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Introduction 
 
Time has been a central concern in psychology, especially within the following domains: psychology 
of time perception, psychology of memory, narrative psychology, organizational psychology, 
psychology of experience, and developmental psychology. The spectrum is broad and includes very 
heterogeneous bodies of knowledge: neuropsychological, psychophysical or cognitive theories and 
methodologies that aim to explain how humans perceive time, qualitative inquiries about 
autobiographical time, social psychological studies of time in institutions and organizations, as well as 
temporal models of human development. There is also significant philosophical, sociological, 
anthropological and inter- and trans-disciplinary scholarship on time that does not follow the 
methodologies that are usually employed within the discipline of psychology nowadays but addresses 
psychological issues (a classic example is Henri Bergson’s (1896/1991) philosophy of memory and a 
more recent example is Niklas Luhmann’s (1987) theory of the temporality of meaning systems). 
Although the scholarship on time is extensive, a scarcity of intensive discussions and debate between 
the different disciplines, fields, approaches and positions is noticed.  
 
Problems of Definition  
 
Given the above-described heterogeneity of the approaches to the study of time, one can find very 
different conceptions and definitions of “time” as well as a range of employed terms such as 
perception of time, estimation of time, apperception of time, temporal discrimination, notion of time/ 
of duration, sense of time, Zeiterleben (temporal experience) etc. Some scholars argue that there 
should be a unique or unified definition of time but this argument usually implies an objectivist 
epistemology i.e. the idea that the time is “out-there” and can be defined objectively (cf. Parker, 
Harris, & Steineck, 2010). Relational epistemologies suggest instead that our understandings of 
temporal phenomena depend on theoretical presumptions as well as on the practicalities and 
technologies involved in studying time. There is no single time “out-there” but many different times 
(in plural) are fabricated or enacted by means of narratives, archives, devices, experimental settings 
and other relational arrangements (Latour, 2005; Kontopodis, 2012).  
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Traditional Debates 
 
Time has been a central concern in religion and philosophy since the ancient times. The beginning of 
modern science was marked by heated debates among the various scientists who studied time and 
temporal phenomena in fields as diverse as evolution theory, physics or psychology. Since the 1960s 
one can however notice a growing specialization that prevented scholars who worked within very 
different theoretical, methodological and epistemological frames from debating and reflecting on the 
foundations of their approaches. As a result, for example, psychophysicists presuppose that there is an 
internal clock or central timekeeper that is responsible for the perception of time (Grondin, 2001). 
Cognitive psychologists presuppose on the contrary that time is perceived on the basis of external 
stimuli and external parameters of non-temporal nature (Piaget, 1946/1970; Droit-Vollet, 2000). 
Although attempts have been undertaken to discuss and combine these different ways of 



understanding time (Vanneste, Perbal & Pouthas, 1999) there has been little discussion on the 
epistemological foundations of those positions.  
 
Critical Debates 
 
Brent Slife (1993) argues that most of psychological approaches to the study of time are based on the 
assumption of the linearity of time, which is taken for self-evident, although there are many findings 
and explanations that are incompatible with linear time in several psychological specialties. 
Alternative conceptions of time can be found in psychoanalysis and psychotherapy (time as process 
cf. Green, 2002), in the developmental psychological theory of Lev S. Vygotsky (“developmental 
crises”, Vygotsky 1932-34/1998, see also: Kontopodis, 2012), in relational approaches to 
remembering and forgetting (Middleton & Brown, 2005) as well as in narrative psychology (Ricoeur, 
1984-85-86, Brockmeier, 2000). Furthermore, Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of the chronotope 
(1930s/1981) has been quite influential within cultural psychology as a way of synthesizing space and 
time. There is however a clear lack of debate among all the different fields and approaches, which 
reflects the broader fragmentation of psychology, social sciences and academic research nowadays.  
 
Although a few of the above-mentioned qualitatively oriented studies imply broader critical 
aspirations, psychological research on time has not raised political issues to the extent that this has 
been done in other disciplines. In educational science for example, early critical pedagogical 
approaches criticized the future orientation of educational activities (Korczak, 1929/1971; 
Schleiermacher & Weniger, 1826/1957) and later critical pedagogical approaches questioned the way 
time is organized in education in the context of the capitalist economy (e.g. similarities between the 
production of capital and the learning process, cf. Mollenhauer, 1981; Oelkers, 1980). The German 
school of ecology of time has also much criticized the ways in which the school and other institutions 
are currently organized for disrupting biologic rhythms, individual tempos and family life (Held & 
Geissler, 1993; Reheis, 2005). In a similar direction, French cultural theorists Paul Virilio and Sylvere 
Lotringer (2008) discuss the effects of speed on our civilization in their seminal book “Pure War” 
which refers to the invisible war that technology is waging against humanity. In her various books, 
British sociologist Barbara Adam has also critically reflected on time, social theory, the industrial way 
of life and environmental hazards (1990, 1995, 1998). Unfortunately, these critical debates have very 
little been echoed in the psychological study of time.  
 
References  
 
Adam, B. (1990). Time and Social Theory. Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 
Adam, B. (1995). Timewatch: The Social Analysis of Time. Cambridge: Polity Press. 
Adam, B. (1998). Timescapes of Modernity. The Environment and Invisible Hazards. London and 

New York: Routledge. 
Bakhtin, M. M. (1930s/ 1981) The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays. Ed. Michael Holquist (Trans. 

C. Emerson & M. Holquist). Austin and London: University of Texas Press.  
Bergson, H. (1896/1991). Matter and Memory (N. M. Paul & W. S. Palmer, Trans.). New York: Zone. 
Droit-Volet, S. (2000). L’Estimation du Temps: Perspective Develloppementale. L’ Année 

Psychologique, 100, 433-464.  
Green, A. (2002). Time in Psychoanalysis: Some Contradictory Aspects. London: Free Association 

Books. 
Grondin, S. (2001). From Physical Time to the First and Second Moments of Psychological Time. 

Psychological Bulletin, 127, 1, 22-44. 
Held, M., & Geissler, K. A. (1993). Ökologie der Zeit: Vom Finden der Rechten Zeitmasse. Stuttgart: 

S. Hirzel. 
Kontopodis, M. (2012). Neoliberalism, Pedagogy and Human Development: Exploring Time, 

Mediation and Collectivity in Contemporary Schools. London and New York: Routledge/ 



Taylor & Francis. 
Korczak, J. (1929/1971). Wie Man Ein Kind Lieben Soll. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht. 
Latour, B. (2005). Trains of Thought: The fifth Dimension of Time and its Fabrication. In A. N. 

Perret-Clermont (Ed.), Thinking Time: A Multidisciplinary Perspective on Time (pp. 173-187). 
Göttingen: Hogrefe & Huber. 

Luhmann, N. (1987). Soziale Systeme: Grundriß einer allgemeinen Theorie. Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp. 

Middleton, D., & Brown, S. (2005). The Social Psychology of Experience: Studies in Remembering 
and Forgetting. London and Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Middleton, D., & Edwards, D. (Eds.). (1990). Collective Remembering. London, Newbury Park and 
New Delhi: Sage. 

Mollenhauer, K. (1981). Die Zeit in Erziehungs- und Bildungsprozessen: Annäherungen an eine 
bildungstheoretische Fragestellung. Die Deutsche Schule, 73, 68-78. 

Oelkers, J. (1980). Der Gebildete, der Narziss und die Zeit. Neue Politische Literatur, XXV(4), 423-
442. 

Piaget, J. (1946/1970). The Child’s Conception of Movement and Speed (G. E. T. Holloway & M. J. 
Mackenzie, Trans.). London: Routledge & K. Paul. 

Parker, J. A., & Harris, P. & Steineck, C. (Eds.). (2010). Time: Limits and Constraints. Leiden and 
Boston: Brill. 

Ricoeur, P. (1984-85-86). Time and Narrative (3 vols. Trans. K. McLaughlin & D. Pellauer). 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Reheis, F. (2005). Nachhaltigkeit, Bildung und Zeit: Zur Bedeutung der Zeit im Kontext der Bildung 
für eine Nachhaltige Entwicklung in der Schule. Hohengehren: Schneider. 

Schleiermacher, F., & Weniger, E. (1826/1957). Pädagogische Schriften: 1: Die Vorlesungen aus dem 
Jahre 1826. Düsseldorf: Küpper. 

Slife, B. (1993). Time and Psychological explanation. New York: SUNY Press. 
Vanneste, S., Perbal S. & Pouthas, V. (1999). Estimation de la Durée chez des Sujets Jeunes et Ages : 

Rôle des Processus Mnésiques et Attentionnelles., L’ Année Psychologique, 99, 385-414.  
Virilio, P., & Lotringer, S. (2008). Pure war: Twenty-five Years Later (new and updated edition). Los 

Angeles, CA: Semiotext(e). 
Vygotsky, L. S. (1932-34/1998). Problems of Chid (Developmental) Psychology (M. J. Hall, Trans.). 

In L. S. Vygotsky (Ed.), The Collected Works (Vol. 5: Child Psychology, pp. 187-346). New 
York and London: Plenum. 

 
Online Resources 
International Society for the Study of Time: www.studyoftime.org/ 
German Society for Time Politics/ Deutsche Gesellschaft für Zeitpolitik: www.zeitpolitik.de/ 
Time & Society (Journal): http://tas.sagepub.com/ 
Kronoscope (Journal): http://www.studyoftime.org/KS/ 
 
 
 


