, 
which require different interpretive (that is, terminological, theoretical, epistemological, and meth
odological) tools to shed light on their irreducible qualities. Identifying this challenge is relatively 
straightforward; addressing and resolving it, however, could hardly be more difficult.

VII. The Future as a Political Issue

Most (if not all) conceptions of the future have a political character.55 The control of the future is 
intimately interrelated with the future of control: artificial intelligence, big data, space travel, and the 
quest for eternal life (on earth and/or on different planets) – all of these (and other) matters stand for 
transhumanist and accelerationist attempts at overcoming the limits (and limitations) of the present 
by conquering the limitless horizon of the future.56 This ambition may be summarized in the slogan 
‘more and more, wider and wider, deeper and deeper, faster and faster, better and better’57.

When comparing and contrasting prevalent conceptions of time over the past two centuries or so, 
one may distinguish three ‘regimes of historicity’58: (a) ‘past-oriented’, (b) ‘present-oriented’, and (c) 
‘future-oriented’. Different historical circumstances will generate and sustain different regimes of 
historicity. The 20th century is known for having replaced ‘past-oriented’ regimes with ‘future- 
oriented’ ones, as illustrated in the impact of communism/socialism, liberalism, and fascism on 
world history. The question of whether the 21st century is marked by the dominance of presentist 
or futurist outlooks is open to debate59; arguably, it is shaped not only by the contradictory 
combination of presentism and futurism but also by a persistent longing for the past (as expressed 
in the revival of conservative modes of thinking, concerned with ‘the recovery of something lost’60).

Seventh Intermediate Reflection
It is true that conservative (and neoconservative) approaches – whether these be primarily social, 
cultural, political, or economic – tend to make a case for restoring key elements of the past (including 
those of past futures). Even if one disagrees with their (retrograde) outlook, however, one needs to 
acknowledge that conservative (and neoconservative) perspectives can make a ‘positive’ case (or at 
least what their advocates perceive as a ‘positive’ case) for the future. Slogans such as ‘Make America 
Great Again!’ or ‘Take Back Control!’ are indicative of such (populist) attempts to reconquer the 
present by promising a better future.

Paradoxically, then, so-called progressives and/or liberals may come across as ‘conservatives’ 
insofar as their policies and agendas aim to re-establish a sense of ‘democratic normality’, beyond 
the normative parameters imposed by authoritarian and/or populist types of governance. It is ironic 
that conservatives can claim to be ‘the real progressives’ (for instance, as liberal posthumanist 
technophiles) and can accuse progressives of being ‘the real conservatives’ (and of endorsing 
traditionalist and humanist forms of technophobia). In this context, the view that ‘[i]ntellectuals 
who call themselves “progressive” really hate progress’61 has gained credibility, notably among 
liberals (à la Steven Pinker).
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Critical theory can, and should, question the validity (and legitimacy) of attempts made by 
conservatives to present themselves as ‘the new progressives’ (and, by implication, to portray their 
progressive opponents as ‘the new conservatives’). Yet, critical theory needs to recognize that the 
boundaries between ‘progressives’ and ‘conservatives’ are blurred, not least because each side seeks 
to conquer the future by reclaiming the past and reinventing the present.

VIII. Towards an Action-Theoretic Approach to the Future

Human actions cannot be dissociated from their basic orientation to the future. Arguably, this is most 
obvious in goal-oriented and outcome-oriented actions (also known as purposive, utilitarian, and/or 
teleological – that is, instrumental [non-social] and strategic [social] – actions). When actors pursue 
the realization of specific goals62, they can only do so by projecting themselves (consciously or 
unconsciously) into the future. By doing so, they push their present situation into a not-too-distant 
temporal horizon within which their goals are meant to be realized. The not-yet is an integral part of 
the always-already.

Eighth Intermediate Reflection
While it is true that human actions cannot be dissociated from their basic orientation to the future, it 
would be reductive to suggest that only goal-oriented and outcome-oriented actions meet this 
criterion. Not only (a) purposive, utilitarian, and/or teleological – including instrumental and strate
gic – actions but also (b) normative, moral, and co-ordinative actions, (c) subjective, expressive, and 
dramaturgical actions, as well as (d) communicative actions are future-oriented.63 Other typologies 
of action may be added to this list.

Consider, for instance, Weber’s famous differentiation between (a) traditional, (b) affectual, (c) value- 
rational, and (d) instrumental-rational action.64 Even the least likely candidate – that is, traditional 
action – requires an orientation to the future. Even those actions that are largely shaped, if not 
governed, by custom, habit, and convention are – while reinforcing arrangements of the past through 
their reaffirmation in the present – directed towards the future. All actions – including those that are 
aimed at restoring the past (or elements of the past) – are oriented towards the future: no action can 
take place unless it is imbued with the past, situated in the present, and directed towards the future. 
The challenge, therefore, consists in proving that this confluence of past, present, and future (that is, 
the convergence of ‘past-ladenness’, ‘present-situatedness’, and ‘future-orientedness’) is a vital feature 
of all (that is, both human and nonhuman) actions.

If one were compelled to assign temporal orientations to types of action, one might – reluctantly – 
associate (a) purposive, utilitarian, and/or teleological – including instrumental and strategic – 
actions with one’s direction to outcomes in the future, (b) normative, moral, and co-ordinative 
actions with one’s reliance on standards, values, and habits transmitted from the past, (c) subjective, 
expressive, and dramaturgical actions with one’s immersion in the richness of the present, and (d) 
communicative actions with one’s dependence on others as experienced through the past–present– 
future continuum.

Such a schematic way of temporalizing human actions, however, is misleading insofar as it 
overlooks the extent to which all types of action are directed towards the future, shaped by 
the past, and realized (or potentially realizable) in the present. That said, all actions – 
including the most (a) well-informed and planned, (b) principled and considerate, (c) trans
parent and authentic, and (d) consensual and synchronized ones – have both intended and 
unintended consequences. Hence, every action is marked by the epistemic limitations of 
those who perform it. Our capacity to speak authoritatively about the past, present, and/or 
future is inherently restricted and coloured by our biases, presuppositions, and mental 
projections.
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IX. Past – Present – Future (and Back Again)

It is possible to draw a distinction between two fundamentally different ways of conceptualizing 
time in general and the relationship between past, present, and future in particular: on the one 
hand, the classical (and widely accepted) scheme of ‘past → present → future’; on the other hand, 
the revised (and less common) model of ‘future → present → past’. In a counterintuitive move, 
one may propose to replace the former with the latter. This view is based on the following 
assumption:

The future is not something that temporally arrives after the present, but it is a part of the present and 
consequently may become the past when our present time comes to an end.65

Past, present, and future are so deeply intertwined that a linear, let alone tripartite and ‘separa
tist’, conception of time is misleading. The future is integral to the present (and, by implication, to 
the past). Rather than portraying the present as an accumulation of pasts (and, by implication, 
the past as an accumulation of past pasts), here the past is interpreted as ‘the accumulation of 
futures that are now our past’66. Instead of suggesting that the past always has the upper hand in 
terms of shaping both the present and the future, here it is posited that the entire process ‘can 
be seen in reverse, with the past – in the sense of our understanding of it – being shaped by our 
orientation to the future’67. Both the present and the past are marked by people’s fundamental 
orientation to the future.

Granted, ideas of the future are influenced by both dominant and alternative conceptions (and 
perceptions) of the present. This interpretive and immersive dependence on the present remains 
a central feature of the future. At the same time, however, ‘the dominance of the past over the 
present – imagining the future in terms of past futures – needs to be challenged in order to give 
a more central place to the future’68. Thus, it is plausible ‘to offer a different account of the idea of the 
future from some of the dominant trends’69 in the recent literature on this topic. In accordance with 
these trends, it has become common to reduce the future ‘to a category that can be predicted or 
understood in terms of catastrophe’70, thereby referring to what lies ahead in scientistic and/or 
fatalistic terms.

Ninth Intermediate Reflection
The proposed change in perspective, as outlined above, contributes to a more fine-grained under
standing of time in general and of the relationship between past, present, and future in particular. 
The validity of this paradigm shift, however, may also be questioned on several grounds:

(1) There is the notion that the future, because it is part of the present, will become the past once the 
current moment has ceased to exist. While this proposition may sound appealing, it states the obvious. 
Anybody who subscribes to the view that the flow of time occurs on a past–present–future continuum 
will accept that the future, far from being reducible to a constitutive element of the present, is also an 
integral part of the past. It is no coincidence that many languages distinguish different types of 
future tense (in English, for instance: simple future tense, future continuous tense, future perfect 
tense, future perfect continuous tense, and future in the past [‘would’ and ‘was/were going to’]). The 
depth of the philosophical recognition of the complexity of time is reflected in the semantic, 
syntactic, grammatical, and pragmatic elements of ordinary language.

(2) It is true that the approaches that focus almost exclusively on the past to understand (or even 
to explain) the present and the future are, at best, limited and, at worst, problematic. Even if, 
however, we accept that this process can be seen in reverse, with the past being shaped by our 
orientation to the future, we need to recognize that the past continues to hold sway over both the 
present and the future. One need not be a historicist or structuralist to appreciate the role of the past 
in shaping both the present and the future. Indeed, both the present and the future would not be 
conceivable without the past, out of which they emerge. In this context, it is worth remembering one 
of Marx’s most famous aphorisms: 
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Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it under 
circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly encountered, given, and transmitted 
from the past. The tradition of all the dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brains of the living.71

The relationship between necessity (imposed by the constraining force of historical ‘circumstances’) 
and contingency (owing to people’s own ‘making’) has been a major subject of controversy in social 
and political philosophy for quite some time.72 Inevitably, this debate touches upon ‘the global 
question about the “position of human beings in the world”’73, which – in different ways and to 
different degrees – has been addressed by both classical philosophies and religious worldviews.74 Be 
that as it may, it would be erroneous to play temporal ideal types (notably ‘past’, ‘present’, and 
‘future’) off against each other. Just as the past is shaped by our orientation to the future, both the 
present and the future are shaped not only by the past itself (including our largely unconscious 
immersion in it) but also by our awareness of the past (including our conscious positioning in relation 
to it).

(3) There is a strong case for challenging what may be described as the ‘preponderance of the 
past’ thesis. The same, however, applies to the ‘preponderance of the present’ thesis and the 
‘preponderance of the future’ thesis. Each option is (rightly or wrongly) associated with a specific 
understanding of our temporal relationship to the world: first, historicism (or ‘pastism’); second, 
presentism; and, third, futurism. The notion that ‘[k]nowledge oriented towards the future should 
be more interesting than knowing the past’75 and that ‘it is certainly more important’76 is 
problematic: knowledge oriented towards the past and knowledge oriented towards the present 
can be just as interesting and important as knowledge oriented towards the future. If we prioritize 
one over the other (on epistemological, methodological, empirical, and/or theoretical grounds), 
then we run the risk of endorsing a reductive account of temporality, failing to grasp its 
multilayered constitution.

(4) Irrespective of the existential significance of both the present and the future, all forms of 
knowledge are past-based: empirical or rational, evidence-based or reason-guided, practical or 
theoretical, intuitive or reflective, implicit or explicit, taken-for-granted or discursive, habitual or 
critical, ordinary or scientific, unproblematized or problematized, untested or tested. All forms of 
knowledge build upon past experiences and/or past modes of reasoning, even when they are 
applied to the present and/or directed towards the future. This is not to suggest that the present 
and the future are irrelevant to the production of knowledge. Rather, this is to accept that what 
lurks in the background of all epistemic acts is the confluence of past, present, and future. Absent 
this confluence, the processual construction of all material and symbolic forms could not get 
off the ground.

(5) It is true that ‘[t]he idea of the future has also always been very much shaped by how 
the present has been understood’77. It is also true, however, that the idea of the present has 
always been very much shaped by how the future has been understood (and misunderstood). 
A similar case can be made for the past: the idea of the past has always been very much 
shaped by how the present has been understood, just as the idea of the present has always 
been very much shaped by how the past has been understood. Moreover, this case can be 
made for the present: the idea of the present has always been very much shaped by how the 
past has been understood, just as the idea of the past has always been very much shaped by 
how the present has been understood. The question that arises, then, is as follows: if the 
relationship between past, present, and future is – both experientially and conceptually – 
relevant to our relationship to the world, does this mean that our perception of time (at the 
phenomenal level) reveals something fundamental about the ontology of time (at the 
noumenal level)? Even if time were an illusion, it could hardly be a more powerful one – 
that is, it could hardly be more ‘real’ in terms of its pervasive impact on the material and 
symbolic organization of social life.
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X. Return to the Future

Not only in contemporary social and political thought but also, more broadly, in recent and ongoing 
debates and controversies about the state of the world, there has been a ‘return to the future’78. In 
the context of modernity and late modernity, two diametrically opposed visions of the future have 
been front and centre: on the one hand, the optimistic, and often idealistic, accounts prevalent in the 
19th and 20th centuries, expressing ‘new desires and hopes’79 and, hence, an affirmative and 
positive attitude towards the future; on the other hand, the pessimistic, and often fatalistic, accounts 
prevalent in the 21st century, conveying ‘the general drift towards the “death of the future”’80 and, 
thus, a sceptical and negative attitude towards what lies ahead.

It appears, therefore, that ‘in our time the present is being redefined by the future: contemporary 
societies are beginning to see themselves through the lens of the future’81. If this is the case, then we 
have been witnessing a fundamental shift in perspective: 21st-century discursive and ideological 
trends are ‘in stark contrast to the dominant 20th-century tendency for the future to be defined by 
the present and the outcome of present trends that can be largely foreseen’82. The 20th century was 
characterized not only by the tendency to imagine the future through the lens of the present but 
also by the ambition to predict, to control, and to conquer the future by virtue of science, 
technology, and ideology. The 21st century, by contrast, is marked by ‘the permacrisis of the 
present’83, in which – the unprecedented potential of advanced technologies notwithstanding – 
our capacity to predict, to control, and to conquer the future has been called into question. In this 
(admittedly gloomy) context, the future seems to have been lost, and it appears increasingly difficult 
to reclaim it.84

It is because of, not despite, the current permacrisis that ‘our societies are being defined by the 
orientation to the future and not by the past as such’85. Regardless of the type of crisis in question 
(environmental, economic, political, military and territorial, technological, philosophical, or other
wise), the future is fundamentally at stake in each of them:

The future has now become a problem for the present because the received ideas of the future no longer fit into 
the space of human experience, which has been widened to encompass responses to a range of major crises that 
constitute an overall permacrisis.86

Arguably, this transition is tantamount to ‘a possible ontological shift’87 – not only ‘in the nature of 
the social world’88 but also ‘in the nature of historical time’89. As such, this transition reflects ‘a shift in 
emphasis from the older dominance of the present to one in which the present is being reframed by 
the future’90. It signals a reinterpretation of the present through a reorientation to the future. In this new 
historical context, the emergence of a ‘space of experience opening up expectations of a better 
future’91 – which may be pursued to bring about a more desirable present – becomes increasingly 
unlikely. Instead of moving us closer to the possibility of individual and collective emancipation, ‘new 
experiences are leading to the realization that expectations cannot be realized by the present’92 and 
may not be realized in the future.

The significance of the idea of the future in the contemporary age is not simply a matter of 
speculating about prospective ‘facts’, ‘occurrences’, and ‘states of affairs’; rather, it concerns modes 
of knowing and experiencing the yet-to-come:

The idea of the future, pregnant with an infinity of possibilities, is thus more fruitful than the future itself, and this is 
why we find more charm in hope than in possession, in dreams than in reality.93

In brief, the idea of the future is as important as (or even more important than) the future itself. At 
this juncture, the philosophy of time, moral philosophy, and the philosophy of knowledge intersect: ‘the 
future is something we have responsibility for, to the extent of our knowledge of the world’94. Insofar 
as we possess knowledge of the past and the present (and, by implication, not only of objective, 
empirical, and factual matters but also of normative, moral, and political issues, including different 
forms of social injustice), we have a certain degree of responsibility to act. The views we hold and the 
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decisions we make are motivated not only by the information available to us but also by our values, 
principles, and convictions.

In light of this responsibility (which we share both as individuals and as collectives), the paradigm 
shift from the 20th-century emphasis on the formula ‘past → present → future’ to the 21st-century 
emphasis on the formula ‘future → present → past’ has major implications. In the contemporary era, 
the main challenge consists in realizing not only (in a descriptive sense) that ‘the future is used to 
understand the present’95 but also (in a normative sense) that the former can and should be used to 
understand and, crucially, to shape the latter: ‘rather than the present controlling the future, the 
shadow of the future is now shaping the present’96. And rather than the past controlling the present 
and the future, the shadow of the future is now shaping both the present and the past. In a way, 
then, the future is always already a transformative part of us and our environment – that is, long 
before it happens and becomes a discernible reality.

If ‘[t]here is not yet a fully developed theory of the future in the human and social sciences’97, the 
question arises whether it is both viable and desirable to embark on the realization of such a project. 
Considering the limitations of historicism (or ‘pastism’), presentism, and futurism, it makes sense to 
embrace ‘promising new developments in sociology and in related fields that emphasize possibility, 
the imagination, anticipation, and expectation as modalities that have a constitutive role in shaping 
the future’98. Influenced by key contributions made by social phenomenology and pragmatist 
approaches in philosophy and sociology, these trends pave the way for a critical theory of the 
future, capable of avoiding the pitfalls of simplistic and linear ‘past → present → future’ schemes.

Such an ambitious intellectual enterprise, however, must not overlook the vital role of 
‘learning mechanisms’99 in society in general and in temporal modalities in particular. ‘The 
future is [. . .] a capacity inherent in the human condition itself’100: we, as members of 
a knowledge-seeking species, have the capacity ‘to imagine alternatives stretching into the 
future’101 – that is, a capacity for ‘prospection’102. If, however, it is true that – as remarked by 
Wittgenstein – ‘“[w]hat is internal is hidden from us”’103, then – as also noted by the Austrian 
philosopher – ‘[t]he future is hidden from us’104. To uncover what is concealed behind the 
phenomenon of the future, one may – in accordance with Delanty’s line of argument – defend 
the validity of the following five theses:

(1) Far from being reducible to a peripheral element of human life, ‘the future is something 
existential’105. As such, it is fundamental to our existence as a species and reflects, above all, an 
emotional relationship to the world. Its ontological significance manifests itself in different levels of 
the psyche, notably in key emotional states: sadness, anger, contempt, annoyance, fear, anxiety, 
happiness, joy, excitement, arousal, contentment, surprise, contempt, disgust, boredom, nostalgia, 
etc. All emotional states (including those that appear to be oriented primarily towards the past) 
express an existential orientation to, and projection upon, the future: emotions would not carry any 
weight if they were not relevant to a person’s (immediate, short-term, medium-term, long-term, and/ 
or posthumous) future. Because the future is at stake, emotions are immensely powerful in shaping 
our relationship to the world.

(2) Far from being reducible to a matter-of-fact element of human life, ‘the future is disclosed 
in the form of imaginaries of desirable futures, a projection emanating from the creative 
imagination of an ideal to be pursued’106. The existential centrality of the future is expressed 
in ‘the language of expectation and anticipation’107, which constitutes a universal feature of the 
human condition. As such, it can be found across different cultures and throughout human 
history. Different ‘cultural models’108 generate different conceptions of the future. The very idea 
of the future, however, represents ‘a general cultural model’109 and, hence, an anthropological 
invariant, in the sense that it serves as a key experiential and conceptual reference point in all 
forms of life. Without its purposive, projective, and imaginative capacities, the human species 
would not have been able to create the conditions of its existence. While these cultural models 
do not bring about the future, they provide valuable motivational resources ‘by generating ideals 
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to be pursued though more specific goals’110 – whether these be immediate, short-term, mid- 
term, or long-term.

(3) Far from being reducible to an empirical, external, and value-free element of human life, ‘the 
future is [. . .] shaped by universal normative principles and structures of consciousness, which are the 
basic ideas that provide direction for future thinking and action’111. These are neither a given nor 
immutable; rather, they are the result of age-old processes of social evolution, stretching back to the 
Axial Age.112 On the one hand, they are a product of the past, since they are the outcome of 
individual and collective learning processes, which have been taking place over millennia across 
different cultures, civilizations, and continents. On the other hand, they ‘transcend the present in the 
sense that they are irreducible to cultural systems’113, insofar as they are ‘abstract expressions of 
reason’114, providing cognitive and normative reference points and thereby guiding – and, effec
tively, regulating – social actions and interactions. Human language equips us with the capacity to 
express modal forms of reasoning – notably in terms of potentiality, possibility, and probability, but 
also in terms of evaluative spectra (such as certainty/uncertainty, clarity/ambiguity, and universality/ 
particularity). The future, then, is not only a reality but also an idea. As such, it invites – and, indeed, 
requires – interpretation. To be precise, ‘it opens up a field of possible interpretations’115, which 
compete with and complement each other. Rather than representing, mirroring, or echoing the 
future, these interpretations construct (and, by implication, shape) the future.

(4) Far from being reducible to a ‘not-yet’, ‘still-to-occur’, or ‘still-to-be-realized’ element of human 
life, ‘the future is [. . .] disclosed in the domain of actuality, including the latent and unrealized 
potentials within the present’116. As such, the future is ‘not entirely a rupture from the present’117; 
rather, it is immanent in the present. To put it tautologically, the future is always already present in 
the present – not only because the former is constantly at stake in the latter but also, more 
fundamentally, because the former is inconceivable without the latter (and vice versa). Strictly 
speaking, both the formula ‘past → present → future’ and the formula ‘future → present → past’ 
are accurate, in the sense that different temporal horizons (notably past–present–future) exist on 
a continuum. As long as life continues (through both – at the sociocultural level – forms of life and – at 
the elementary level – life forms), the unfolding of time will continue. Past, present, and future are 
part of each other. While they may be conceptually and experientially separable, they are ontologi
cally inseparable.

(5) Far from being reducible to a merely ontological element of human life, ‘the future is an 
epistemic construct in that it is disclosed through knowledge’118. There is a wide range of interpretive 
(that is, terminological, theoretical, epistemological, and methodological) tools to shed light on the 
nature of the future – ‘including scientific methods of forecasting, prediction, and modelling’119. To 
be clear, the explanatory and predictive power of these scientific frameworks (developed by logic- 
and evidence-based approaches) should not be underestimated, let alone be relegated to the 
dustbin of positivist history. In fact, in many cases, they can provide useful and powerful instruments 
for obtaining both theoretical and practical knowledge, by means of which it becomes possible to 
regulate, or even to predict and to control, the future. Yet, this is only part of the story.

As illustrated in the ‘methodological dispute’ [Methodenstreit]120, there are significant ontolo
gical differences between the natural world and the social world, just as there are profound 
epistemological and methodological differences between the natural sciences and the human 
(and social) sciences. Arguably, the onus is on the human (and social) sciences to define the 
specificity of their concepts of study (at the epistemological level), their means of study (at the 
methodological level), and their objects of study (at the ontological level). In other words, seeking 
to regulate, to make predictions about, and to exert a certain degree of control over the future of 
the natural world is one thing; seeking to accomplish this in relation to the social/human world is 
quite another.

Human progress121 involves not only cognitive, scientific, and technological but also normative, 
moral, and political learning processes, which are open-ended. The future, however, is a product of 
both learning and unlearning processes. As meaning-seeking beings, we may ask not only what the 
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future will be (or is expected to be) like but also what the future should be (or should be expected to 
be) like. A normative, moral, and/or political view of the future concerns a critical judgement not only 
on what is the case but also on what should be the case. The principle of hope rests on hope in the 
principle of hope122 – that is, in the conviction that, just as the present is imbued with hope, the 
future will, at least partly, be the outcome of it.

Tenth Intermediate Reflection
Recent and ongoing social developments make the case for a ‘return to the future’123 more 
compelling. Such a case, while it may appear largely persuasive, comprises several elements that 
are worth examining in more detail. Part of the rationale behind the intellectual ‘return to the future’ 
project à la Delanty is the assumption that ‘[t]here is not yet a fully developed theory of the future in 
the human and social sciences’124. While such an endeavour (which is committed to exposing the 
limitations of historicism, presentism, and futurism) is commendable, it appears that at least two 
critical remarks are warranted.

First, there are numerous theories of time in general and of the future in particular – not only in the 
natural sciences (notably physics, evolutionary biology, and astrobiology) but also in the humanities 
and social sciences (notably in philosophy, history, sociology, social theory, and political theory). 
Granted, many of these approaches, insofar as they focus on the nature of ‘time’, treat ‘the future’ as 
one category among others (such as ‘the past’ and ‘the present’, ‘space’ and ‘place’, etc.). It would be 
misleading, however, to understate the extent to which – from a multiplicity of disciplinary and 
subdisciplinary angles (across the humanities, the social sciences, and the natural sciences) – 
nuanced accounts of the future have been provided.

Second, even if it were the case that it is hard, if not impossible, to come across ‘a fully developed 
theory of the future in the human and social sciences’125, perhaps this would not be such a bad thing. 
Indeed, the lack of such a comprehensive and ‘fully developed theory’126 may be interpreted as 
a sign of the complexity of the subject matter. Any theory of the future that claims to be ‘fully 
developed’127 may be, at best, a ‘nice try’ or, at worst, a deceptive attempt at reducing the intricacy of 
the issue to a ‘catch-all explanation’. Of course, ‘the end of big theory’ has been announced on 
several occasions and appears to have been corroborated by the fact that, in accordance with the 
widespread ‘incredulity towards metanarratives’128, conceptual ‘system-building’ projects have gone 
out of fashion.129

Finally, let us revisit the preceding five theses.
(1) Undoubtedly, ‘the future is something existential’130 and, as such, fundamental to our exis

tence as a species, reflecting an emotional relationship to the world. And yet, the same applies to 
most, if not all, living beings, whose survival depends on their capacity to secure their (immediate, 
short-term, medium-term, or long-term) future. Our orientation to the future differs from that of 
other living beings, however, due to our ‘human’ (that is, species-constitutive, species-distinctive, 
and species-generative) characteristics: culture, language, consciousness, self-awareness, selfhood, 
personhood, identity, agency, morality, aesthetic judgement, and reason – to mention only a few.131 

The emergence, development, and role of each of these elements are contingent upon the interplay 
between the objective, normative, and subjective dimensions of human reality. Given their species- 
defining status, these anthropological foundations shape our orientation to the future in an exis
tential sense.

(2) For humans, ‘the future is disclosed in the form of imaginaries of desirable futures, 
a projection emanating from the creative imagination of an ideal to be pursued’132. In this 
context, it is worth pointing out that our (species-constitutive, species-distinctive, and species- 
generative) orientation to the future is inscribed in the key functions of human language. From 
a Habermasian perspective, all human languages possess at least four anthropological 
functions:133
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(a) Owing to their assertoric function, they permit actors to raise constative validity claims in 
relation to the objective dimensions of their existence.

(b) Owing to their regulative function, they permit actors to raise normative validity claims in 
relation to the intersubjective dimensions of their existence.

(c) Owing to their individuative function, they permit actors to raise expressive validity claims in 
relation to the subjective dimensions of their existence.

(d) Owing to their intelligible function, they permit actors to raise communicative validity claims in 
relation to – in principle – all dimensions of their existence.

The relevance of these functions can be conveyed across different temporal modalities – that is, in 
relation to the past, the present, and the future. If, however, we accept the Habermasian premise that 
the fourth function (that is, the communicative function) is the most fundamental aspect of human 
language (that is, the aspect of language upon which all other aspects are based), then it becomes 
obvious why our orientation to the future is such a central component of our symbolically mediated 
relationship to the world.

If, when using language (and raising truth claims, rightness claims, and/or sincerity claims), our 
ultimate aim is to make ourselves understood (by raising intelligibility claims), then such an 
orientation can only be oriented towards the future, even if a constative, normative, or expressive 
speech act focuses on the present or the past. For instance, when a child addresses their parents 
with the words ‘I am hungry’, it raises a truth claim (objective world: an empty stomach), 
a rightness claim (social world: food provision), a sincerity claim (subjective world: feeling hungry), 
and an intelligibility claim (communication: seeking to be understood). To the extent that the 
parents act upon their child’s speech act, the actual future of the present is shaped by the potential 
future of the past.

It is worth adding a much-neglected facet of human language to the Habermasian story – all 
human languages possess a fifth anthropological function:

(e) Owing to their displacing function, they permit actors to raise imaginative validity claims in 
relation to – in principle – all dimensions of their existence.

Perhaps one of the most distinctive – and existentially empowering – features of human language 
is that it permits subjects capable of speech and action to engage in processes of displacement, by 
means of which they can refer to states of affairs that are spatiotemporally remote from the situation 
or sociohistorical context in which they find themselves immersed. Arguably, nonhuman forms of 
language lack this (species-constitutive, species-distinctive, and species-generative) characteristic.134

This function of language is essential to us – not only as a story-telling species (capable of 
constructing and reconstructing both fictional and nonfictional narratives) and as a tool-making 
species (capable of using both practical and theoretical knowledge to produce instruments, techni
ques, and technologies for reinventing and, to some degree, controlling the conditions of our 
existence) but also as a longing species (capable of projecting our wishes, desires, and hopes upon 
the world and capable of imagining and constructing a ‘not-yet’, beyond the ‘always-already’). 
A futureless language would be tantamount to a futureless world.

(3) When examining the course of human history from a teleological perspective, it appears that 
‘the future is [. . .] shaped by universal normative principles and structures of consciousness, which are 
the basic ideas that provide direction for future thinking and action’135. A significant limitation of this 
line of argument, however, is that it tends to understate the extent to which normative principles are 
context-dependent and, by implication, historically contingent. Even if normative principles and 
structures of consciousness have the capacity to transcend the present, they do so from within the 
historical contexts in which they are embedded. Such a context may, of course, be interpreted in 
different ways:
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● for instance, as a ‘base/superstructure’ formation (Marx), a ‘social whole’ (Durkheim), a ‘rational 
society’ (Weber), a ‘form of life’ (Wittgenstein), a ‘regime of power’ (Foucault), a ‘social field’ 
(Bourdieu), a ‘regime of action’ (Boltanski), a ‘lifeworld/system’ configuration (Habermas), 
a ‘social performance’ (Butler), etc.

Moreover, the symbolically mediated manifestations of such a context may be interpreted in 
different ways:

● for instance, as an ‘ideology’ (Marx), a ‘collective consciousness and/or representation’ 
(Durkheim), a set of ‘value spheres’ (Weber), a ‘language game’ (Wittgenstein), a ‘regime of 
truth’ (Foucault), an ‘illusio’ (Bourdieu), a ‘regime of justification’ (Boltanski), a ‘communicative 
discourse’ (Habermas), a ‘socially constructed identity’ (Butler), etc.

If we take the idea of ‘detranscendentalization’136 seriously, then we need to recognize that the 
universalizing force of normative principles rests on a transcendence from within – that is, on 
a transcendence in – this world.137 On this account, structures of consciousness are always social 
structures of collective consciousness, even (and perhaps especially) when they appear to be 
reducible to the micro-sphere of the individual. The same is true of our understanding of time in 
general and our understanding of the future in particular. Different groups and different individuals 
will generate (and advocate) different conceptions of time (and of the future), because they inhabit 
different physical worlds (including different objective orders), different social worlds (including 
different normative orders), and different personal worlds (including different subjective orders).

This is not to deny that there are some ‘universals’ (and ‘anthropological invariants’), which, by 
definition, are shared by all human beings (that is, by all groups, by all individuals, and by all human 
environments) and which, by definition, transcend objective (physical), normative (social), and 
subjective (personal) specificities. This is to acknowledge, however, that even universal and founda
tional elements (including normative principles and structures of consciousness) cannot transcend 
their immanence. Human transcendence is conceivable only as a transcendence from within this 
world – that is, from within the conditions of possibility to which we owe our existence.

(4) To make a convincing case for a non-reductive, multiperspectival, and holistic conception of 
time, it is essential to explore the various implications of the fact that ‘the future is [. . .] disclosed in the 
domain of actuality, including the latent and unrealized potentials within the present’138. It is no less 
essential, however, to explore the various implications of the fact that the past is disclosed in the 
domain of actuality, including the material and symbolic resources transmitted from previous times 
into the present.

The future presents itself as an existential challenge that permeates the minds and bodies of 
those inhabiting the present. The past – including its material and symbolic, physical and metaphy
sical, empirical and conceptual, behavioural and ideological, ephemeral and institutional manifesta
tions – ‘weighs like a nightmare on the brains [and, more generally, the bodies] of the living’139. The 
past, therefore, also presents itself as an existential challenge that permeates the minds and bodies 
of those inhabiting the present.

Past, present, and future constitute the building blocks of the temporal continuum that 
pervades the objective, normative, and subjective conditions of human experience. While (in 
a presentist sense) all forms of being can exist only in the present, they are shaped (in 
a historicist sense) by the continuing presence of the past and (in a futurist sense) by their 
ineluctable orientation to the future. Die Zeit entsteht nicht nur im Spiegel der Gegenwart, sondern 
auch im Schoße des Bisherdagewesenen und mit Blick auf das Immer-noch-und-immer-wieder- 
Werdende.140

(5) One need not be an epistemologist to accept that ‘the future is an epistemic construct in that it 
is disclosed through knowledge’141. Insofar as there are different types of knowledge, these may, or 
may not, produce different ideas of the future: empirical or rational, evidence-based or reason- 
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guided, practical or theoretical, intuitive or reflective, implicit or explicit, taken-for-granted or 
discursive, habitual or critical, ordinary or scientific, unproblematized or problematized, untested 
or tested – to mention only a few. As mentioned above, all forms of knowledge build upon past 
experiences and/or past modes of reasoning, even when they are applied to the present and/or 
directed towards the future.

Considering recent debates on ‘actor-network theory’, ‘postmodernism’, ‘posthumanism’, 
and ‘post-anthropocentrism’, the question that arises is whether it is time for a new, 
updated, and context-sensitive ‘methodological dispute’ [Methodenstreit] – that is, a kind of 
Methodenstreit 2.0 – capable of incorporating insights gained from cutting-edge controversies 
in the late 20th and early 21st centuries. Such a (revived and revised) ‘methodological 
dispute’ would have to account for the extent to which, in the Anthropocene, the ontological 
differences between the natural world and the social world are increasingly blurred. Given 
recent technological developments associated with ‘transhumanism’ (which, in essence, 
reflects a radicalization of ‘posthumanism’ and ‘post-anthropocentrism’), the presuppositional 
grounds on which to differentiate between (a) ‘the’ physical world, (b) ‘our’ social world, and 
(c) ‘my’ personal world have become more porous.

If it is true that traditional (theoretical and empirical) boundaries are increasingly blurred, 
then we are confronted with the challenging task of having to redefine the specificity of our 
concepts of study (at the epistemological level), our means of study (at the methodological 
level), and our objects of study (at the ontological level). This, of course, applies to three main 
branches of inquiry – that is, the humanities, the social sciences, and the natural sciences. It is 
a truism to suggest that different objects of study (at the ontological level) can, and should, be 
examined differently from different disciplinary angles – and, hence, by virtue of different 
concepts of study (at the epistemological level) and different means of study (at the methodo
logical level).

The normativity of the perspective sets the parameters for the descriptibility of the object.142 At 
the same time, the descriptibility of the object imposes limitations on the normativity of the 
perspective. If the normative world (of society) and the subjective world (of individual consciousness) 
are not only embedded in and contingent upon but also – in a more fundamental sense – part of, or 
even equivalent to, the objective world (of nature), then we need to develop radically new concepts of 
study (at the epistemological level) and means of study (at the methodological level) to grasp the 
existential entanglement of these three – phenomenally divisible, but noumenally indivisible – 
objects of study (at the ontological level).

Such a shift in perspective has radical implications for our understanding of time in general and of 
the future in particular. It indicates that a strict separation between ‘objectivity’, ‘normativity’, and 
‘subjectivity’ (or between ‘nature’, ‘sociality’, and ‘consciousness’) – while it may appear to be 
conceptually sophisticated, methodologically rigorous, ontologically unalterable, and experientially 
ineluctable – is a modern fiction.

In defence of this modern imaginary, however, we may distinguish the following levels of analysis: 
(a) time as an objective reality, (b) time as a normative reality, and (c) time as a subjective reality:

(a) When conceived of as an objective reality, time is regarded as an ‘external’, ‘natural’, and 
‘universal’ phenomenon, which is context-transcending. As such, it can be studied (from 
a third-person perspective) in accordance with the concepts and methods developed by 
the formal and natural sciences.

(b) When conceived of as a normative reality, time is regarded as an ‘external’, ‘social’, and 
‘particular’ phenomenon, which is historically and culturally contingent. As such, it can be 
studied (from a third-person perspective) in accordance with the concepts and methods 
developed by the humanities and social sciences.

(c) When conceived of as a subjective reality, time is regarded as an ‘internal’, ‘personal’, and 
‘perspectival’ phenomenon, which is positionally and dispositionally contingent (and, thus, 
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experienced, apprehended, and projected differently by different individuals). As such, it can be 
studied (from a first-person perspective) in accordance with the concepts and methods 
developed by phenomenology and psychology – that is, by shedding light on the schemes 
of perception, appreciation, interpretation, and action acquired (and constantly tested and 
potentially adjusted) by individuals.

The challenge, therefore, consists in grasping not only the temporal constitution of the 
objective, normative, and subjective dimensions of our existence but also – crucially – the 
objective, normative, and subjective constitution of time.143 The following reflections aim to 
illustrate the confluence of the objective, normative, and subjective dimensions of time. 
Arguably, such a multifaceted approach permits us to overcome the pitfalls of simplistic 
frameworks that reduce ‘time’ to an ‘objective fact’, a ‘normative construction’, or 
a ‘subjective projection’.

Reflections on the Objective, Normative, and Subjective Constitution of Time

The temporal dimensions that are part of human existence need to be understood in terms of 
our – species-constitutive – tripartite immersion in the world:

(a) Different aspects of reality possess different properties of time (objectivity).
(b) Different societies generate different standards of time (normativity).
(c) Different individuals form different perceptions of time (subjectivity).

The picture becomes more complex, however, if we seek to determine which of these three spheres 
of existence is the decisive one for the emergence of time.

In essence, we can distinguish three positions in this respect:

(a) Time is built into objects and subjects; therefore, it is ontologically transcendental. The funda
mental properties of time are, by definition, objective.

(b) Time is constructed (and regulated) by – culturally specific – communities; thus, it is socially 
and historically contingent. Standards of time are, by definition, normative.

(c) Time is projected upon reality by individual actors; hence, it is positionally and dispositionally 
contingent. Perceptions of time are, by definition, subjective.

Seeking to figure out which of these three positions is the most convincing one, it is possible to 
identify strong arguments for and against each of them.

Key arguments in favour of each of these positions can be summarized as follows:

(a) Since all societies develop standards of time and all individuals rely on perceptions of time, all 
dimensions of reality – although they may be interpreted differently – must have inherent 
properties of time (temporal transcendentalism).

(b) Since different societies produce different standards of time, all seemingly transhistorical 
properties of time and all seemingly subjective perceptions of time are constructed by socially 
and historically contingent – and, hence, largely arbitrary – regimes of temporality (temporal 
constructivism).

(c) Since different actors form different perceptions of time, all seemingly transhistorical properties 
of time and all seemingly sociohistorical constructions of time are projected upon the world by 
individuals with unique life histories, experiences, and subjectivities (temporal subjectivism).
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Key arguments against each of these positions can be summarized as follows:

(a) To the extent that criteria for the interpretation, organization, and regulation of time vary 
both between different societies (temporal constructivism) and between different individuals 
(temporal subjectivism), it is erroneous to reduce temporality to a set of universal, let alone 
transcendental, properties (temporal transcendentalism).

(b) To the extent that the fundamental properties of time transcend the cultural specificity of 
a given society (temporal transcendentalism), and/or to the extent that criteria for the inter
pretation, organization, and regulation of time are projected upon reality from the perspec
tive-laden position of subjectivity (temporal subjectivism), it is erroneous to reduce 
temporality to an expression of sociocultural contingency (temporal constructivism).

(c) To the extent that the fundamental properties of time transcend the positional and disposi
tional specificities of individual perception (temporal transcendentalism), and/or to the extent 
that criteria for the interpretation, organization, and regulation of time are defined and 
established by the cultural standards shared by members of constantly evolving communities 
(temporal constructivism), it is erroneous to reduce temporality to a set of projections emanat
ing from human subjectivity (temporal subjectivism).

Finally, considering the pros and cons of each of these positions on the constitution of time, one may 
conclude that the most sensible stance on this issue is one that is based on a combination of the 
aforementioned propositions. In other words, rather than regarding them as mutually exclusive and 
incompatible perspectives, one may cross-fertilize them and thereby draw upon their respective 
insights, while avoiding their respective pitfalls. When pursuing this strategy in relation to the 
preceding lines of argument, four options appear plausible:

(i) [a/b] Time is (a) ontologically transcendental and (b) socially and historically contingent: it 
permeates every aspect of existence (objective, normative, and subjective); yet, criteria for 
the interpretation, organization, and regulation of time vary between different – culturally 
specific – communities, shaping their members’ modes of perception, appreciation, and 
action (constructivist transcendentalism or transcendental constructivism).

(ii) [a/c] Time is (a) ontologically transcendental and (c) positionally and dispositionally contingent: 
it permeates every aspect of existence (objective, normative, and subjective); yet, different 
actors develop different ways of experiencing, interpreting, and organizing time (subjectivist 
transcendentalism or transcendental subjectivism).

(iii) [b/c] Time is (b) socially and historically contingent and (c) positionally and dispositionally 
contingent: criteria for the interpretation, organization, and regulation of time vary between 
different – culturally specific – communities; different actors – both within and across these 
communities – develop different ways of experiencing, interpreting, and organizing time 
(subjectivist constructivism or constructivist subjectivism).

(iv) [a/b/c] Time is – at once – (a) ontologically transcendental, (b) socially and historically 
contingent, and (c) positionally and dispositionally contingent: it permeates every aspect of 
existence (objective, normative, and subjective); criteria for the interpretation, organization, 
and regulation of time vary between different – culturally specific – communities; different 
actors – both within and across these communities – develop different ways of experiencing, 
interpreting, and organizing time (constructivist-subjectivist transcendentalism, or transcen
dental-subjectivist constructivism, or transcendental-constructivist subjectivism).

A careful consideration of these options illustrates the complexity involved in developing a nuanced, 
multilayered, and nonreductive account of time.144 It is about time critical theory embarked upon 
the journey of exploring the timelessness of time.
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Competing Perspectives on Time

Over the past decades and centuries, a growing body of literature on the concept of time has 
emerged, covering a wide range of disciplinary angles: philosophy, sociology, anthropology, psy
chology, political science, history, cosmology, and physics – to mention only a few.145 The conver
gence of philosophical and sociological approaches to time is particularly noteworthy in this respect. 
Unsurprisingly, there are different ways of making sense of the past–present–future continuum. In 
essence, we are confronted with the following options:

● Option 1:    past    →    present    →    future
● Option 2:    past    ←    present    →    future
● Option 3:    past    ←    present    ←    future
● Option 4:    past    ↔    present    ↔    future
● Option 5:     no past     –      no present      –      no future

These options can be summarized as follows:

● ‘Option 1’ may be described as the ‘preponderance of the past’ thesis, which is defended by 
historicist (and structuralist) approaches to time. On this account, the past is preponderant over 
both the present and the future – that is, both the present and the future are products of the 
(unchangeable) past.

● ‘Option 2’ may be described as the ‘preponderance of the present’ thesis, which is defended by 
presentist approaches to time. On this account, the present (which is, experientially, at once 
elusive and inescapable) is preponderant over both the past and the future – that is, the 
present is the only ‘really existing’ time, whereas the past has ceased to exist and the future has 
not yet come (and may never come) into existence.

● ‘Option 3’ may be described as the ‘preponderance of the future’ thesis, which is defended by 
futurist approaches to time. On this account, the future is preponderant over both the present 
and the past – that is, the unvarying, irreversible, and inexorable flow of time is, and can only 
be, directed towards the future. At a vitalist level, the yet-to-come is the ultimate existential 
orientation of all living beings, which, in their struggle for survival and reproduction, seek to 
mobilize the resources transmitted from the past into the present, when projecting themselves 
(intuitively or reflectively, unconsciously or consciously, unintentionally or deliberately, natu
rally or culturally) into the future.

● ‘Option 4’ may be described as the ‘no-preponderance’ thesis, which is defended by eternalist 
approaches to time. On this account, past, present, and future are on an equal footing – that is, 
they are equally significant (or equally insignificant), and all existence in time is equally real. 
According to this ‘block time’ or ‘block universe’ theory, spacetime constitutes an unchanging 
four-dimensional ‘block’, thereby challenging the view of the world as a three-dimensional 
space modulated by the passage of time. On this account, time does not pass or flow (that is, 
there is no ‘arrow of time’); rather, it can be regarded as the ‘fourth dimension’, along with the 
three-dimensional physical space, forming a ‘space–time continuum’ (or, to be exact, 
a ‘spacetime continuum’).

● ‘Option 5’ may be described as the ‘no past, no present, no future’ thesis, which is defended by 
projectionist-constructivist approaches to time. On this account, time is an illusion: past, 
present, and future exist only as mental and/or social constructs, rather than as objective 
realities. On this view, our (perspectival) perception and (social) construction of temporal flow 
do not correspond to any (physical) reality.

From a common-sense perspective, ‘time’ may be defined as the continued sequence of existence and 
events occurring in an apparently unvarying, irreversible, and inexorable succession from the past, 
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through the present, and into the future. Given the complex phenomenology of human experience, it 
seems, at best, problematic and, at worst, untenable to follow the spirit of scientism by reducing 
‘time’ to ‘a rearrangement of atoms’.146 Critical theory needs to examine not only the extent to which 
time constitutes an objective, normative, and/or subjective reality but also the extent to which its 
presumably objective, normative, and/or subjective dimensions can, and should, be grasped 
through the lens of one of the preceding theses. Regardless of whether the evidence supports the 
historicist, presentist, futurist, eternalist, or projectionist-constructivist position, the existence of 
temporality – whether it is real or imagined (or, paradoxically, both) – will continue to permeate 
the temporality of our existence.

Between Timeless and Temporal Systems of Thought:  
Naturalism, Sociologism, Phenomenologism, and Humanism

In light of the dynamic relationship between (i) natural/objective, (ii) social/normative, and 
(iii) experiential/subjective dimensions, which – as species-constitutive ‘realms’ or ‘worlds’ – lie at the 
core of (iv) the human condition, it is possible – and, indeed, necessary – to examine the extent to 
which different systems of thought are based on different conceptions of time. To illustrate the 
significance of this insight, it makes sense to consider four competing and conflicting approaches to 
‘existence’ in general and to ‘time’ in particular. These may be characterized as follows: (i) naturalism, 
(ii) sociologism, (iii) phenomenologism, and (iv) humanism.147 As demonstrated below, each of these 
systems of thought can be divided into a ‘timeless’ and a ‘temporal’ variant.

In methodological terms, these approaches may be understood as distinct modes of addressing 
the antinomy between ‘the timeless’ and ‘the temporal’. In ontological terms, however, they may be 
taken to suggest that this antinomy is inscribed in the very structure of time. Taken together, they 
illuminate the extent to which the (objective) properties of time, the (normative) standards by which 
time is socially organized, and the (subjective) ways in which time is experienced may – paradoxi
cally – be both mutually reinforcing and mutually disruptive. In the theatre of human existence, 
these dimensions neither collapse into one another nor remain fully separate; rather, they interact in 
ways that shape, complicate, and enrich our understandings of what it means to live in, through, and 
with time.

I. Naturalism

The organizing force in human affairs is nature. The key (or, strictly speaking, the only) ‘realm’ or 
‘world’ inhabited by all living beings – including human beings – is ‘the natural realm’ or ‘the natural 
world’.

All that exists is ‘the natural realm’ or ‘the natural world’. There are – strictly speaking – no 
separate (‘non-natural’) ‘realms’ or ‘worlds’ (whether these be categorized as ‘social’, ‘cultural’, 
‘symbolic’, ‘mental’, ‘spiritual’, ‘mathematical’, or otherwise). Arguably, there are two main types of 
naturalism.148

Timeless naturalism is based on the following assumptions:

(1) Time is an illusion, since the universe constitutes a timeless whole.
(2) Time is a projection of the human mind.
(3) The laws of nature are timeless and immutable (that is, they exist outside and independent of 

time).
(4) The laws of nature influence, or even determine, what happens in the universe, but what 

happens in the universe does not change them.
(5) All that is real in (and true about) the universe is real (and true) regardless of context.
(6) The laws of nature and the truths about nature are timeless, eternal, and absolute – that is, they 

exist outside time and, hence, do not evolve.
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Temporal naturalism, by contrast, is based on the following assumptions:

(1) Time is real, since the universe constitutes a temporal whole.
(2) Time – as a natural and objective phenomenon – is the foundation of existence in general and 

‘laws’ of nature in particular.
(3) ‘Laws’ of nature are temporal and mutable (that is, they evolve in and depend on time).
(4) ‘Laws’ of nature influence, or even (quasi-) determine, what happens in the universe, but what 

happens in the universe can and does change them.
(5) All that is real in (and true about) the universe is real in (and true about) particular – that is, 

relationally constituted, spatiotemporally contingent, and constantly evolving – physical 
constellations.

(6) ‘Laws’ of nature and ‘truths’ about nature are temporal, transitory, and contingent – that is, 
they exist and evolve in time.

II. Sociologism

The organizing force in human affairs is sociality [Gesellschaftlichkeit]. The key ‘realm’ or ‘world’ 
inhabited by human beings is ‘the social realm’ or ‘the social world’.

Most, if not all, dimensions of human existence are socially constituted – that is, they are 
indicative of the fact that the human universe is essentially a ‘social realm’ or a ‘social world’. 
Although there may be various ‘realms’ or ‘worlds’ (whether these be categorized as ‘natural’, 
‘biological’, ‘chemical’, ‘physical’, ‘material’, ‘atomic’, or indeed as ‘cultural’, ‘ethical’, ‘political’, 
‘economic’, ‘aesthetic’, or otherwise), in the human universe these can emerge, manifest them
selves, and obtain significance – in short, exist – only as social ‘realms’ or ‘worlds’. Arguably, there 
are two main types of sociologism.

Timeless sociologism is based on the following assumptions:

(1) Time is an illusion, since the social universe constitutes a whole that is shaped, or even 
governed, by timeless underlying forces.

(2) Time is a (socially necessary) projection of collective consciousness.
(3) The laws of sociality (and, by implication, the underlying forces capable of generating social 

phenomena – such as culture, ethics, politics, economics, aesthetics, etc.) are timeless and 
immutable (that is, they exist outside and independent of time).

(4) The laws of sociality (and, by implication, the underlying forces capable of generating social 
phenomena) influence, or even determine, what happens in the social universe, but what 
happens in the social universe does not change them.

(5) All that is real in (and true about) the underlying forces capable of generating social 
phenomena is real (and true) regardless of context.

(6) The laws of sociality and the truths about sociality (and, by implication, the laws of and the 
truths about the underlying forces capable of generating social phenomena) are timeless, 
eternal, and absolute – that is, they exist outside time and, hence, do not evolve.

Temporal sociologism, by contrast, is based on the following assumptions:

(1) Time is real, since the social universe constitutes a whole that is shaped, or even governed, by 
temporal (and, thus, constantly evolving) underlying forces – that is, time is both a producer 
and a product of social phenomena.

(2) Time – as a social and normative phenomenon – is the foundation of human co-existence in 
general and ‘laws’ of sociality in particular.
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(3) ‘Laws’ of sociality (and, by implication, the underlying forces capable of generating social 
phenomena – such as culture, ethics, politics, economics, aesthetics, etc.) are temporal and 
mutable (that is, they evolve in and depend on time).

(4) ‘Laws’ of sociality (and, by implication, the underlying forces capable of generating social 
phenomena) influence, or even (quasi-) determine, what happens in the social universe, but 
what happens in the social universe can and does change them.

(5) All that is real in (and true about) the underlying forces capable of generating social 
phenomena is real in (and true about) particular – that is, relationally constituted, spatiotem
porally contingent, and constantly evolving – human arrangements.

(6) ‘Laws’ of sociality and ‘truths’ about sociality (and, by implication, ‘laws’ of and ‘truths’ about 
the underlying forces capable of generating social phenomena) are temporal, transitory, and 
contingent – that is, they exist and evolve in time.

III. Phenomenologism

The organizing force in human affairs is subjective experience (including its conscious, subconscious, 
and unconscious components). The key ‘realm’ or ‘world’ inhabited by human beings is ‘the 
subjective realm’ or ‘the subjective world’ (and, by implication, ‘the experiential realm’ or ‘the 
experiential world’ – in brief, ‘the lifeworld’).

Irrespective of whether ‘other realms’ or ‘other worlds’ exist (and whether these be categorized as 
‘objective’, ‘physical’, ‘normative’, ‘social’, ‘noumenal’, ‘real’, ‘independent’, or otherwise), humans 
can experience reality only through ‘their subjective realm’ or ‘their subjective world’. For humans, 
there are – strictly speaking – no separate (‘non-subjective’, ‘non-experiential’, or ‘non-phenomenal’) 
‘realms’ or ‘worlds’. Arguably, there are two main types of phenomenologism.

Timeless phenomenologism is based on the following assumptions:

(1) Time is an illusion, since the universe – with or without subjectivity – constitutes a timeless 
whole.

(2) Time is a projection of human subjectivity.
(3) The laws of phenomenology (and, by implication, the laws of experience, perception, 

thought, memory, imagination, reason, emotion, desire, volition, the psyche, the conscious, 
the semi-conscious, the subconscious, the preconscious, the unconscious, etc.) are timeless 
and immutable (that is, they exist outside and independent of time).

(4) The laws of phenomenology (and, by implication, the laws of experience, perception, 
thought, memory, imagination, reason, emotion, desire, volition, the psyche, the conscious, 
the semi-conscious, the subconscious, the preconscious, the unconscious, etc.) influence, or 
even determine, what happens in the universe of subjectivity, but what happens in the 
universe of subjectivity does not change them.

(5) All that is real in (and true about) the universe of subjectivity is real (and true) regardless of 
context.

(6) The laws of phenomenology and the truths about phenomenology (and, by implication, the 
laws of and the truths about experience, perception, thought, memory, imagination, reason, 
emotion, desire, volition, the psyche, the conscious, the semi-conscious, the subconscious, the 
preconscious, the unconscious, etc.) are timeless, eternal, and absolute – that is, they exist 
outside time and, hence, do not evolve.

Temporal phenomenologism, by contrast, is based on the following assumptions:

(1) Time is real, not only as an objective and/or normative but also as a subjective phenomenon 
(that is, tautologically speaking, as a phenomenological phenomenon), since the universe – 
with or without subjectivity – constitutes a temporal whole.
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(2) Time – as an experiential and subjective phenomenon – is the foundation of human existence 
in general and ‘laws’ of phenomenology in particular.

(3) ‘Laws’ of phenomenology (and, by implication, ‘laws’ of experience, perception, thought, 
memory, imagination, reason, emotion, desire, volition, the psyche, the conscious, the semi- 
conscious, the subconscious, the preconscious, the unconscious, etc.) are temporal and 
mutable (that is, they evolve in and depend on time).

(4) ‘Laws’ of phenomenology (and, by implication, ‘laws’ of experience, perception, thought, 
memory, imagination, reason, emotion, desire, volition, the psyche, the conscious, the semi- 
conscious, the subconscious, the preconscious, the unconscious, etc.) influence, or even 
(quasi-) determine, what happens in the universe of subjectivity, but what happens in the 
universe of subjectivity can and does change them.

(5) All that is subjectively real (and true) is experientially real in (and true about) particular – that is, 
relationally constituted, spatiotemporally contingent, and constantly evolving – phenomenolo
gical constellations.

(6) ‘Laws’ of phenomenology and ‘truths’ about phenomenology (and, by implication, ‘laws’ of and 
‘truths’ about experience, perception, thought, memory, imagination, reason, emotion, desire, 
volition, the psyche, the conscious, the semi-conscious, the subconscious, the preconscious, the 
unconscious, etc.) are temporal, transitory, and contingent – that is, they exist and evolve in time.

IV. Humanism

The organizing force in human affairs is human agency. The key ‘realm’ or ‘world’ inhabited by 
human beings is ‘the human realm’ or ‘the human world’.

The main arena that exists for us, as humans, is ‘the human realm’ or ‘the human world’. All 
separate (‘nonhuman’) ‘realms’ or ‘worlds’ (whether these be categorized as ‘transcendental’, ‘divine’, 
‘independent’, or otherwise) exist, at best, as ‘sub-realms’ or, at worst, as ‘illusory realms’ created by 
our imagination. Arguably, there are two main types of humanism.

Timeless humanism is based on the following assumptions:

(1) Time is an illusion, since the universe – with or without humanity – constitutes a timeless whole.
(2) Time is a human projection – that is, it is projected upon the world by humans through their 

behavioural, ideological, and institutional modes of functioning.
(3) The laws of the human condition (and, hence, of what makes us human) are timeless and 

immutable (that is, they exist outside and independent of time).
(4) The laws of the human condition influence, or even determine, what happens in the human 

(that is, simultaneously natural/objective, social/normative, and experiential/subjective) uni
verse, but what happens in the human universe does not change them.

(5) All that is real in (and true about) the human universe is real (and true) regardless of context.
(6) The laws of the human condition and the truths about the human condition (including both 

its positive and its negative aspects) are timeless, eternal, and absolute – that is, they exist 
outside time and, hence, do not evolve.

Temporal humanism, by contrast, is based on the following assumptions:

(1) Time is real (as a simultaneously natural/objective, social/normative, and experiential/subjec
tive phenomenon), since the universe – with or without humanity – constitutes a temporal 
whole.

(2) Time – as a simultaneously natural/objective, social/normative, and experiential/subjective 
phenomenon – is the foundation of the human condition in general and ‘laws’ of the human 
condition in particular (including both its positive and its negative aspects).
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(3) ‘Laws’ of the human condition are temporal and mutable (that is, they evolve in and depend on 
time).

(4) ‘Laws’ of the human condition influence, or even (quasi-) determine, what happens in the 
human universe (including its natural/objective, social/normative, and experiential/subjective 
realms), but what happens in the human universe can and does change them.

(5) All that is real (and true) for and/or about humans is real (and true) for and/or about them in 
particular – that is, relationally constituted, spatiotemporally contingent, and constantly evol
ving – conditions of possibility.

(6) ‘Laws’ of the human condition and ‘truths’ about the human condition (including both its 
positive and its negative aspects) are as temporal, transitory, and contingent as humans 
themselves – that is, they exist and evolve in time, and so do humans.

Concluding Remarks

The preceding reflections provide only a Grundriß – that is, a rough plan or sketch – for 
developing a critical theory of time. Unsympathetic readers may legitimately object that, given 
its speculative nature, it raises more questions than it answers. Aware of the confluence of 
(i) natural/objective, (ii) social/normative, and (iii) experiential/subjective dimensions underlying 
the construction of (iv) the human condition, however, such an ambitious endeavour – if it were 
to be successful – could take our understanding of time to the next level. Realizing this potential 
requires an alternative approach committed not only to combining and cross-fertilizing valuable 
insights gained from (i) naturalism, (ii) sociologism, (iii) phenomenologism, and (iv) humanism 
but also, more importantly, to demonstrating that the conceptual superiority of ‘temporal’ 
over ‘timeless’ approaches emanates from the ontological preponderance of temporality over 
timelessness, pervading all realms (and modes) of being – natural/objective, social/normative, 
experiential/subjective, and human/posthuman/transhuman/nonhuman.

Arguably, such a project is doomed to failure unless it succeeds in integrating the previous positions 
by converting the – mono-paradigmatic and reductive – ‘timeless’ variants of (i) naturalism, (ii) socio
logism, (iii) phenomenologism, and (iv) humanism into – interconnected and interdependent – ‘tem
poral’ expressions of the blurred boundaries between (i) nature, (ii) sociality, (iii) phenomenology, and 
(iv) humanity. It is open to debate whether such a ‘time-affirmative’, ‘time-sensitive’, and ‘time-literate’ 
(rather than ‘time-denialist’, ‘time-rejectionist’, and ‘time-illiterate’) perspective should follow 
a historicist, presentist, futurist, or eternalist (rather than exclusively projectionist-constructivist) path.

There remains one issue that, while beyond the scope of the present article, deserves to be 
central to any further development of a critical theory of time. From a sociological perspective, 
time is – simultaneously – (i) a social resource, (ii) a form of capital (or, in neo-Bourdieusian 
parlance, ‘temporal capital’), (iii) a commodity, (iv) an instrument of power (that is, a means to 
an end), and (v) an end in itself (one that is essential to self-realization and self-fulfilment). In 
stratified societies, both the disposal of time and access to it – including control over one’s 
own time and, in hierarchical relations, over the time of others – are asymmetrically distributed: 
along axes of class, gender, ‘race’, ethnicity, culture, age, (dis)ability, and so on. This asymmetry 
is particularly acute in social settings in which time functions predominantly as a resource, a 
form of capital, a commodity, and/or an instrument of power; it has, however, major conse
quences for time as an end in itself, since the conditions of possibility for self-realization and 
self-fulfilment are themselves unequally available. A critical theory of time worthy of the name 
will have to grapple with these matters, especially when seeking to overcome the divide 
between the philosophy and physics of time, on the one hand, and the sociology and political 
economy of time, on the other.
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Whatever the strengths and weaknesses of different explanatory frameworks, and regardless of 
whether time is ‘fundamental’ or ‘emergent’, critical theory is viable only to the extent that it 
recognizes and explores the temporal constitution of the natural/objective, social/normative, and 
experiential/subjective dimensions of the human condition – and, by implication, commits to 
temporalizing the human condition itself. It remains an open question whether the antinomy 
between ‘the timeless’ and ‘the temporal’ is inscribed not only in our perceptions and representa
tions of time but also – more fundamentally – in the very structure of time. Irrespective of the 
answer to this question, not only will the existence of temporality continue to permeate the 
temporality of our existence (and do so – at once – objectively, normatively, subjectively, and 
species-constitutively), but the temporality of our existence will continue to permeate (and to 
rearrange by constantly rearranging) the existence of temporality.

Notes

1. An abridged version of this paper was presented at three events:

• as the opening keynote lecture at the workshop ‘Espacio, Tiempo, Propiedad’, Instituto de Sociología, 
Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile, Santiago, Chile, 27–28 November 2024 (at the invitation of 
Dr Felipe Torres);

• as the closing keynote lecture at the Annual Conference on Philosophy and Social Science, Institute of 
Philosophy, Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic, Prague, Czech Republic, 14–18 May 2025 (at the 
invitation of Prof. Martin Saar);

• as part of the lecture series ‘Theorie und Gesellschaft’, Institut für Sozialwissenschaften, Humboldt- 
Universität zu Berlin, Berlin, Germany, 14 January 2026 (at the invitation of Prof. Andreas Reckwitz).

I wish to express my sincere gratitude to the workshop, conference, and lecture series participants for 
their insightful and constructive feedback on previous versions of this article. I am grateful to Gerard Delanty 
for prompting me to write this piece and, crucially, to Eric Kerr and Georg Theiner for encouraging me to 
submit my work to Social Epistemology. I am also deeply appreciative of the three anonymous reviewers, 
whose thoughtful and perceptive comments significantly improved the manuscript. Any remaining errors 
are entirely my own.

2. See Delanty (2024).
3. Ibid., p. 1. Cf. Outhwaite (2006).
4. See Delanty (2024), p. 1.
5. See ibid., pp. 1, 21, 193, 194, 196, and 205.
6. Ibid., p. 1.
7. Ibid., p. 1 (italics added).
8. Ibid., p. 1 (punctuation and spelling modified).
9. Ibid., p. 1. Cf. Andersson (2018) as well as Andersson and Kemp (2021).

10. Delanty (2024), p. 1 (italics added).
11. Cf. Boltanski, Rennes, and Susen (2014 [2010]).
12. Delanty (2024), p. 1.
13. See Susen (2015), pp. 192–194.
14. Delanty (2024), p. 1.
15. Ibid., p. 1 (italics added).
16. Ibid., p. 1 (italics added).
17. Ibid., p. 2.
18. Cf. Outhwaite (1987).
19. Delanty (2024), p. 2.
20. See Heidegger (1996 [1927]). See also Heidegger (1992 [1924/1989]) and Heidegger (1998 [1967/1976]). As is 

well known, in Being and Time, Heidegger (1996 [1927]) investigates the question of being through 
a phenomenological analysis of how temporality structures our engagement with the world. In his later 
writings – which diverge from, though do not entirely abandon, his earlier positions – he contends that 
being is fundamentally historical, unfolding through a succession of distinct ‘epochs’, culminating in the present 
technological age. Heidegger’s thought has exerted, and continues to exert, a significant influence on 
contemporary accounts of time, including those within different frameworks of critical theory. On this point, 
see, for instance: Derrida (1976 [1967]); Derrida (2016 [2013]); Habermas (1987b [1985]); Nancy (1997 [1993]); 
Serres (2019 [2001]); Stiegler (1998 [1994]); Stiegler (2008 [1996]); Stiegler (2011 [2001]).

SOCIAL EPISTEMOLOGY 27



21. On this point, see, for example: Baert, Morgan, and Ushiyama (2022a); Baert, Morgan, and Ushiyama (2022b); 
Baert, Morgan, and Ushiyama (2022c). See also Susen (2022b).

22. Delanty (2024), p. 6.
23. Ibid., p. 4.
24. On the concept of ‘determinacy’ (and the concepts of ‘determined’ and ‘predetermined’), see ibid., pp. 6, 33, 34, 

42, 44, 55, 56, 58, 60, 67, 109, 137, and 180. On the concept of ‘determinism’ (and on the concept of 
‘deterministic’), see ibid., pp. 24, 34, 36, 59–60, and 144. On the concept of ‘indeterminacy’, see ibid., pp. v, 6, 
44, 183, and 191. On the concept of ‘indeterminate’, see ibid., pp. vi, 4, 110–111, 180, and 184.

25. For a detailed account of the relationship between determinacy and indeterminacy, see Susen (2015), esp. 
Chapter 4.

26. For an earlier version of this argument, see Susen (2024), pp. 203–204.
27. On this point, see, for example: Allen (2023); Bergson (2002 [1889/1910]); Bourdieu (2000 [1997]); Dennett (1984); 

Dennett (2004); Dennett and Caruso (2021 [1995]); Flynn (2006); Frederick (2020); Fromm (2001 [1941/1942]); 
Gautier (2001); Griffith (2022 [2013]); Habermas (2004); Habermas (2007); Honderich (2003 [1993]); Inglis (2013); 
Kane (2011 [2005]); Quiniou (1996); Sapolsky (2023); Seligman et al. (2016); Varela (1999); Williams (1980).

28. On the Methodenstreit, see, for instance: Lachenmann (1995); McCarthy (2001); Neemann (1993/1994). See also, 
for example: Susen (2011), p. 459; Susen (2013c), pp. 367–368; Susen (2013d), pp. 88, 90, and 92; Susen (2015), 
pp. 34, 48, and 66–67; Susen (2022a), p. 8.

29. See Rosa (2020 [2018]). See also Susen (2024).
30. Delanty (2024), p. 2.
31. Ibid., p. 2.
32. Ibid., p. 2.
33. See Rosa (2020 [2018]). See also Susen (2024). It should be noted that, from Rosa’s perspective, ‘uncontroll

ability’ [Unverfügbarkeit] constitutes one of the four pillars of ‘resonance’ and, hence, may be regarded as an 
emancipatory force of human existence. On this point, see Susen (2024), esp. pp. 3–7, 83–87, and 141–155. See 
also Susen (2025 [2024]). Cf. Rosa (2019 [2016]) and Susen (2020b).

34. Delanty (2024), p. 2. See also ibid., pp. 93, 105, 127, 128, 130, and 170.
35. Ibid., p. 2.
36. See Susen (2015), pp. 192–194.
37. See Delanty (2024), p. 2.
38. See ibid., esp. Introduction and Conclusion. On the concept of ‘humanity’, see, for instance: Chernilo (2017); 

Feuerbach (1848); Fuller (2011); Fuller (2013); Graeber and Wengrow (2021); Herder (1967 [1774]); Marková 
(2003); Pinker (2002); Pinker (2011); Susen (2020c); Susen (2024).

39. See Delanty (2024), pp. v, vi, 1, 2, 14, 21, 23, 24, 27, 33–60, 65, 91, 92, 95, 113–117, 130, 136, 162, 174, 189, 198, 
and 204–205.

40. See ibid., p. 202.
41. See ibid., pp. 2, 24, 56, 71, 198, 200, and 202.
42. On ‘constructivism’, see, for instance: Barad (1996); Berger and Luckmann (1967 [1966]); Boghossian (2006); 

Delanty (1997); Fornel and Lemieux (2007); Jacob (1999); Lorber and Farrell (1991); Norris (1997); Petrenko 
(2011); Searle (1995); Shotter (1997).

43. On ‘historicism’, see, for instance: Delanty and Isin (2003); Dufour (2015); Evans (2002); Habermas (1987 [1968]); 
Jacobs (1983); Keaney (1997); McLennan (2014); Pieters (2000); Popper (2002 [1957]); Shaw (1971); Tilley (1982); 
Tilley (1984); Veeser (1989).

44. On ‘perspectivism’, see, for instance: Foucault (1980); Foucault (1986 [1984]); Foucault (1988); Foucault (2005 
[2001]); Nietzsche (1967 [1930]); Nietzsche (1992 [1887]); Nietzsche (2012 [1886]); Nietzsche (2020 [1882/1901]).

45. On ‘poststructuralism’, see, for instance: Belsey (2002); Bohman (1996); Dillet (2017); Jay (1992); Moebius and 
Reckwitz (2008); Poster (1989).

46. On ‘postmodernism’ (and ‘postmodernity’), see, for instance: Anderson (1998); Bauman (1992); Bauman (1997); 
Boisvert (1996); Calhoun (1995); Callinicos (1989); Delanty (2000); Doherty, Graham, and Malek (1992); Eagleton 
(1996); Good and Velody (1998); Goulimari (2007); Habermas (1981 [1980]); Harvey (1989); Jameson (1991); 
Lash (1990); Lyotard (1984 [1979]); Patton (2004); Petit (2005); Seidman and Wagner (1992); Smart (1996); Susen 
(2015); Turner (2006); Wellmer (1985); Welsch (2002); Wilterdink (2002).

47. On ‘posthumanism’, see, for instance: Alaimo (2016); Badmington (2000); Badmington (2003); Badmington 
(2004); Banerji and Paranjape (2016); Braidotti (2013a); Braidotti (2013b); Braidotti (2015); Braidotti (2019a); 
Braidotti (2019b); Braidotti and Bignall (2019); Braidotti and Fuller (2019); Braidotti and Hlavajova (2018); Clarke 
(2008); Clarke and Rossini (2017); Elliott (2021); Ferrando (2013); Fukuyama (2002); Herbrechter (2013 [2009]); 
Mahon (2017); Nayar (2014); Roden (2015); Susen (2022d); Wennemann (2013); Wolfe (2010).

48. On this point, see, for instance: Susen (2013b), p. 236n121; Susen (2013c), pp. 326, 339, 351, 359–361, 364, and 
366–367; Susen (2014), pp. 762–763n568; Susen (2016b), pp. 461–463; Susen (2016c), p. 131; Susen (2017a), pp. 
144 and 146; Susen (2018a), pp. 27–28; Susen (2020a), pp. 183, 194n132, 277, 350, and 350n1; Susen (2020b), p. 
337; Susen (2022b), pp. 59–61; Susen (2022c), p. 300.

28 S. SUSEN



49. Cf. Jaeggi (2018 [2014]). Cf. also Susen (2022c).
50. See Triandis (1996), esp. pp. 408–409. (According to Triandis’s typology, the following main ‘cultural syn

dromes’ can be identified: tightness, cultural complexity, active–passive, honour, collectivism, individualism, 
and vertical and horizontal relationships.) On this point, see also, for example: Susen (2007), pp. 63–64, 214, and 
290; Susen (2012), p. 309; Susen (2015), p. 140; Susen (2016a), p. 72; Susen (2016c), pp. 132–133; Susen (2022b), 
p. 65.

51. On the concept of ‘social acceleration’, see, for instance: Rosa (2015 [2005]); Rosa (2020 [2018]); Rosa, Dörre, and 
Lessenich (2017); Rosa and Scheuerman (2009). See also, for instance: Susen (2024); Torres (2016); Torres (2022); 
Torres (2024); Vostal (2014); Wajcman (2015).

52. Delanty (2024), p. 3.
53. On this point, see Susen (2021), pp. 125–127 and 138.
54. See Delanty (2024), p. 4.
55. See ibid., pp. 9–20.
56. On this point, see Solomon (2016). Accelerationism is (still) a relatively marginal movement in contemporary 

philosophy. Rather than advocating for radical politics or direct opposition, accelerationism promotes the rapid 
advancement of society through technological innovation as a means of transcending the present. See Delanty 
(2024), p. 11. On accelerationism, see, for instance: Mackay and Avanessian (2017 [2014]); Noys (2014); Shaviro 
(2015); Srnicek and Williams (2016 [2015]).

57. On this point, see, for example: Rosa (2015 [2005]); Rosa (2020 [2018]); Rosa, Dörre, and Lessenich (2017); Rosa 
and Scheuerman (2009). See also, for instance: Susen (2024); Torres (2016); Torres (2022); Torres (2024); Vostal 
(2014); Wajcman (2015).

58. See Hartog (2015 [2003]). See also Fritzsche (2004).
59. See Hartog (2015 [2003]), esp. p. 107.
60. Delanty (2024), p. 16. On this point, see also Bauman (2017).
61. Pinker (2018), p. 39 (italics in original). See also ibid., p. 362. Cf. Pinker (2011) and Pinker (2021).
62. See Delanty (2024), p. 4.
63. On this point, see, for instance: Habermas (1987a [1981]); Habermas (1987b [1981]); Habermas (2001 [1984]). 

See also, for example: Habermas (1985 [1984]); Haferkamp (1985); Tugendhat (1985).
64. See Weber (1978 [1922]), esp. Chapter 1 (‘Basic Sociological Concepts’). See also, for instance: Beckermann 

(1985); Føllesdal (1985); Seebaß and Tuomela (1985); Weiß (1985).
65. Delanty (2024), p. 2.
66. Ibid., p. 3.
67. Ibid., p. 3.
68. Ibid., p. 4.
69. Ibid., p. 9.
70. Ibid., p. 9.
71. Marx (2000 [1852/1977]), p. 329. – It is worth emphasizing that, in the original version, Marx uses the word 

Menschen (‘human beings’), rather than Männer (‘men’), thereby including all members of humanity in the 
sense of Menschheit (‘humanity’). See Marx (1972 [1852]), p. 115: ‘Die Menschen machen ihre eigene 
Geschichte, aber sie machen sie nicht aus freien Stücken, nicht unter selbstgewählten, sondern unter unmit
telbar vorgefundenen, gegebenen und überlieferten Umständen. Die Tradition aller toten Geschlechter lastet 
wie ein Alp auf dem Gehirne der Lebenden.’ – On this point, see, for instance: Boltanski, Rennes, and Susen 
(2014 [2010]), p. 595; Susen (2015), pp. 239–240; Susen (2021 [2014]), pp. 351, 358, and 363n1; Susen (2022b), 
pp. 54–56.

72. For further reading on the relationship between ‘necessity’ and ‘contingency’ in Marxist thought, see Daly 
(1999), esp. p. 71. See also, for instance: Boltanski, Rennes, and Susen (2014 [2010]), p. 595; Susen (2015), esp. 
Chapter 4 and pp. 239–240; Susen (2021 [2014]), p. 351 (on ‘the historicity of social space’), p. 358 (point 11), 
and p. 363n1.

73. Habermas (2022a [2019]), p. 28 (my translation).
74. On this point, see ibid., p. 28.
75. Delanty (2024), p. 4 (spelling modified).
76. Ibid., p. 4.
77. Ibid., p. 4 (italics added).
78. See Delanty (2024), esp. pp. 20–25.
79. Ibid., p. 21.
80. Ibid., p. 20 (spelling modified).
81. Ibid., p. 21.
82. Ibid., p. 21 (quotation modified).
83. See ibid., pp. 1, 21, and 194.
84. On this point, see Zielonka (2023).
85. Delanty (2024), p. 21.

SOCIAL EPISTEMOLOGY 29



86. Ibid., p. 21 (italics added).
87. Ibid., p. 21.
88. Ibid., p. 21.
89. Ibid., p. 21.
90. Ibid., p. 21.
91. Ibid., p. 21.
92. Ibid., p. 21. On this point, see also, for instance: Koselleck (1985 [1979]); Koselleck (1988 [1959]); Koselleck (2009 

[2000]). In addition, see, for example: Browne and Susen (2014); Cordero (2017); Delanty (2021); Esposito (2017); 
Hartog (2015 [2003]); Susen (2017b); Wagner (2010).

93. Bergson (2002 [1889/1910]), p. 10 (Chapter 1) (italics added). See also Delanty (2024), p. 22.
94. Delanty (2024), p. 22.
95. Ibid., p. 22 (italics added).
96. Ibid., p. 22.
97. Ibid., p. 23.
98. Ibid., p. 23.
99. Ibid., p. 23 (italics added).

100. Ibid., p. 23.
101. Ibid., p. 23. On this point, see also Strydom (2023).
102. Delanty (2024), p. 23. On this point, see Seligman et al. (2016).
103. Wittgenstein (2009 [1953]), p. 235n323 (italics in original). On this point, see Delanty (2024), pp. 23–24.
104. Wittgenstein (2009 [1953]), p. 235n323. On this point, see Delanty (2024), pp. 23–24.
105. Delanty (2024), p. 24 (italics added).
106. Ibid., p. 24 (italics added).
107. Ibid., p. 24.
108. Ibid., p. 24.
109. Ibid., p. 24.
110. Ibid., p. 24.
111. Ibid., p. 25 (italics added).
112. On this point, see, for instance: Jaspers (1932); Jaspers (1949); Jaspers (1962); Jaspers and Bultmann (1954). See 

also, for example: Assmann (2018); Bellah and Joas (2012); Eisenstadt (1986a); Eisenstadt (1986b); Habermas 
(2022a [2019]); Habermas (2022b [2019]); Kögler (2020); Mendieta (2018); Susen (2025b), esp. pp. 116 and 154; 
Turner (2016).

113. Delanty (2024), p. 25.
114. Ibid., p. 25.
115. Ibid., p. 25.
116. Ibid., p. 25 (italics added).
117. Ibid., p. 25.
118. Ibid., p. 25 (italics added).
119. Ibid., p. 25 (spelling modified).
120. On the Methodenstreit, see, for instance: Lachenmann (1995); McCarthy (2001); Neemann (1993/1994). See also, 

for example: Susen (2011), p. 459; Susen (2013c), pp. 367–368; Susen (2013d), pp. 88, 90, and 92; Susen (2015), 
pp. 34, 48, and 66–67; Susen (2022a), p. 8.
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[1968]); Feenberg (2017); Kirkpatrick (2003); Kumar (1978); Owen (2002); Pinker (2018); Rorty (1998); Schäfer 
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122. Cf. Bloch (1959).
123. See Delanty (2024), esp. pp. 20–25.
124. Ibid., p. 23.
125. Ibid., p. 23.
126. Ibid., p. 23.
127. Ibid., p. 23.
128. See Lyotard (1984 [1979]), pp. xxiii and xxiv (italics in original).
129. See Susen (2023) as well as Susen and Ortmann (2024).
130. Delanty (2024), p. 24 (italics added).
131. Cf. Susen (2020c), esp. pp. 125, 131, 137, 138, 142, 144, and 147.
132. Delanty (2024), p. 24 (italics added).
133. See Susen (2018b), p. 1279.
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135. Delanty (2024), p. 25 (italics added).
136. See Habermas (1999) and Habermas (2001b).
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137. See Habermas (1992). On this point, see also Susen (2007), esp. Chapter 3.
138. Delanty (2024), p. 25 (italics added).
139. Marx (2000 [1852/1977]), p. 329.
140. A literal (and, admittedly, wooden) translation of this idea is as follows: ‘Time arises not only in the mirror of the 

present but also in the womb of the hitherto-been and with a view to the always-still-and-always-again- 
becoming.’

141. Delanty (2024), p. 25 (italics added).
142. See Susen (2007), p. 167. On the (a) implicit, (b) intersubjective, (c) regulative, (d) value-laden, and (e) contest

able constitution of ‘normativity’, see, ibid., pp. 33–34.
143. For an outline of such an approach (in relation to aesthetics), see Susen (2015), pp. 101–103.
144. It should be noted that this section has not examined the interactions between past, present, and future. The 

significance of these interactions is addressed in the following section.
145. See, for instance: Abbott (2001); Adam (1990); Adam (1995); Adam (1998); Adkins (2009); Adkins (2011); 

Adkins (2014); Allen (2023); Andersson (2018); Andersson and Kemp (2021); Baert (1992); Baert (2000); 
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(2002 [1889/1910]); Birth (2012); Brand (1999); Bubner (1971); Burges and Elias (2016); Callender (2011); 
Castro, Fowler, and Gomes (2018); Celis Bueno (2017); Colebrook (2009); Conrad (1998); Elias (1992 
[1984]); Esposito (2011); Fabian (1983); Flaherty and Fine (2001); Friese (2001); Fritzsche (2004); Fuchs 
(2018); Giddens (1995 [1981]); Grosz (2004), Habermas (1987a [1985]); Habermas (1987b [1985]); 
Habermas (2001a); Habermas (2003); Han (2017 [2014]); Hartog (2015 [2003]); Hassan (2003); Hassan 
and Purser (2007); Hassard (1990); Hawking (1988); Heidegger (1992 [1924/1989]); Heidegger (1996 
[1927]); Helgesson and Svenungsson (2018); Holloway (2022); Hoy (2009); Husserl (1964 [1928]); 
Hutchings (2014); James (1890) (see Chapter 15: ‘The Perception of Time’); Jancsary (2019); Kaun 
(2017); Koselleck (1985 [1979]); Koselleck (2009 [2000]); Krause (2019); Kumar (2017); Landes (2000 
[1983]); Lash, Quick, and Roberts (1998); Laslett (2005); Le Poidevin and MacBeath (1993); Lee (2006); 
Lilja (2018); Lockwood (2005); Lyotard (1991 [1988]); Martins (1974); Massey (1993); May and Thrift 
(2001); McTaggart (1908); Muzzetto (2006); Nowotny (1992); Nowotny (1994 [1989]); O’Carroll (2008); 
O’Rand and Ellis (1974); Osrecki (2011); Prosser (2007); Prosser (2012); Prosser (2016); Robertson (1995); 
Rosa (2010); Rosa (2015 [2005]); Rosa, Dörre, and Lessenich (2017); Rosa and Scheuerman (2009); 
Rovelli (2018 [2017]); Selin (2008); Smolin (2013); Smolin (2015); Smolin (2019); Sorokin (1943); 
Strydom (2017); Szerszynski (2017); Tabboni (2001); Tallis (2017); Tamm and Olivier (2019); Torres 
(2016); Torres (2022); Torres (2024); Torres and Gros (2022); Turchin (2023); Turetzky (1998); Unger 
and Smolin (2021); Urry (1985); Vostal (2014); Wajcman (2015); Wajcman and Dodd (2016); Warf (2008); 
Wenzel et al. (2020); Wittmann (2016 [2012]); Zerubavel (1982); Žižek (2011 [2010]).

146. For a critique of this (arguably reductive) view, see, for example, Smolin (2013) and Tallis (2017).
147. Cf. Susen (2025b), pp. 147–150. Arguably, these four perspectives – that is, (i) naturalism, (ii) socio

logism, (iii) phenomenologism, and (iv) humanism – provide a useful cognitive map for distinguishing 
between fundamentally different ways of conceptualizing ‘existence’ and ‘time’. Such an outline 
highlights key methodological and ontological questions that arise when engaging with the antinomy 
between ‘the timeless’ and ‘the temporal’. It should be emphasized, however, that this schematic 
overview cannot capture the extensive and multifaceted contributions made across different branches 
of knowledge – notably the natural sciences, the social sciences, philosophy, and the humanities – to 
our understanding of the relationship between existence and temporality.

• In the natural sciences (esp. physics), see, for instance: Campo and Gozzano (2021); Hawking (1988); Lockwood 
(2005); Rovelli (2018 [2017]); Rovelli (2016 [2014]); Smolin (2013); Smolin (2015); Smolin (2019); Unger and 
Smolin (2021).

• In the social sciences (esp. social theory), see, for instance: Abbott (2001); Adam (1990); Adam (1995); Adam 
(1998); Adkins (2009); Baert (1992); Baert (2000); Bauman (2007); Bergmann (1992); Elias (1992 [1984]); 
Hassard (1990); Martins (1974); Massey (1993); May and Thrift (2001); Nowotny (1992); Nowotny (1994 
[1989]); Rosa (2015 [2005]); Rosa (2020 [2018]); Rosa, Dörre, and Lessenich (2017); Rosa and Scheuerman 
(2009); Torres (2022); Urry (1985); Vostal (2014); Wajcman (2015); Wajcman and Dodd (2016); Zerubavel 
(1982).

• In philosophy (esp. phenomenology), see, for instance: Callender (2011); Heidegger (1996 [1927]); Heidegger 
(1992 [1924/1989]); Heidegger (1998 [1967/1976]); Husserl (1964 [1928]); Le Poidevin and MacBeath (1993); 
Merleau-Ponty (1967 [1942]), esp. Section III; Merleau-Ponty (1970 [1968]); Merleau-Ponty (1983 [1964/ 
1968]); Merleau-Ponty (2002 [1945]), esp. Part III, Chapter 2: ‘Temporality’ (pp. 476–503).

• In the humanities (esp. humanism), see, for instance: Bergson (2002 [1889/1910]); Ricœur (1984 [1983]); 
Ricœur (1985 [1984]); Ricœur (1988 [1985]); Tallis (2017). 
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In addition, it is important to acknowledge that the so-called ‘repetition tradition’ has profoundly challenged 
conventional (Western) conceptions of time. This tradition frames ‘futurity’ as a mode of retrieval and projection – 
from Kierkegaard’s reversal of anamnesis, which derives the repeatable from the future, and Nietzsche’s notion of 
‘eternal recurrence’ [ewige Wiederkunft] to Heidegger’s existential concept of ‘repetition’ [Wiederholung], to 
mention only a few examples. While a detailed analysis of this line of thought lies beyond the scope of the 
present article, its influence on contemporary debates about ‘time’ – in the humanities in general and in 
philosophy in particular – can hardly be overstated.

On the ‘repetition tradition’, see, for instance: Eriksen (2000); Kierkegaard (1992 [1843]), esp. Part II; 
Kierkegaard (2009 [1843]); Kierkegaard (1962 [1844/1936]); Nietzsche (1987 [1883–85]); Nietzsche (2001 
[1882/1887]), see esp. Book IV, §341; Nietzsche (2012 [1886]); Nietzsche (2004 [1888/1979]); Heidegger (1992 
[1924/1989]); Heidegger (1996 [1927]); Heidegger (1998 [1967/1976]); Deleuze (1983 [1962]); Deleuze (1994 
[1968]); Derrida (1976 [1967]); Derrida (2001 [1967]); Derrida (2016 [2013]).

148. See Smolin (2015). See also, for instance, Unger and Smolin (2021), Smolin (2013), and Smolin (2019). Cf. 
Outhwaite (1998).
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