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1 New Temporal Perspectives in
the “High-Speed Society”

Carmen Leccardi

SGCLAL ACCELERATION is certainly not a unique phenomenon
of our times. According to Reinhard Koselleck (1986, 283) the
modern era is characterized by “the acceleration of change which erodes ex-
perience, meaning a “shortening of the time lapses which allow a homog-
enous experience.” Koselleck states that since the mid-eighteenth century,
“before the technicisation of communication and information, acceleration
has become a specific experience of time” (28g). From the beginning of the
nincteenth century, the general feeling that time “slips away” is already wide-
spread, and "what used to proceed at walking pace is now galloping” (Arndt,
quoted in Koselleck w886, 283). This process, which goes hand in hand with
the attrition of tradition, radically redefines the relation between the past, the
present, and the future: the past seems to be an increasingly distant dimen-
sion, whereas the future takes on the characteristics of a challenge. The "new-
ness” is, for its part, the feature that connotes the present.!

The spectacular technological innovation that took place from the mid-
nineteenth century until World War I—ranging from the gas engine to the
advantages derived from the application of the laws of electromagnetism
(from electrical power to the construction of electrical engines, from the in-
vention of the telephone to that of the telegraph] up to the invention of cin-
ema and the precipitous development of railway transport—shaped this new
zeitgeist (Kern 1083), While the hitherto unknown modes of thinking about
space and time spread in physics as well as in psychology, in the arts as much

5

Copyrighted Material



Copyrighted Material

26 Carmen Leccardi

as in music, the collective experience of time and space underwent a pro-
found transformation (Berman 1983). The consequence of a rising speed in
the circulation of goods, people, and information, as well as the shortening of
distances between places, signifies an intensified rhythm of life (Stein 20m).

It must be stressed that this acceleration process serves in the first instance
the demands of capitalism for greater speed in the circulation of capital and
information (Catalano 1ggg). As Marx (1857-1858 /1953) observed in the mid-
nineteenth century, reducing the time used in movement is, for capital, an
essential condition for the affirmation of its own hegemony. The progressive
standardization of time imposed by the development of rail transport (Bartky
198g)—which culminated in 1913, when time was synchronized worldwide
through the Eiffel Tower in Paris—attests to the progressive subjugation of
space by time.

Thus, if social acceleration is a process at least two hundred yeirs old, are
we justified in claiming that today it has taken on explosive characteristics to
the extent of becoming a specific feature of the globalization era? Is the mas-
sive and penetrating flow of new information technology sufficient to make
us speak of an "acceleration society” (Gleick 1999 )7*

Inastructured analysis of social acceleration Hartmut Rosa (2003 identifies
three "motors” of acceleration. The first, the economic, expresses fundamen-
tally the capitalist need to save time on the basis of equivalence between time
and profit and, more generally, on the basis of identification between growth,
on the one hand, and the acceleration of production and productivity, on the
other hand. The second is cultural and seés in the acceleration of the rhythm
of life a certification of the ideals of constant change inherent to modernity
and, more specifically, the secular answer to the problem of death. The more
life span is & nontranscendent and time-limited resource, the more the need
to open oneself to the greatest possible quantity of experiences in the (lim-
ited) lapse of time existentially possible—a need with which social acceleration
seems to be particularly in harmony—becomes important. Finally the third,
the structural “motor,” refers to the acceleration of the rhythms of change as
a consequence of the specific differentiation of modern society. In a scenario
identifying the future with growing social complexity and contingency, the
most rational experience of time on the societal level becomes sustained change
and acceleration. This is due to the permanent increase of systemic options cre-
ated by the increasing social complexity with which only an acceleration selec-
tion process is able to deal,
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If these are the forces that, according to Rosa, stimulate social acceleration,
one also has to distinguish between the different analytical levels at its heart.
The first level is, of course, that of technological acceleration and the extraor-
dinary process of time-space compression it generates (Harvey 1990 ). The new
information and communication technology, for instance, fundamentally
redefines the experience of space but also manipulates time, to the extent of
destroying it as a historical dimension. In the scenario of the informational
economy (Castells 2000), as a consequence of the spread of these technologies,
time is transformed, as | will undertake to illustrate later, into a simultaneous
and concurrently eternal entity. Also the acceleration of the process of social
change, related both to productive and reproductive institutions, from work to
family, contribute to the contemporary positive valuation of speed. If the gener-
ational change constituted one parameter of the rhythms of change during the
“first modernity,” in the contemporary modernity every generation is forced
to confront a multitude of processes of change, traversing and transforming
everyday scenarios. This acceleration of the rhythms of transformation has
clear consequences on, among others, the life of institutions—Dby undermining
the foundations of their stability—as well as on the construction of individual
biegraphies { Bauman 2om).

Finally, there is the acceleration of the rhythm of life. This aspect refers
in a literary sense to the temporal compression of our daily actions. It de-
notes the process according to which the quantity of actions contained in a
lapse of time tends to increase. The obsession with the lack of time (Paolucci
1986) serves as a corollary 1o this type of acceleration—an obsession that,
one could say, constitutes one of the pillars of contemporary experience—it-
self inseparable from the burnout condition of psychophysical stress (Balbo
1991). All of these give everyday life ambivalent aspects. While the range of
possibilities of action grows and expands its horizons, the temporal pressure
in the end weakens its quality. In more general terms the tension between
interior rhythms and social rhythms is the distinctive sign of this form of
acceleration.

Rosa emphasizes that when one looks at the whole of these dimensions,
a paradox becomes obvious. While the process of acceleration spreads—by
reducing the time necessary for communication, transport, production—the
feeling of a lack of time increases, meaning that the time saved through tech-
nology has been swallowed up by the process of social acceleration. Con-
sequently the vision of the “acceleration society” as a social form emerges,
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where “technological acceleration and the growing scarcity of time (i.e., an
acceleration of the “pace of life'} occur simultaneously™ (Rosa 2003, 10), where,
in other words, the progression of the sensation of a lack of time surpasses the
possible positive outcomes (of time savings) of acceleration.

Among the many aspects of the “acceleration society” that could throw
light on the present, here | would like to dwell above all on its passage from
the present as a strategic dimension of action to the present as detemporalized
instantaneity.

A Detemporalized Present?

The transfer refers to two stages of the acceleration process: the first well iden-
tified in the conceptual proposition of David Harvey at the end of the 1g8os
{Harvey 19g0) by the term “time-space compression”; the second connected to
the Gegenwartsschrumpfung (reduction/ contraction of the present), a concept
proposed by the German philosopher Hermann Libbe (1998) less than ten
years later. As we all know, with the expression of the “time-space compres-
sion” Harvey intended to designate the collapse of time horizons and spatial
barriers. This process, stimulated by the acceleration of the rhythm of life
induced by capitalism, questions not only a way to represent time and space,
where one constitutes the measure of the other, but more generally redefines
the coordinates through which we represent the world: "As space appears to
shrink to a ‘global village” of telecommunications and a ‘spaceship earth’ of
economic and ecological interdependencies . . . and as time horizons shorten
to the point where the present is all there is (the world of the schizophrenic),
so we have to learn to cope with an overwhelming sense of compression of our
spatial and temporal worlds” (Harvey 1990, 240).

In the representation of the world that is shrinking through human ac-
tion—by increasing above all the speed of transport. human beings annihilate
space through time’—lies what Castoriadis (1987) defined as the “capitalist
imaginary™: the domination of nature through the unlimited expansion of
(rational) control of the world. This imaginative world is fed by the philo-
sophical concept, dating from the Enlightenment, of the future as a time to
curb and control in accord with a world vision where (social) progress takes
the place of {spiritual) perfection.

Gegenwartsschrumpfung (reduction/ contraction of the present) is where
human willpower and rationality replace divine greatness. | consider it par-
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