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Abstract. This article is a review of Jifi Subrt’s book The Sociology of Time: A Critical
Overview (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan/Springer; 2021. 283 p.). The author places this work in a
broader context of previous books by Subrt in order to show that all these publications analyze the
past and contemporary sociological theories, and focus on historical sociology and the conception
of sociology as a science on social processes. Subrt considers time in the context of the long-term
development of knowledge, in which efforts have been made to control and master it. He also
conducts a critical analysis of the views of previous generations of sociologists who developed ideas
about the nature and functions of time. Subrt examines different fields of the so-called ‘sociology of
time’; however, his main interest is the temporalized sociology such as theories of Niklas Luhmann
and Anthony Giddens, but especially the conceptions in the field of historical comparative
sociology, which combine the object of sociological research with long-term historical processes.
According to Subrt, the basic aspect of time that should be decisive for sociology is its irreversibility
associated with the idea of an open future.
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Jiti Subrt is well-known to the RUDN Journal of Sociology readers. His
professional interests cover several interrelated topics [2] on which he published
not only articles but also several books [3; 4; 5; 6; 7; 8; 9] in the last five years.
N.P. Narbut emphasized Subrt’s activities in the field of historical sociology [1]. In
this article, I will focus on Subrt’s book published last year by the Palgrave
Macmillan, but also underlie his long-term professional interests as reflected in this
latest work and his previous publications.

Subrt has been researching several interrelated areas for many years. In
addition to the issues of time and memory, Subrt studies the history of sociology,
general sociological theory and historical sociology. The field of sociology of time
is differentiated depending on the paradigmatic positions. The knowledge of
theoretical sociology helps Subrt to understand the considerable plurality of
opinions that we encounter here. The issues of time and memory led him to
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historical sociology which he defined as ‘temporalized sociology’. In the introductory
chapter of his book, Subrt describes its research area as the ‘labyrinth of questions
and answer’. With some exaggeration, one can say that his book is a kind of a guide
in this labyrinth for it explains in a clear and relatively easy-to-understand way how
this labyrinth was created and how it is possible not to get lost in.

The processual perspective that Subrt develops in other works is applied in the
second chapter of the book. The topic of time is related to the issue of civilization
which was addressed in his books on historical sociology [3; 5; 6]. The key author
for him is Norbert Elias, to whom he dedicated one of his later monographs. Elias
puts the problem of time in the context of the process of civilization — as the long-
term development of changes in human ideas about time — in the perspective of
the sociology of knowledge. Subrt is inspired by Elias, but he does not understand
his work dogmatically, on the contrary, there is some criticism for reducing the time
to ‘timekeeping’, which is insufficient for reflecting that temporality at the
metatheoretical level is the very foundation of the theory of long-term social
processes of Elias.

The processual perspective used in the first chapter allows to understand how
human thinking about time and history has changed over the centuries, and how the
cyclical notion of the eternal was replaced by a linear finalist conception of history,
which was then replaced in the last century by the idea of an open future.

An important part of the implemented perspective is the study how time
measurement and control have changed over the centuries. Subrt notes the role
played by medieval monasteries, discusses Max Weber’s ideas on the influence of
the Protestant ethics and Karl Marx’s political economy, in which time becomes a
measure of labor. The time associated with the advent of the modern society is
ambivalent — it is something we want to control by intensifying its use, but it
opposes our efforts as a force (a ‘modern tyrant’) that alienates itself.

The third chapter introduces the interpretation of time as a category of
sociology and history. For instance, Emile Durkheim understood time as a
category derived from the rhythms of collective life. Subrt reveals the influence
that the philosophical thought had on Durkheim — from Aristotle’s conception
of categories as basic tools of human thought to the philosophy of Immanuel
Kant. Another significant influence on Durkheim’s school was from Henri
Bergson’s philosophy of time, which may not be regular in society and may have
periods of varying qualities separated by what is referred to as critical data.
A specific feature of time for Durkheim is its nature of the social fact. According
to his Rules of the Sociological Method, social facts should be explained only
through other social facts; thus, the category of time has a social origin, because
it is derived from the rhythms of society, and only was associated with certain
natural and astronomical phenomena. Subrt points to a certain controversy of
this Durkheim’s idea (in the history of calendar, astrology, and astronomy) —
the connection between calendar systems and other time cycles has long been
associated with the observation of astronomical phenomena, which greatly
challenges the idea of a purely social origin of timing.
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However, Durkheim’s conception was important for social sciences and
humanities — for the periodization of historical time, the theory of collective
memory by Maurice Halbwachs, and structuralism including the theory of Fernand
Braudel with three time planes: the time of short duration of individual historical
episodes, the time of social cycles, and the time of long duration (longue durée).
This Braudel’s conception later became a basis for the theory of the world system
created by Immanuel Wallerstein, who distinguishes five types of space-time in
historical sociology (episodic-geopolitical, cyclical-ideological, structural, eternal,
transformative time-space).

In one of his previous books [7], Subrt distinguished two basic perspectives of
sociological thinking, one of which is inspired by Durkheim (holistic approach —
structuralism, functionalism, and systems theory), and the second perspective is
individualistic (Max Weber’s theory of action). And it is the interpretive sociology
perspective, in which the fourth chapter considers temporal aspects of human
behavior — in George Herbert Mead’s and Alfred Schutz’s theories. For Mead,
time is not characterized by a continuous flow, but is associated with the fact that
new events constantly appear, which makes us deduce from each of them, again
and again, our views on the past, and at the same time we constantly create new
ideas about the future. This type of reasoning leads to the somewhat surprising
conclusion that the past is essentially as unpredictable as the future. Schutz
criticizes Weber for, although he attaches a key importance to the meaning, he does
not address the question of how this meaning is constituted. Schutz defines the issue
of meaning as the issue of time, and develops a number of original ideas about the
position of the individual in society and his social behavior.

Subrt’s works are interdisciplinary, which is not just about interrelationships
between sociology and history. The fifth chapter returns to Durkheim’s conception
of time and traces how the social function of time was understood by Durkheim’s
followers such as cultural anthropologists Bronistaw Malinovski, Edward Evans-
Pritchard or Edmund Leach. Special attention is paid to Claude Lévi-Strauss’
works, who distinguished the so-called ‘cold” and ‘hot’ societies based on the way
people consider historical time. He argued that contemporary ‘hot’ societies place
the emphasis on the flow of historical time and changes associated with it, while
‘cold’ preliterary societies tend to ignore this flow with certain rituals.

In this chapter, special attention is paid to two sociologists with Russian
roots — Pitirim Sorokin and Georges Gurvitch. During his American period, to
some extent in collaboration with his student Robert Merton, Sorokin tried, being
inspired by Durkheim, to introduce the concept of social time in sociology, which
he later described as ‘sociocultural’ time with the same qualities as the Durkheim
school had previously identified. It is essentially a qualitative time that does not
flow evenly, cannot be divided into very small pieces, and its flow is interrupted by
critical data. In their joint article, Sorokin and Merton argue that sociology should
use not the timekeeping common for the astronomical research but rather this
qualitative social time.
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Sorokin argued that there was no one time common to all events (in addition
to astronomical time, there is economic, psychological, biological, etc. time), and
Gurvitch went even further, stating that social time cannot be spoken of in the
singular — only in the plural. According to Gurvitch, there is a multiplicity of social
times that operate at different levels of social reality and differ in their course.
Gurvitch divided all these times into eight types: time of long duration and slow
decline; illusive/deceptive time; irregular/erratic time; cyclical time; retarding time;
alternating time; time overtaking itself; explosive time. However, Subrt is very
critical of the idea of the plurality of times. He argues that time in these conceptions
is confused with motion, and that different qualities of times are derived not from
their distinguishable qualities, but from the different movements that take place in
time, which is a logical error.

In the sixth chapter, Subrt focuses on two important representatives of
contemporary sociology, who tried to incorporate the idea of time into their
ambitious theoretical constructions — Niklas Luhmann and Anthony Giddens.
Subrt considered Luhmann’s ideas in his previous work on The Systemic Approach
in Sociology [8], and Giddens’s ideas — in the book Individualism, Holism and the
Central Dilemma of Sociological Theory [7]. Now he returns to both thinkers’
conceptions from the perspective of time. For Luhmann, temporalization is
associated with one of the main tendencies of social systems — reduction of
complexity. For Giddens, this issue is associated with different types of temporality
(Duration — Dasein — Long duration) related to different levels of structuring. In
both authors’ theories, Subrt is particularly interested in the long-term historical
development. Both authors — each in a different way — reject the teleological,
finalist conception of the development for the idea of an open future.

In the following chapter, Subrt considers how time is understood in natural
sciences, especially in astrophysics. He focuses on the phenomenon of the time
arrow, which, as the two final chapters of the book show, he understands as a
fundamental feature of temporality in sociology. He pays particular attention to the
implications of the Brussels School of Thermodynamics led by Ilya Prigogine (who
is also known as a collaborator of Immanuel Wallerstein) for understanding the
time. There are explanations of some aspects of contemporary thermodynamics, of
the concept of dissipative structures and chaos theory in relation to the issue of
temporality, which Subrt uses in the three final chapters of his book.

In contemporary sociology, the issue of time is usually considered in the form
of three basic questions: constitution of time as a social category; functioning of
temporal structures at different levels of social systems; the place and role of time
in general sociological theory. The eighth chapter focuses on two basic concepts
that are usually connected with the issue of time — ‘sociology of time’ and
‘temporalized sociology’. Subrt provides information on all basic directions in
which time becomes the object of sociological, especially empirical, research (time
perspectives and orientations, time order of society, time structures of specific
social systems, etc.). However, it is clear that what attracts the author’s interest the
most is temporalized sociology. In this part of the chapter, Subrt supports the ideas
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of Patrick Baert: temporalized sociology represents an approach that emphasizes
the issue of the long-term social development as associates with the program of
historical sociology [3; 5; 6] and with the concept of sociology as a science of social
processes [9].

The chapter “Balance and prospects” is a critical recapitulation of those topics
that Subrt considers in the sociological thinking about time as challenging and
difficult to accept. He seeks to systematically put forward arguments against claims
about the qualitative nature of social time and about the plurality of times. He shows
that these and similar notions are based on the fact that the changes in temporal
structures caused by the changes in movement in them create the unjustifiably far-
reaching conclusions about the very nature of time. Subrt refers to Hans
Reichenbach’s idea of the irreversibility of time (we cannot change the past but we
can change the future) as the starting point for all reflections on time in sociology.
Thus, in historical sociology, it is necessary to apply a perspective in which the
teleological vision of history is rejected (we can make records of the past but not of
the future) and the concept of an open future is applies. In the last short chapter
“Epilogue”, Subrt tries to formulate in a concise and systematic way the
philosophical (rather metatheoretical) foundations on which the approach to time in
sociology should be based.

Subrt’s book is interesting and in some parts even fascinating reading. The
author demonstrates a broader knowledge of the issues under study, the ability to
think through the issues in depth, and at the same time a considerable dose of
invention in developing new and non-trivial ideas. Although Russian readers have
already had the opportunity to read some of Subrt’s texts on time, this book is worth
translation in Russian.
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Bpems Kak Kno4yeBoe NoHsATue
ncTopudeckom couuonormm®

X. bepenac

3anaaHbIi TEXHUYECKUH KOIEIK
7-as ynuya (Cesep), 400, Jla Kpocc, Buckoncun 54601, CLLIA

Annotanusi. Ctatbs npezcrasisier codoii penensuro Ha kaury Wpxu lly6pra «Conponorus
Bpemenu: Kpurmueckuit 0030p» (Yam: IManrpeits Makcwmran/[Inpuarep, 2021. 283 c.). ABTOp
BCTPaMBAaET CBOE IIOBECTBOBAHKE B IIMPOKUH KOHTEKCT TEMATHUK, NIPEJCTABICHHBIX B IIPEALICCTBY-
roumx padorax [lyOpTa, 4ToOBI MOKa3aTh, KAK OH HCCIIEAYET COLMOIOTHYECKHE TEOPHH TPOIILIOTO
U HACTOSIIEro, HO (JOKyCHpYETCs Ha MCTOPUYECKOH COIMOJIOTMU U TPAKTOBKE COIMOJIOTHH Kak
HayKH O coluanbHbIX mpoueccax. lIIlyOopT paccMaTpuBaeT BpeMs B KOHTEKCTE JUIMTEIBHOTO Pa3BHU-
THUSI 3HAHMS, TTIOCKOJIBKY AJIs1 OOIIECTBa XapaKTEPHbI MOMBITKH OBIAJIETh BPEMEHEM, KOHTPOIUPO-
BaTh ero. [1lyOpT npoBOIUT KPUTHUECKHUI aHAIN3 B3TJISII0B MPEANIECTBYIOIIUX TIOKOJICHUH COLHO-
JIOTOB, MPEJIOKHUBLIMX CBOM TPAKTOBKW NpHUpozbl U (yHKuui Bpemenu. lllyOpt paccmarpusaer
pa3Hble 001aCTH «COLUOJIOTHH BPEMEHU», OJTHAKO OCHOBHOM OOBEKT €ro MHTEpeca — TeMIIOpallb-
Hasl COLIMOJIOTHS, ITPpEACTaBlIeHHast, HanpuMep, padboramu Huxiaca JIymana n Ontonu ['unnenca, u,
B IIEPBYIO OYepellb, MOAX0/Abl CPABHUTEIBHOW HCTOPUYECKON COLMOJIOTHH, B KOTOPOH OOBEKT CO-
LMOJIOTUYECKOT'0 aHaJIM3a BCTPOCH B JIOJITOCPOUHbIe ncToprueckue nporeccsl. Cornacuo Llyopry,
OCHOBHBIM aCHEKTOM BPEMEHH, HMEIOIIMM pEIIAloIee 3HAYEHHE AJISI COLMOJIOTUH, SIBIAETCS €To
HEOOPaTUMOCTb, CBS3aHHAS C HIECH OTKPHITOTO OYIyIIero.

KiioueBble ciioBa: BpeMsi; COIMATLHOE BPEMSI; TEMIIOPATBHOCTD; COIMOJIOTUYECKAS TEOPHS;
HCTOPHYECKAsl COIHMOJIOTHS; TEMIOPaIbHAs COLMOJOTHS, CTPYKTYpa; QYHKIHSA; COIHATbHAs CH-
CcTeMa; JCHCTBHE; HN3MCHEHHE
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