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If we are willing to form an sustainable establishment,
we should not dream of making it eternal.

Si nous voulons former un établissement durable,
ne songerons donc point à le rendre éternel.

– Rousseau 1762 –

Politics of time – 
The Question of time and the projects of the Société des observateurs de l'homme (= 
SOH)

What could it mean to „save“ the Enlightenment? Which is the role of rhetorics of a po -
larized field (enemies and friends of the Enlightenment) for the politics of the produc-
tion of knowledge within the humanities in the post cold-war western academic world? 
These are the two questions which we want to discuss by means of two case studies.

Stephen Bronner opens his book Reclaiming the Enlightenment: Toward a politics of rad-
ical engagement (2004), which is meant to be a commentary to the Dialectic of Enlighten-
ment, by mentioning 9/11 – for him the emblem of the attacks on a declining western 
system of values. A reappropriation of the Enlightenment is meant to recover an intellec-
tual coherence for „purposeful politics“ and to defend the Enlightenment against left  
and  right-wing  „enemies“.i This  approach  has  recently  been  developed  further  by 
Jonathan Israel in the field of the history of ideas. He referred to Bronner by underpin-
ning the essential role of the „radical enlightenment“ for modern democracy after 1945. ii 
Both authors think that the universalism of the Enlightenment, i.e. its secular egalitari-
anism, should be defended.iii This is not necessarily inventive, since we know this atti-
tude from a lot of 18th-century texts.

What does it mean, however, to dichotomize the talk about the Enlightenment accord-
ing to the either-or pattern and thus to close the debate about the Enlightenment?

Our paper will propose a counter perspective to this historiography, which produces a 
hasty actualization of Enlightenment principles and is based on the concept of the solid 
rationality of the humanities without problematizing its apriori as a problem of exclusion 
strategies. We want to investigate competing forms of production of knowledge as loc-
ally situated projects and to analyze their historical apriori.  

We will accordingly try to answer three questions:

In what sense is it „enlightening“ for an investigation of the politics of knowledge to dis-
cuss the time-structure produced by this knowledge? What kind of relation can be found 
between the time-structure of knowledge and the interrelated politics? We are aware of  
the fact that we can only talk about the production of time and of temporality with the  
proviso that we have to include the co-production of space. iv Nevertheless, we want to 
limit ourselves to the investigation of a specific politics of time, i.e. the politics of the in-
finity of projects within the field of knowledge production.

The second question follows from this. What is the relation between the investigation of 
the time-structure of projects and the project of the investigation itself (i.e. the present 
text)? What does it mean for the politics of studies within the humanities to interprete 



the problem of reflexivity as a demand for symmetry of object and investigation and to 
integrate this problem into the current research project?

This entails the third cluster of questions: What is the use and the politics of the differ-
enciation between language as instrument of descripition and a historical object inde-
pendent of this language, which could be comprehended to a lesser or to a higher degree 
by a certain methodology? We would not only point out, that certain practices of differ-
entiation (like language) are „constructed“ (what certainly is correct), but we would also 
like to do justice to the fact that we are situated in a certain historical configuration.  
Our project is part of a contingentv configuration, which allows us to produce knowledge 
by the support of the „Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft“ (German Research Founda-
tion = DFG) about the „epistemologies of the knowledge of man“. How does this contin-
gency become important as a resource for localization and contextualization of the pro -
duction of knowledge in the field of humanities? Although all of these questions seemed 
important to us, we can not answer all of them in this paper. Nevertheless it is crucial to 
raise these questions, in order to demarcate our field of interest.

These questions form the background of two case-studies, each describing two infinite  
projects. The first case-study deals with two projects investigating deaf-mutes (ca. 1800). 
The second is about the genealogy of statistics during the same period.

Two epistemologies of the knowledge of language – the infinite project: „Il n'est 
rien à faire“
The investigation of language was a very important part of the project of the SOH. vi The 
production of knowledge about language was made possible by two different epistemo-
logies,  which we call  organicistic and analytic  epistemes.  The scientific  objects of the 
SOH in this context were the mad-men, the deaf-mutes and the figure of the „savage“.vii

Both epistemes produced different forms of temporality and the project of each episteme  
was in a different way related to infinity and had thereby a different relation to the polit -
ics of time. We will have to limit ourselves to an outline of the research on deaf-mutes.
Under the various revolutionary and post-revolutionary French regimes Roch-Ambroise 
Sicard,viii a deaf-mute pedagogue, managed to retain his position as director at the deaf-
mute's school in Paris after a period of  exile under Robespierre. This school was the first 
state-funded deaf-mute's school. It was first directed by Michel de l'Épée, who was an 
emblem  in  the  field  of  studies  about  deaf-muteness.  Sicard  tried  to  develop further  
Épée's method of instruction and created what he called the „methodical gesture lan-
guage“,  a  system  of  signs,  which  should  make  possible  the  unequivocal  connection 
between thing, sign, and idea. Talleyrand seemed to believe in the success of this ven-
ture. He was convinced, that this gesture language could help to guarantee public order 
and stability of the young republic by abolishing the ambiguities of traditional sign sys-
tems and by replacing them with clarity and certainty. ix In the opinion of Talleyrand one 
could think about introducing this gesture language on a national level.x

The main epistemic techniques in constructing this gesture language were for Sicard ob-
servation and analysis.  In his  Rapports  sur  l'instruction  d'un Sourd-Muet  de  naissance  
(1799) he presented his narrative of the observations of the education of his most famous 
student, Jean Massieu. It will not be possible to evaluate the status of this narrative and 
its relation to his actual practice conclusively. But there remains the formulation of a cer-
tain type of project. Sicard's analytical project consisted in the collecting of as many faits  
(facts) as possible, which then should be put into an order by the analytical method of  
decomposition and composition.xi The description of this order would then be a gram-
mar of nature. This would only be achievable if the observation of the deaf-mute was car-



ried out carefully. Then one could translate this grammar of nature into an arbitrary, arti-
ficial system of signs. This project was infinite. For the stabilization of the order of signs  
by observeration could only be achieved by the continuous accumulation of faits (facts), 
which of course could never be completed. We characterize Sicard's project as a cumulat-
ive analytical infinite one. As such it would, as Duquesnoy recognized,xii contribute to 
make the status quo permanent, because it had permanently to create and re-create the 
conditions of its own existence. At the same time it was necessarily bent on replacing all  
other forms of knowledge – which could not count as real knowledge – by this one and  
only truth.
Infinity in this cumulative analytical infinite sense is opposed to the organicistic iterative 
type of infinity characteristic for Jean Itard's medical research on the language of deaf-
mutes. Jean Itard was active as a doctor at the Paris deaf-mute's school and reported his 
experiences in his book Maladies de l'oreille et de l'audition (1821).xiii He argued for an ap-
proach centred around the concept of the individual sensibility of the ears. Each ear has  
its own sensibility, and the examination of patients should accordingly be differentiated.  
Itard developed this approach after his abortive attempts to educate Victor, the Wild 
Boy of  Aveyron.xiv Itard's method can more adequately be described as fitting in with 
Wilhelm von Humboldt's  "Einfühlen"xv in an autonomous totality.xvi It is certainly not 
fitting in with Sicard's analytical method.  A totality was thought to essentially retain its  
individual character although, of course, it could resemble other totalities. Itard's collec-
tion of observations in the Maladies therefore had to respect the essential heterogenity 
of things. The result, therefore, could not be the advancement towards the one and only  
truth, but a mapping of the infinite diversity of things in our world. Thus, this specific  
project by Itard (who used other methods in other texts) was of the organicistic iterative 
type and it was not inherently bound to colonize other rationalities. Of course, Itard's  
project was interested in securing the possibilities for its existence. But it could be con-
ceded that other objects of research could be subject to other procedures and that pos-
sibly other types of rationality could be useful. This does not mean, however, that Itard 
would not marginalize certain forms of human existence: He conceded only a low meas-
ure of "intelligence" to the deaf-mutes.xvii

One could think that the difference between the two approaches could be explained by  
the difference between grammatical and medical research. As can be observed in Hum-
boldt's research on language, however, this does not have to be the case, but one has in  
each case to take into account the form and function of infinity and the relation with the 
time of a project.

Time and state, two projects for the production of the present
Another example for the production of historicity can be the comparison of two projects 
concerning the science of the state and of statistics. “State” will be understood as an ob-
ject of knowledge. The state is the epistemological and institutional framework for the 
socio-political life of a given society and defined, what could legitimately be thought 
and done.xviii The perception of the state underwent a certain process of transformation 
between 1789-1804. Within the perception of the state the production of temporality is  
a crucial element. From the appartus of the sovereign's power the state became an object  
of knowledge, which should be potentially accessible to all it's subjects. 
It is to be understood in this context, that a certain type of state always produces a cer-
tain type of temporality and vice versa – they are productive of each other. xix One central 
aspect of the transformation process of the perception of the state and time was the es -
tablishment of a scheme for structuring temporality. Statistics was about establishing a  
relation to the present.xx The object of statistics, man in the statexxi, was no longer con-



ceived as part of a time extrinsic to him, but as a conscious producer of his own here and 
now. In what follows I will discuss two different forms of production of the temporality  
of the state around 1800 by constrasting two statistical projects, the permanent and the 
general statistics. 

In 1805, the Ministry of the Interior ordered a report on the Bureau de Statistique which 
had been established by Chaptal  in 1800.xxii In the Ministry,  it was Joseph Marie De-
gérando in his capacity as Observateur who wanted to know whether and how the Bur-
eau de Statistique could be of use for the government.xxiii He asked for two reports of two 
officials who advocated competing concepts of statistics and of the temporality of the  
state. Chaptal had organized the Bureau according to the German tradition of statistics 
as a science of the present. He aimed at establishing a method to make the present social  
situation and its political options an object of science based on the analysis of the vari -
ous momentary situations and their comparison.xxiv Statistics was conceived as an infin-
ite project of a collection of faits, as the science of change. The time of change as analyzed 
by statistics did not correspond to any historical time of development,xxv but rather to a 
logical time of comparison. Accordingly, in his report for Degérando, Duquesnoy, secret-
ary of the Bureau de Statistique, declared as the main task of statistics and the Bureau to 
describe the situation in France in 1789 and to measure the changes achieved since then, 
so that a politics of “conservation, reparation and restauration” would be made possible.  
Temporality in these analyses of situations has a reiterative form. In the sequence of  
changes starting from the historical zero 1789, the single moments are meaningful not as  
singularities but only as part of a sequence of reiterations. Each single moment gains a  
solidity only in the framework of an emerging symmetrical tableau which makes it pos-
sible to survey the past, the present and the future at a single glance. xxvi The sequential 
recording of changes and the legibility of sequences within the context of an iterative 
concept of time made the value of the present absolute. For this, Alexandre Deferrière,  
director of the Bureau de Statistique, coined the concept of permanent statistics.xxvii Stat-
istics as the science of change produced the “here and now”, and in this function it pro -
duced the state as an infinite project of knowledge. The infinity of the project produced 
the permanence of the state.

In the year in which Degérando asked the employees of the Bureau de Statistique to re-
port on their work, he also ordered a report by an external expert, Emmanuel-Étienne 
Duvillard, who was an official in the audit division. Duvillard had become famous as the 
director of the Bureau d'arithmétique politique which had been founded under Condorcet 
in 1791.xxviii In 1806 he published his memorandum on the statistics of the  Bureau de  
Statistique in which he critized its work devastatingly. He reproached the Bureau for not 
having a conception of the necessity of relations between the accumulated facts and situ-
ations and for not being able to formulate general laws.xxix For Duvillard it was necessary 
to have a measure by which the various official accounts could be falsified by a central 
authority, i.e. the Bureau. A Statistique générale de l'empire would only be possible if such 
a central calculation agency with trained calculators functioned successfully.xxx Some ten 
years  earlier,  in the preliminary  debates  about the foundation of the  Bureau d'arith-
métique politique, Condorcet had formulated the ideas which were basic for Duvillard's  
criticism of the Bureau de Statistique. He made a distinction between two possible ways 
of handling political problems, the one which only followed current facts and events, the 
other which treated them only as stimuli to formulate universal laws. The latter would –  
as the science of society – make it possible “to perceive the future in the present and in 
each single law the complete system of social order”.xxxi The chopped-off head of the king 
was to be replaced by a science of society that was able to formulate laws.xxxii To the law 



of nature corresponded – in the science of morality and society – the calculation which 
produced a kind of temporality depreciating the present and advocating a future which 
was basically calculizable and to a certain degree real although inaccessible. Statistics  
would no longer be the science of the present, but develop as the science of the future  
included  in  the  present,  of  an  omnipresent  future.  The  wealth  of  observations  and 
collections of facts was deplaced by the emptiness of a present which was structured by  
the law of the future, an inaccessible future which had to be included into the present by  
means of the infinite project of statistical calculation.

In the first case, the case of permanent statistics the present was symmetrically related to 
the past and to changes and thus made thinkable the future as the possibility of some-
thing new. In the second case (general statistics) the future, i.e. that which does not exist, 
became the organizing principle for the present. In both cases, statistics produced a rela -
tion to the present, and in both cases the projects are basically infinite although in a dif-
ferent sense. However, the projects constituted an attitude towards the present, an Ethos  
of Enlightenmentxxxiii which was fundamentally tied to the political form of the state.

Conclusion
If we ask for the coproduction of knowledge and its temporality in our case-studies the 
results will be ambivalent. A certain type of a politics of time can not necessarily be de-
duced from a certain type of temporality. We can, however, formulate the more careful 
and perhaps more prudent hypothesis that a certain temporality of a project serves a cer-
tain politics of time. We have argued that Sicard's empirical research on language was a  
cumulative analytic project productive of a permanent accumulation of facts according 
to the same principles, whereas Itard's iterative organicistic project made possible a form 
of infinite research, which – as one could say – in each case had to conceive a new pro -
ject with its own lawlike regularities. On the contrary in the statistical projects the iterat-
ive analytic statistics were meant to contribute to making the present infinite. The gen-
eral statistics made the law of the future – as statute of the present – the rule of the here  
and now. In the latter case we can speak of a cumulative organicistic project, which pro -
claimed a piecemeal development towards an inacessible future.   
For all theses infinite projects the basic question was that for the possible relations and 
forms of past, present, and future. The various formations of the French state between 
1789 and 1804 established different regimes of time. As object of knowledge the state  
was related to these regimes of time, which were a necessary precondition of the state's  
knowledge and knowledge about the state.xxxiv After 1804 the politics of time changed. 
For example the Académie Celtique (1804) replaced the “no” regarding the Ancien Régime  
by a “yes” for the more distant past of the celtic origins of the frenchmen. Therefore the 
period between 1795 and 1805 is of high relevance regarding the forms of the produc -
tion of temporality.xxxv These are preliminary remarks outlining a far deeper analysis of 
the diverse rationalities of infinity and the related politics of time. For the present pur-
pose, the analysis of contemporary projects of the humanities, these remarks may suf-
fice.

We will now try to fulfill our introductory promise of symmetry by expanding the ques-
tion of the time-structure of our historical object to our own project: Which time-struc -
ture is produced in DFG-Project Ep 19/4-1? Of which politics of time is it subject? It  
seemed to us that the logic of the research done within the humanities necessitates in an 
iterative manner the production of ever more projects, which at the same time obey their 
own lawlike regularities and fulfill the requirements of a general form of project. They 
can be considered as semi-dependant organicistic individualities which produce ritual 



closure within an infinite sequence (the project Ep 19/4-1 should produce a closure but 
certainly is not meant to produce it definitely; the closure happens mostly in ritual cycles  
of about three or four years, formally represented by an Abschlussbericht (final report)). 
In contrast to the project of language research around 1800 or the project of permanent  
and general statistics, this infinite stringing together of individual results does not follow 
a strict or general plan and thus tends to produce an equal validity for all results (Gleich-
Gültigkeit).  The German  Gleich-Gültigkeit  has  two constrasting  meanings,  i.e.  “equal 
value” and “indifference” or “meaninglessness”.  This captures what we think is the state 
of affairs in the humanities, at least in Germany. Gleich-Gültigkeit for us is a concept for 
the critical reassessment of the type of knowledge-production in the humanties. In this 
sense Ep 19/4-1 is a parasitic project participating in the infinity of German humanities  
and reproducing its structures at the same time formally in order to preserve itself. Thus, 
the humanities can be characterized as an infinite project to reproduce themselves, and 
in  order  to  do  so  they  have  to  mobilize  regimes  of  infinity  and  of  course  produce  
closures. 

Saving the Enlightenment?
To conclude let us go back to the beginning and let us consider metonymically the cur-
rent discourse about “Radical Enlightenment” as a thesis about the heritage of the hu-
manities in the 21st century. In the light of what has been said we can talk about the 
moral imperative as being tied to Gleich-Gültigkeit. Jonathan Israel for example produces 
a (controversial) narrative, which is based on a certain politics of time, that makes the  
law of the past the apriori of the present. We could call this manoeuvre a strive for gain-
ing “absolute temporality”, i.e. the conviction, that in the past one can find theorems  
which are universally validxxxvi (i.e. Jonathan Israel thinks that the “Radical Enlighten-
ment” already found the principles of “any progressive politics”). The basic epistemic 
techniques of the production of absolute temporality are different types of constructing 
infinity. What is at stake in this specific form of making the past infinite, is not only the  
debate between different rationalities,  but also the intelligibility of history itself  as a 
“critical ontology of ourselves”.xxxvii 
If we risk to presuppose that each form of production of infinity tends to totalize its own 
apriori we will have to conclude that for a critical project within the humanities it is of 
paramount importance not to participate in the parasitism of the general infinity of the  
humanities but rather to try to produce finiteness. One task of historical epistemology, it  
seems to us, is to analyze the strategies leading to infinity or to finiteness. 
As early as the 18th century Condillac had similarly made the distinction between two 
kinds  of  metaphysics:  one  proud,  frivolous  and  therefore  useless  and  the  other  one 
humble, dependant on observation and open to revision.xxxviii However, he still adhered 
to the idea of methodological unity. But nowadays in a framework, in which global hu-
manities seem realizable at least technically, humanities, as a center of the production of 
knowledge, will have to open up and make possible the fundamental falsification of all  
contents and methods. It does not suffice to merely think that falsification is possible or  
that it is a value, but to put it in practice within a radical symmetrical approach. This ap -
proach  would  tend  to  an  unconditional  metaphysicsxxxix of  historical  epistemology.  It 
would relate symmetrically to its object and would be responsible for including the de-
termining factors of its projects in the analysis. The contingency of the project should be 
object of the project itself.  Also the principles of “Radical  Enlightenment” should be  
analyzed symmetrically. Jonathan Israel undstands them not only as universal principles 
for the “West”, but also for the states “that suffered most at its hands”.xl

We will accordingly have to thematize the politics of time and not to depreciate clusters  
of deviant rationality as anachronisms. We will then be able to recognize these forms of 



epistemic imperialism, this politics of closure, and to ask for alternative possibilities of  
epistemic plurality and openness.xli 
Thus, the individual results produced in our project are not as important as the produc-
tion of a perspective on the temporality of knowledge and a training of our judgement in 
this regard. It is important to identify repressive forms of the production of the “denial  
of coevalness”.xlii The problem of coevalness and its denial, as we tried to point out con-
cerning the “Enlightenment”, can be seen as a major epistemological obstacle and prob-
lem of the humanities in the 21th century. The self-proclaimed “saviours” of the Enlighte-
ment are themselves an obstacle for such a reflection, which does not allow for their  
apocalyptic emergency discourses.
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