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Chapter One

High- Speed Society
Is the Pace of Life Accelerating?

Any attempt to make sense of the human condition at the  

start of the new century must begin with the analysis of the  

social experience of speed.

WILLIAM SCHEUERMAN, Liberal Democracy and the Social  

Acceleration of Time

The relative speed of society has long been seen as one of its essential 

characteristics. Many of the inventions that are considered pivotal to 

progress, from the wheel to the microchip, have been designed to enable 

us to go faster. Yet it is in diagnoses of our contemporary times that ac-

celeration features most prominently. Time- space compression, the idea 

that technologies have dramatically telescoped temporal and spatial dis-

tances, is a constant motif, as is the notion that economic, social, and 

cultural change is much more rapid than in previous eras. Things seem 

to happen at a relentless pace, imbuing us with a di>erent sense of time.

According to the dominant narrative, our ubiquitous experience of 

busyness makes perfect sense as we inhabit a high- speed society. Our age 

is obsessed with speed: faster cars, faster trains, faster broadband, even 

speed dating. Speed is sexy, and digital devices are constantly sold to us 

as eFcient, time- saving tools that promote an exciting, action- packed 

lifestyle. Nowhere is this more apparent than in iPhone’s Siri software, 

which allows you to “use your voice to send messages, schedule meetings, 

place phone calls, and more,” while, the advertisement suggests, driving 

or exercising. Similarly, self- logging wristbands that track everything 
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from heart rates and sleep patterns to mood 9uctuations are marketed 

for a busy life on the move.

Our obsession with doing more at once is symptomatic of the frenetic 

pace of life. The yellow brick road may wind through the Googleplex, with 

all its indoor tree houses, volleyball courts, apiaries, and giant, colored 

rubber balls, but over- the- rainbow Google engineers talk of needing to 

work smarter and harder than they could ever have imagined. Although 

speed and timing is of the essence, Zen masters are brought in to teach 

employees how to stop and take a deep breath. The typical mantra of 

CEOs is that technology is pushing us faster and so we have to adapt to 

new ways of doing business in “a world of screens, texts, cell phones, in-

formation all over you.”1

Like corporate speak, much social science sees technology as the main 

force driving acceleration.  The idea that digitalization has spawned a 

new temporality is widespread and is variously described as instantaneous 

time, timeless time, time- space compression, time- space distanciation, chrono-

scopic time, pointillist time, or network time.2 There are even calls for a new 

science of speed or, as Paul Virilio has termed it, dromology. All of these 

concepts have at their core a view that life is speeding up. The spread 

of communication technologies in particular and their evident poten-

tial for the further speeding up of an already accelerated modernity has 

added urgency to the question of speed and human reactions to it.

But if acceleration deYnes our digital universe, what precisely does 

this mean? Despite the dazzling array of theories depicting the present 

era as one of exceptional speed, the concept remains vague and elusive. 

The fact that so much of the academic and popular commentary is prone 

to speculative hyperbole compounds the problem. This, in turn, is ex-

acerbated by the extent to which the agenda for discussing the future of 

technology is set by the promoters of new technological products.

I begin this chapter, then, by disentangling the rhetoric in order to 

clarify the relationship between technological acceleration and the pace 

of life. I also present an overview of the most in9uential accounts of 

high- speed network society, which will help to expose the technologi-

cal determinism implicit in such theories. Perhaps this is an unfortunate 

but necessary corollary of the scale and scope of the authors’ arguments. 

What gets downplayed or lost, however, is the extent to which the “vir-

tual” is made up of wires, buildings, and bodies, as well as the fact that 
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real human beings know and use (or not use) information and commu-

nication technology (ICT) in concrete, local settings. My approach con-

trasts these tactics by Mrmly grounding the discussion of how digital 

time is perceived, organized and negotiated in commonplace everyday 

situations.

Moving forward, I principally draw on literature from science and tech-

nology studies— STS for short— which, for some time, has been urging a 

more nuanced understanding of the ways in which technology shapes 

time. Taking on this lens allows us to see that society is more than its 

technology, but also that technology is more than its equipment. In other 

words, the social world cannot be reduced to the technology that makes 

it up. However, this is not at all to diminish the role of technology— in 

fact, quite the opposite. It is only by paying attention to sociomaterial 

practices that we can begin to see the rich interplay of technology and 

society.

Such an approach necessarily questions all- embracing, linear narra-

tives about everything speeding up, pointing instead to a more complex 

temporal patterning of experience. It requires us to pose questions, such 

as when, and where, people encounter accelerations (as well as decelera-

tions) and what the consequences for the quality of our lives are.

Acceleration Society

Although acceleration itself is rarely regarded as the central topic for 

sociological analysis, it is ever present in theories of contemporary so-

ciety. Physicists have clear ideas about what speed and velocity mean 

but, in describing human experiences of time in high- speed society, the 

term is used to refer to a variety of phenomena. This is particularly con-

fusing, as time compression has multiple dimensions, so that while some 

aspects of life are accelerating, others may not be and could even be slow-

ing down.

One notable exception is Hartmut Rosa, who examines in detail what 

it means to say that Western societies are acceleration societies. I Mnd 

his deMnition, and the distinction he draws between diZerent aspects of 

acceleration, helpful and have adopted it here.3

The Mrst and most measurable form of acceleration is the speeding 

up of transport, communication, and production, which can be deMned 



16

CHAPTER ONE

as technological acceleration. The second is the acceleration of social change, 

meaning that the rate of societal change is itself accelerating. The central 

idea here is that institutional stability (in the realms of the family and 

occupations, for example) is generally on the decline in late modern soci-

eties. The third process is the acceleration of the pace of life. It is the focus 

of much discussion about cultural acceleration and the alleged need for 

deceleration. The pace of (social) life refers to the speed and compression 

of actions and experiences in everyday life.

Now the most intriguing question is how these three types of accel-

eration relate to each other. As Rosa points out, there is clearly a paradox 

between the Mrst and third process. If technological acceleration means 

that less time is needed (for production, transport, etc.), this should en-

tail an increase in free time, which in turn would slow down the pace of 

life. Rather than time becoming abundant, however, time seems to be 

increasingly scarce. Accordingly, it only makes sense to apply the term ac-

celeration society to a society if “technological acceleration and the grow-

ing scarcity of time (that is, an acceleration of the ‘pace of life’) occur 

simultaneously.”4 Interrogating this “time pressure” paradox is the cen-

tral quest of my book.

According to this deMnition, most general analyses of contemporary 

society can be read as versions of the acceleration society thesis. In other 

words, they make a direct, causal link between technological accelera-

tion, especially the speed of electronic communication systems, and the 

harriedness of everyday life. The fact that our social interactions in both 

work and leisure time are increasingly mediated by technology— that we 

live in a state of constant connectivity— is a recurring theme. Here I want 

to focus primarily on how the connection between the speed of tech-

nology and the pace of life is formulated.

There is a vast literature on what is commonly referred to as time- space 

compression. Geographer David Harvey classically conceived of this pro-

cess as being at the heart of modernity, or, in some formulations, post-

modernity: “I use the term ‘compression’ because . . . the history of capi-

talism has been characterized by speed- up in the pace of life, while  .  .  . 

space appears to shrink to a ‘global village.’”5

Key to Harvey’s work on the spatial- temporal dynamics of capital-

ism is the notion that economic processes are accelerating. For him, the 

driving forces behind social acceleration are globalization and innova-
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tions in ICT that facilitate the fast turnover of capital across the globe. 

In contrast to industrial capitalism, which requires the exploitation of 

labor through strict adherence to clock time and Fordist spatial models 

like the assembly line,  exible accumulation requires a shift in the ways 

we think about time. Harvey observes that the general speed- up in the 

turnover time of capital accentuates the volatility and ephemerality of 

commodities and capital. Fast capitalism annihilates space and time. 

The distances that once hampered global trade are made meaningless as 

humans increasingly communicate using “real- time” technologies. Time 

becomes beyond control as distance disappears in a world of instanta-

neous and simultaneous events. Acceleration, then, is reRected in the 

substantive temporalities of human existence, in particular, the growing 

sense of time- space compression in everyday life.

Such discussions of acceleration typically invoke Karl Marx’s analysis 

of capitalism and the constant need to speed up the circulation of capi-

tal. The faster that money can be turned into the production of goods and 

services, the greater the power of capital to expand or valorize itself. With 

capitalism, time is literally money, and “when time is money, then faster 

means better” and speed becomes an unquestioned and unquestionable 

good.6 Technological innovations play a key role in that improvements in 

the conveyance of communication, commodities, and bodies reduce the 

cost and time of capital circulation across the globe (what Marx called 

the “annihilation of space by time”). The extent to which such time- space 

compression would be ful\lled, however, was unforeseen by Marx.

Developments in the speed of transport and communications have 

shrunk the globe, from the horse- drawn coach and sailing ship to jet air-

craft today. Yet it was only with the invention of the telegraph in the 

1830s that the carriage of bodies by wheel, sail, and steam was challenged 

by the transport of messages at speeds dramatically dicerent from those 

that had previously existed. The telegraph meant that a message could 

be delivered at a tiny fraction of the time acorded by physical transport.

Electronic communication has increased this speed in exponential 

ways. The velocity of automated \nancial trading, which is now mov-

ing from milliseconds to microseconds (millionths of a second), has be-

come emblematic. This is far faster than human reaction times, which 

typically range from around 140 milliseconds for auditory stimuli to 200 

milliseconds for visual stimuli. In this context, even a 5- second pause can 
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seem like a very long time.7 Indeed, the exponential growth in Internet 

transmission speeds over the last 100 years is accelerating to the point 

where data can be transferred at a sustained rate of 186 gigabits per sec-

ond, a rate equivalent of moving 2 million gigabytes in a single day.8

Our own sense of time has been profoundly altered by the convergence 

of telephony, computing, and broadcasting technologies into a pervasive 

environment of instant and simultaneous information and communica-

tion. So it is not so surprising that, in the face of such an intense phase 

of time- space compression, and the resulting changes in our time con-

sciousness, many social scientists herald a new social order.

The problem, as I will show, is that theories about social acceleration 

are too schematic to capture the multiple temporal landscapes, both fast 

and slow, that come into play with digital devices. The prose is all about 

“virtual” networks and ubiquitous computing, which are conceived of as 

borderless disembodied spaces and ethereal instantaneous times. This 

has the eRect of rendering invisible the tangible human and social time 

dimensions of everyday life as “banal, repetitive, and trivial.”9 In other 

words, the quotidian time of intersubjectivity, in which actual women 

and men coordinate their time practices in real- world contexts, gets 

completely obscured.

The Network Society

Perhaps the best- known example is Manuel Castells’s The Rise of the Net-

work Society. For him, the revolution in ICT has given rise to a new in-

formation age, a network society in which labor and capital are replaced 

by informational networks and knowledge. Information is the key ingre-

dient of organizations and [ows of electronic messages and images be-

tween networks now constitute the basic thread of social structure. He 

de]nes the space of [ows as the technological and organizational possi-

bility of practicing simultaneity without contiguity. These circuits come 

to dominate the organization of activity in individual places such that 

the site of networks and their relationship to other networks become 

more important than the characteristics of place itself. For Castells, the 

information age, in which virtuality becomes an essential dimension of 

our reality, marks a whole new epoch in the human experience.

For our purposes, here, what is particularly interesting is his argument 
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about the disappearance of time: that we are increasingly moving away 

from the clock time of the industrial age, in which time was a method 

of demarcating and ordering sequences of events.10 Instead, he argues, 

the world is increasingly organized in the space of Mows: Mows of mer-

chandise, people, money, and information around dispersed and distrib-

uted networks. The sheer velocity and intensity of these global Mows, 

interactions, and networks dissolve time, resulting in simultaneity and 

instant communications— what he terms timeless time. While this new 

timeless time emerged in Rnancial markets, it is spreading to every 

realm. No wonder then, Castells opines, that life is a frantic race as people 

multitask and multilive by means of technology to reach “timeless time: 

the social practice that aims at negating sequence to install ourselves in 

perennial simultaneity and simultaneous ubiquity.”11 In true postmodern 

rhetoric, society becomes eternally ephemeral as space and time are radi-

cally compressed to the point where, at least with regard to the latter, it 

ceases to exist.12

This vision of the network society, in which the accelerating speed of 

ICT annihilates time, has been extremely inMuential. For instance, echo-

ing Castells’s concept of timeless time, John Urry argues that new tech-

nologies generate new kinds of instantaneous time, characterized by un-

predictable change and quantum simultaneity. This new time is based on 

inconceivably brief instants that are wholly beyond human conscious-

ness and, as a result, the simultaneous character of social and techni-

cal relationships replace the linear logic of clock time. According to Urry, 

instantaneous time is also a metaphor for the widespread signiRcance of 

exceptionally short- term and fragmented time.

While such conceptions of time do capture something important 

about the extent to which the extraordinary speed of technologies is 

transforming the economy, Rnancial markets, politics, and patterns of 

production and consumption, it is far less clear what this speeding up 

means for the experience of lived time. Urry does include in his speciR-

cation of instantaneous time “the sense that the ‘pace of life’ throughout 

the world has got too fast and is in contradiction with other aspects of 

human experience.”13 The tenor of his discussion of instantaneous time 

is that it is socially destructive, yet he does not provide systematic em-

pirical research to support this claim. One is left wondering what time 

“organised at a speed that is beyond the feasible realm of human con-
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sciousness” might mean to people and how it concretely relates to the 

actual use of ICT in everyday life.

Let me provide just two brief examples. Surely highly mobile, “hot-

desking” professionals would be a good test of the notion of timeless 

time, as their spatial- temporal practices are fundamentally altered. Yet 

according to a detailed study, rather than time disappearing, their time 

became dominated by a concern to connect in time and space because 

they considered face- to- face meetings to be the paramount means of 

communicating in organizations.14 As a result, one of their main uses of 

asynchronous technologies (such as voice mail and e- mail) was to make 

arrangements for synchronous communications. That the digital media 

industry is so geographically clustered in both London and New York 

similarly attests to the importance of “live” social networking.15 In this 

sense, local time is hardly superseded. My own research on the contem-

porary workplace, detailed in chapter 4, shows that while network tech-

nologies do alter the tempo of work, the myriad ways in which people 

deploy their devices can hardly be described as the annihilation of time.

Or take the extreme case of time- space compression, Znance. Even 

here we do not Znd Castells’s immaterial world where time, place, and 

bodies are replaced by virtual information networks. Financial trading 

is in fact underpinned by materiality: physical, technological, and cor-

poreal in nature. Trading centers are large warehouses, consuming vast 

amounts of electric power to dissipate the heat generated by fast com-

puting. There are relatively few sta_ but rows and rows of computer 

servers and digital switches and miles of cabling connect those servers to 

the matching engines and the outside world. By today’s standards, a very 

large data center might be a Zve- hundred- thousand- square- foot building 

demanding Zfty megawatts of power, which is about how much it takes 

to light a small city. To guard against a power failure, they further rely 

on banks of generators that emit polluting diesel exhaust. The ethereal 

imagery of virtual data stored in the “cloud” is belied by the brute physi-

cality of the infrastructure it needs.16

Moreover, contrary to perceived wisdom, the ultrafast reaction time 

actually increases the importance of spatial distance. It turns out that 

high- frequency trading Zrms rent space for their computer servers in the 

same building as an exchange’s engines precisely because the obdurate 

physical reality of colocation is still important. Time advantages of tens 
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of microseconds become a crucial issue for traders. And these same tech-

nologies, working through diFerent institutional arrangements, shape 

trading in very diFerent ways.17 “For all the breathless talk of the supreme 

placelessness of our new digital age, when you pull back the curtain, the 

networks of the Internet are as Oxed in real, physical places as any rail-

road or telephone system ever was.”18

While both Castells and Urry explicitly distance themselves from 

a technologically determinist stance, they do not entirely succeed. At 

times they have a tendency to discuss the impact of electronic informa-

tion systems as having major “irreversible” eFects, ushering in disruptive 

social revolutions. The idea that technical innovation is the most impor-

tant cause of social change permeates Castells’s analysis of the network 

society. ReZecting a common tendency in the literature on digital tech-

nologies, he argues from extremes, assuming that technologies are used 

in a uniform way overall and everywhere, revolutionizing work, leisure, 

education, family relationships, and personal identities.

Ironically, this is a form of technological determinism that suFers 

from a lack of interest in technology, what it is really made up of, what it 

consists of, and so on. What I am trying to show in this chapter is that it 

is precisely by focusing on technology that we can see how technology is 

implicated in social relations, human interests, history, and culture.

Such commentaries frame the present era as one in which the world 

is experiencing historically unprecedented change. Yet even a cursory 

glance at earlier periods of rapid technological change reveals that simi-

lar claims were made about their overpowering eFects. In the late nine-

teenth century, for example, Anglo American culture was fascinated by 

the capacities of the telegraph and telephone to extend messages eFort-

lessly and instantaneously, annihilating space with time. Indeed, the idea 

that inventors were ahead of their time and that science and technology 

were advancing faster than the ability of human society to cope was com-

monplace. As the next chapter expounds, a sense of increasing speed or 

acceleration has been a central feature of social commentaries since at 

least the nineteenth century.

Furthermore, detailed histories of technology immediately suggest 

that technologies have divergent eFects, operating in diFerent ways for 

diFerent people at diFerent periods in history. What Carolyn Marvin 

terms instrument- centered perspectives, in which the instrument deter-
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mines the e2ect, are much too narrow, because even the history of elec-

tronic technologies

is less the evolution of technical eAciencies in communication 

than a series of arenas for negotiating issues crucial to the con-

duct of social life; among them, who is inside and outside, who may 

speak, who may not, and who has authority and may be believed. 

Changes in the speed, capacity, and performance of communica-

tions devices tell us little about these questions. At best, they pro-

vide a cover of functional meanings beneath which social mean-

ings can elaborate themselves undisturbed.19

My intention is to examine precisely how digital technologies are re-

shaping our sense of time without succumbing to the common obsession 

with novelty. As a keen observer of technical processes, I am skeptical 

about overarching claims in the form of grand, totalizing narratives of 

postindustrial, information, postmodern, network society. Such theories 

tend to take the form of “techno- epics heralding techno- epochs” and 

treat time as an epiphenomenon with relatively little substantive con-

tent.20 While I would not diminish for a moment the importance of social 

theory, my feminist sensibility also attunes me to the situated and con-

tingent character of truth/knowledge claims and the need to beware of 

the “god trick.”21

As I have already intimated, we can best advance our understanding 

of the dynamics of acceleration through scholarship that is speciWc, em-

pirical, and located in concrete social settings where those e2ects can be 

most clearly observed. I have therefore chosen, in the chapters that fol-

low, to concentrate on how technologies shape our practical perceptions, 

ideas, and experiences of social time in the unheroic sites of ordinary life. 

Doing so enables us to investigate the full spectrum of positive and nega-

tive consequences of the increased pace of life in modernity, the extent 

to which it is occurring, and the uneven distribution of these processes.

The Nihilism of Speed

It is worth Wrst pausing to reYect on the work of the French philosopher 

Paul Virilio, for whom issues of speed and technology are pivotal. His dro-
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mology, from the Greek word for race (dromo), is a theory of the nature of 

speed, its conditions of emergence, its transformations, and its eFects. 

For Virilio, “speed, the cult of speed, is the propaganda of progress” and 

its consequences are devastating. “Today we are entering a space which 

is speed- space. . . . This new other time is that of electronic transmission, 

of high- tech machines, and therefore, man is present in this sort of time, 

not via his physical presence, but via programming.”22 If there is fear, he 

tells us, it is because the earth is shrinking and space is dwindling, com-

pressed by instantaneous time. Carried along by the headlong rush of 

an increasingly accelerated world, all we can do is manage and admin-

ister this fear instead of fundamentally dealing with it. “Climate chaos, 

stock market panics, food scares, pandemic threats, economic crashes, 

congenital anxiety, existential dread”— yet we are all still convinced that 

more speed and ubiquity are the answer.23 By this account, then, speed is 

nihilism in practice.

Refreshingly, although Virilio is known as the “high priest of speed,” 

he argues that speeding up is not unique to the digital age.24 Rather, he 

suggests that we can read the history of modernity as a series of inno-

vations in ever- increasing time compression. His analysis of speed en-

compasses nineteenth- century transport (trains, cars, and airplanes) that 

dramatically shortened travelling time, twentieth- century transmission 

(the telegraph, telephone, radio, and computer and satellite communi-

cations) that have replaced succession and duration with simultaneity 

and instantaneity, and transplantation that compresses time by providing 

xenotransplantation and nanotechnology. Each of these technological 

innovations enhances the independence of the social relations of time 

from space and the body.

Although Virilio’s concern is to identify broad societal trends, he is 

highly attuned to contradictions and countervailing tendencies, unlike 

the theorists referred to above. For example, new modes of transport 

massively compress the time of travel but also lead to standing still in 

tra`c jams in big cities.25 Endless queues in crowded lobbies are char-

acteristic of travel by plane, delays and cancellations an integral part of 

commuting by train. Virilio’s dromological law, which states that increase 

in speed increases the potential for gridlock, seems more and more apt. 

He is also aware that political concicts may ensue, because acceleration 

aFects diFerent individuals, groups, and classes in uneven ways. For in-
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stance, tra4c jams and waiting times do not have the same impact on 

everyone, as the money- rich- but time- poor can use their wealth to pur-

chase speed.26

Twentieth- century telecommunications further compress duration to 

zero. However, once again Virilio notes the tendency for acceleration to 

produce new forms of deceleration, a recurring theme of mine. Chrono-

scopic time, the intensive (electronic) instant, leads to an overload of 

information so extensive that taking advantage of only the tiniest frac-

tion of it not only blows apart “real- time” communication but also slows 

down operators to the point where they lose themselves in the eternity of 

electronically networked information, a “black hole of globalized inter-

connectivity.” The actual capacity for parallel absorption of knowledge is 

hugely disappointing. Ironically, the same electronic capacity to be both 

here and elsewhere in the time of nowhere has brought the body to a 

standstill. While Castells and Urry, for example, emphasize the mobility 

and Vuidity of people in network society, Virilio recognizes that, at the 

level of everyday life, people are increasingly stationary— sitting in front 

of a screen. The chronoscopic time of the ICT revolution— a temporality 

of instantaneous and continuous connectivity— is, paradoxically, accom-

panied by new forms of inertia.

Finally, in terms of the twenty- Yrst century, Virilio identiYes the time 

compression aZorded by transplantation primarily with prostheses pro-

vided by xenotransplantation and nanotechnology. Technological time 

has moved from the vastness of planetary and earthly space to the micro 

spaces of organs and cells to what he calls “the heart of the living.” In a 

speculative mood, he writes that artiYcial rhythms replace natural ones, 

to be speeded up at will and paced to the dictates of the prosthetic ma-

chine. Here again he is prescient in foreseeing that the genetic modiY-

cation of humans and animals raises moral and ethical issues not an-

ticipated and in advance of regulatory frameworks. Indeed, some have 

speculated that the point of these technologies is to transcend a biologi-

cal sense of time, in other words, to arrest time.

Human history, then, can be understood in terms of a race with time, 

of ever- increasing speeds that transcend humans’ biological capacity. Ac-

cording to Virilio, the forces of technoscience are speeding up the world 

to such a degree that things, even reality, are starting to disappear. Tech-

nological time is no longer part of chronological time; we have to con-
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ceptualize it as chronoscopic time. This new time encompasses the dead 

time of travel, the intensive time of electronic connectivity, and scarce 

time— as immense acceleration leads everywhere to a shortening of time 

limits and time to think. For individuals as well as society, this transfor-

mation in the space- time structure has fundamentally disruptive conse-

quences. The technologies of speed bring about a “derangement of the 

senses” whereby real space is replaced by decontextualized “real- time” 

processes and intensity takes over from extensity. As humans cannot 

possibly absorb this overload of parallel information sources, Virilio calls 

for a cultural slow- down to protect against the further invasion of tech-

nology into lived human experience.

Virilio’s highly original vision of the world provides a healthy antidote 

to overly economistic analyses of contemporary capitalism. He is rare 

among social theorists in giving war and military technology due weight, 

identifying the key role of rapid movement in military power as well as 

the signiTcance of the military for the development of technology.27 How-

ever, in the end, his military paradigm overwhelms all other modalities 

and experiences of speed. We are left with a rather one- sided account of 

a world now out of control and a reductionist view of modern scientiTc 

knowledge.28 Perhaps this partially accounts for his dire prognosis that 

the ceaseless increase in acceleration is leading to nothing other than the 

“liquidation of the world.”

Such cultural pessimism besets much writing about the e[ects of 

digital technology on the contemporary contours of time. Barbara Adam, 

Britain’s leading social theorist of time, writes in a similar vein:

Control is lost due to massively increased speed, instantaneity, and 

networked connections. Instantaneity means “real- time” processes 

across the globe coupled with the elimination of linear cause- and- 

e[ect relations (in a context of continued linearity). This brings 

with it loss of time to rebect and act in the intervening period be-

tween cause and e[ect. It turns masters into slaves, designers and 

operators into the weakest links.29

So too does Robert Hassan, who argues that digitally compressed net-

work time, oriented toward pure speed, colonizes all other realms of life, 

leaving no time for reading, rebection, and resistance. It even robs us of 
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sleep, according to Jonathan Crary’s 24/7, down from eight hours a gen-

eration ago to approximately six and a half hours for the average North 

American adult.30 Continuous connectivity begets more connectivity, as 

the devices used to coordinate the constant inLow of networked stimuli 

actually have the eNect of stretching the individual even more taughtly 

over time and space. “The more we become connected and dependent 

upon interconnectivity in our jobs and other aspects of our lives, the more 

we will live in an accelerated mode.”31 Accordingly, this ever- quickening 

quest for speed becomes a pathology, an inescapable addiction, driving 

us (like Alice in Wonderland) to run ever faster just in order to stand still.

These authors correctly identify the profound dangers posed by de-

velopments in technoscience, such as instruments for control and sur-

veillance, and the penetration of informatics and bioscience into every 

corner of our lives, including, literally, our bodies. However, they only see 

the dark side. For example, Hassan’s depiction of the accelerated “techno- 

logic” of the network society evokes an image of “a technologically closed 

system that allows for no real choice or real freedom of technological 

expression.”32 As such, it unwittingly legitimates a passive, defensive atti-

tude to technological change. While it is evidently true that we live our 

lives in a technologically infused environment unimaginable only thirty 

years ago, these societal theories do not provide much detail as to how, 

why and even if using ICT inexorably leads to the acceleration of every-

thing.

An implicit antipathy to science and technology forecloses apprecia-

tion of the scope that digital technologies might aNord for control over 

time, enabling people to have not only more time but time of their choice. 

This stance is out of step with the widespread recognition that techno-

science is a feverishly contested political \eld. Indeed, the plea for a slow 

down brings to mind the ecological feminists whom Donna Haraway 

chided over a quarter of a century ago for wanting to return to nature 

rather than becoming impure, hybrid cyborgs. A leading critic of techno-

science, Haraway insisted on the liberatory potential of science and 

technology: “The issue is no longer whether to accept or oppose techno-

science, but rather how to engage strategically with technoscience while, 

at the same time, being its chief critic.”33

In this spirit, I want to argue that a more well- rounded understand-

ing of the relationship between temporality and technology must inform 
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an emancipatory politics of time. This involves the democratization of 

technoscience, deciding what sort of technologies we want and how we 

are going to use them. Resisting technological innovation and calling for 

deceleration or a digital detox is an inadequate intellectual and political 

response. Indeed, wistfully looking back to an idealized slower time and 

mourning its passing has long been the preserve of conservative politi-

cal theory. Ironically, today, as William Connolly notes, the most virulent 

attempts to slow things down take the form of national and religious 

fundamentalism. Rather than rejecting modern speed, trying to turn the 

clock back, we should embrace the positive possibilities that speed con-

tains for thought, judgment, human connection, and cosmopolitanism.34 

And, to do this, we need to direct our analytical gaze beyond the dialec-

tics of speed to encompass the politics of technology itself.

Technology as Sociomaterial Practice

What role, then, does technology play in shaping people’s experience 

of time? Does technological acceleration necessarily hasten the pace of 

our everyday lives? To answer these questions, let us look more generally 

at how the relationship between technology and society has been con-

ceived.

The most inWuential commonsense assumption about the relation-

ship between technology and society is “technological determinism.” 

Few would explicitly subscribe to this theory, but, as I have indicated, 

it is pervasive. It has several versions, but in its strongest version, it is 

the claim that technological innovation is the most important cause of 

change in society. Key here is the idea that technology impinges on so-

ciety from the outside, that technical change is autonomous and itself 

causes social change. That technology is not part of society but a sepa-

rate, external sphere, so to speak.

By contrast, the founding principle of science and technology studies 

is that all technologies are inherently social in that they are designed, 

produced, used and governed by people. Perhaps it is worth saying at the 

outset that our objection to technological determinism was and is politi-

cal as well as intellectual. Many of us who got involved in the develop-

ment of this _eld in the 1980s had a simple polemical purpose, to shake 

the stranglehold that a naïve determinism had on the dominant under-
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standing of the intertwining of society and technology. We were con-

cerned that this view of technology, as an external force exerting an in-

Buence on society, narrows the possibilities for democratic engagement. 

It presents a limited set of options: uncritical embracing of technological 

change, defensive adaptation to it, or simple rejection of it. Against this, 

STS had its origins in a belief that the content and direction of techno-

logical innovation are amenable to sociological analysis and explanation, 

and to political intervention.

Being a critic of technological determinism does not entail a whole-

sale rejection of the profound inBuence that technological systems have 

had on the history of the twentieth century or on the way we live and 

who we are. No STS scholar would deny that technical innovation has so-

cial and cultural implications. Indeed, in The Social Shaping of Technology, 

we expressed some sympathy for a “soft” determinism: “to say that tech-

nology’s social eRects are complex and contingent is not to say that it 

has no social eRects.”35 Rather, the aim has been to reconceptualize the 

relationship of technology and society. In doing so, we do not mean to 

understate the power of technology. Quite the contrary. Whatever ver-

sion of STS we do, we do it because we passionately believe in the consti-

tutive power of technology, that our societies and our very identities are 

shaped together with technologies.

For most social scientists, the recognition that technological change 

is profoundly shaped by social, economic, cultural, political, and organi-

zational circumstances is too well established to need belaboring. The 

breakthrough contribution of STS scholars was to demonstrate that 

artifacts are socially shaped, not only in their usage but in their design 

and technical content.36 Crucially, such an analysis rejects the notion 

that technology is solely the product of rational technical imperatives; 

that a particular technology will triumph because it is intrinsically the 

best. Technical reasons are vitally important. But we need to ask why a 

technical reason was found to be compelling, when it could have been 

challenged, and what counts as technical superiority in speci]c circum-

stances. Studies show that the generation and implementation of new 

technologies involve many choices between technical options. A range of 

social factors aRect which of the technical options are selected, and these 

choices shape technologies and, thereby, their social implications. In this 
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way, technology can be thought of as a sociotechnical product, patterned 

by the conditions of its creation and use.

In other words, technologies result from a series of speciFc decisions 

made by particular groups of people in particular places at particular 

times for their own purposes. As such, technologies bear the imprint of 

the people and social context in which they develop. It follows that politi-

cal choices are embedded in the very design and selection of technology.

There is now a rich Feld of STS, reMecting a variety of approaches to 

the social study of technology.37 I want to outline its distinctive perspec-

tive here, as I believe it provides the basis for understanding the complex 

intertwining of technology and time.

One way to begin is to think about things, the stuR we have, the ma-

terial world rather than technology in general. Thinking about the use 

of things in this way connects us directly with the world we know rather 

than abstract ideas about the technology of our age. It encourages us to 

consider what we mean when we talk about technology and to be speciFc 

about which technologies have been most signiFcant for acceleration.

For example, why do we immediately think about the latest digital 

gizmos when we think about speed? Why do the mundane material arti-

facts of everyday life, such as kitchen equipment, receive so much less 

attention in the narratives of technological progress? We live our lives 

surrounded by things, but we tend to think about only some of them as 

being technologies. It is common to think about technology as encom-

passing only very new, science- intensive things— ones with electronic or 

digital bits, for instance. And to think of the driving forces of history as 

being the steam engine, electricity, and computers rather than the wash-

ing machine, the stroller, and the condom. We tend to overrate the im-

pact of new technologies in part because older technologies have become 

absorbed into the furniture of our lives, so as to be almost invisible.

Take the baby bottle. Here is a simple implement that has “trans-

formed a fundamental human experience for vast numbers of infants 

and mothers, and been one of the most controversial exports of Western 

technology to underdeveloped countries— yet it Fnds no place in our his-

tories of technology.”38 This technology might be thought of as a classic 

time- shifting device, as it enables mothers to exercise more control over 

the timing of feeding. It can also function to save time, as bottle feeding 
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allows for someone else to substitute for the mother’s time. Potentially, 

therefore, it has huge implications for the management of time in every-

day life, yet it is entirely overlooked in discussions of high- speed society. 

This illustrates that the impact technologies are perceived to have on 

time largely depends on who is using them, and in what context, a point 

I return to below.

Social theories that announce the dawn of a new age are preoccupied 

with technology as major high- end technological systems rather than 

discrete tools or devices. The convergence of all kinds of electronic sys-

tems, broadcasting, telecommunications, and computer- mediated com-

munications into a comprehensive ecology known as ICT is the classic 

case. But, even here, we need to consider speciNc applications in order to 

think about their eOect on time.

Let us take the example of the Internet, perhaps the prime contender 

for a technology of acceleration. At its basic level, the Internet is indeed 

a set of technical standards and capabilities that enables a “network of 

networks” to interlink ICTs, including computers of all sizes and a variety 

of mobile consumer devices and electronic multimedia. The most visible 

aspects of the Internet are also technological: for instance, the tools that 

enable searches to be made through billions of pages of information on 

the World Wide Web (in a matter of minutes) or multiple e-mails to be 

sent to colleagues and friends.

Social research has shown, however, that the use of the Internet and 

its constituent and interlinking technologies form an intertwining, co-

evolving web of people, social structures, and technologies. The paths 

opened by the Internet are determined not by technological capabilities 

alone but through a multitude of intricate social processes in which a 

diverse array of actors with varied goals participate in a rapidly evolv-

ing “ecology of games.”39 For example, the choices that are embedded in 

the operating codes of search engine software, such as Google, predispose 

users to access well- linked and highly connected websites and exclude 

poorly linked and less- connected websites.

This indicates that the Internet is about more than just equipment, 

and that the control of the Internet and related technologies is bound up 

with broader issues of who has access to the skills, equipment, and know- 

how essential to produce, use, consume, and govern the relevant tech-

nologies. Through this web of people and technology, the Internet can 
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redistribute the relative “communicative power” of diDerent actors in 

households, communities, workplaces, and society at large by reshaping 

access not only to information but also to people, services, and technolo-

gies.

Does it make sense, then, to think about the Internet as necessarily 

saving time? It certainly allows messages to be sent at amazing speeds. 

If technologies existed independently and outside of society, then surely 

faster technologies would save time as people would be doing the same 

things, but at a faster pace. At one level, this rings true— faster, more 

powerful computers enable us to process more information more quickly. 

Yet, paradoxically, we seem to end up with less time than before.

In reality, the impact of technological innovation is far from uniform 

or straightforward.40 It is not only a matter of the presumed inherent 

capabilities of the technology in question. The extent to which its tech-

nical potency will be realized fundamentally depends on the social sig-

niWcance it is accorded and how it becomes embedded in its concrete and 

practical application. The Internet is especially open to manifold usages. 

In some instances, e- mail, for example, may genuinely encourage faster 

decision making, while in others, what is colloquially referred to as “in-

formation overload” may lead to inertia. Either way, what is clear is that 

technical velocity does not necessarily translate into more eYciency and 

convenience. As I detail in chapter 4, the signiWcance of e-mail lies as 

much in the way it has transformed social expectations and standards of 

the time activities take as in the actual speed of communication.

My point is that qualities such as speed and eYciency are not pro-

duced by technologies alone but are related to social norms that evolve 

as devices are integrated into daily life. Rather than simply compressing 

time, information technologies change the very nature and meaning of 

tasks and work activities. Moreover, like the mobile phone, the Internet 

generates new kinds of material and cultural practices, reconWguring the 

temporal and spatial basis of social interaction. It makes sense, then, to 

think about the relationship between technology and time as one of on-

going mutual shaping.

In order to understand this reciprocal process, I read technologies of 

all kinds as sociotechnical or sociomaterial “assemblages.” This view, that 

technologies are combinations of people, materials, equipment, compo-

nents, and institutions, is also sometimes referred to as an ensemble, a 
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web, or a network. Whatever the term used, the idea is that the technical 

is not reducible to the social, nor is the social reducible to the techni-

cal. Whereas sociology tends to give primacy to social relations, treating 

them as existing prior to the intervention of technology, this perspective 

sees society and technology as mutually constitutive. In other words, the 

material world makes society possible.

Indeed, with the development of an STS approach known as actor- 

network theory, the agency of objects has taken center stage.41 What does 

this mean? Although I have been emphasizing the key role of users in 

assigning meaning to objects, some formulations of this tend towards 

social determinism, that is, a view of technologies as inPnitely Qexible 

and tractable. Actor- network’s conception of nonhuman objects as actors 

(“actants”) or agents who exercise power serves as a corrective to this 

view. It helps us understand how the materiality and obduracy of arti-

facts create boundaries to the possibilities for interpretation and usage.

Consider for a moment the design phase of technological systems. In 

order to develop functional instruments or devices, engineers and de-

signers anticipate the interests, skills, motives, and behavior of future 

users. Subsequently, these representations or conPgurations of users be-

come built into or materialized in the form of the new product. In this 

sense, objects contain a “script” that stipulates how they can facilitate or 

constrain human activities, as well as relationships between people and 

things. This script delegates speciPc competencies, actions, and respon-

sibilities both to users and artifacts. Bruno Latour’s much- cited examples 

of automatic doors and road bumps illustrate how technical objects can 

impose programs of action on users, dePning actors, the space in which 

they move, and the ways in which they behave and interact. Fittingly 

called sleeping policemen, road bumps are delegated the job of reducing 

motorists’ speed where the rule of law does not su\ce. In this way, it can 

be said that the material world itself exercises a kind of agency. Ironically, 

in this case, we see technology literally acting to achieve deceleration.

This is not to imply that the way artifacts evolve and are used is pre-

determined or irreversible. The linear model of technical innovation and 

di]usion, whereby innovation is an activity restricted to expert engi-

neers and scientists, has long been revised. Long after artifacts leave the 

research and development laboratory, the process of design is still taking 

place. Users are no longer thought of as passive consumers of technology. 
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To take a well- known instance, the heavy use of mobile phones by ado-

lescents exchanging SMS texts as well as audio messages was unantici-

pated by its designers. Or consider how developments such as Web 2.0, 

open- source software, and Twitter blur the traditional boundary between 

production and consumption. Innovative users can radically alter the 

meanings and deployment of technologies. While the technical charac-

ter of devices matters a great deal, the life of machines ultimately de-

pends on the locally contingent meanings that people attribute to them, 

in  practice.

Conclusion

So to recap, a conception of technology as a sociomaterial practice re-

casts agency as emerging from the interconnections between people and 

things, the ensemble of human- machine interaction.42 It moves the ana-

lytical focus away from examining how technology inRuences humans 

to exploring how materiality and sociality are constitutive of both ac-

tivities and identities. From this perspective, people and things are not 

distinct entities but only exist in relation to each other. Technology and 

society are thus enacted together in a moving relational process achieved 

in daily “doings.”

What implications does this have for understanding the dynamics of 

high- speed society? Does technological acceleration inexorably result in 

the acceleration of the pace of life?

My thesis is that time practices are always sociomaterial, that the 

contours and rhythms of our lives are calibrated by and with machines. 

In other words, we cannot comprehend the social organization of time 

separately from technology. Neither can we treat technology as a set of 

neutral tools with clearly deZned, functional properties that determine 

unequivocally our time regimes. Instead, it is our human engagement 

with objects that generate those temporal qualities we tend to grasp as 

inherent in machines.

A social shaping perspective challenges the status and principal role 

accorded to technology in standard explanations of acceleration society. 

If technological change involves the interdependent activities of mul-

tiple heterogeneous agents, then it is necessarily a contingent process 

marked by contradictory consequences. The introduction of new ma-
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chines always involves a dialectical process of promise, resistance, im-

provisation, and accommodation. Indeed, this process goes to the heart 

of who we are, as our very subjectivities and desires are articulated with 

technologies.

We experience the common feeling of being rushed as a personal con-

dition that requires individual solutions. The natural reaction is to look 

to ever- faster technologies to save time. We are then mystiKed by the 

paradox of having more and better technologies and still feeling harried. 

It is easy to suppose that there is a temporal logic in digital technologies 

that is pushing us ever faster. Reifying technologies in this way makes us 

passive respondents to the instantaneous time of digitalization. Yet, as I 

will go on to demonstrate, the machines we have reOect our society and 

we are complicit in their design and implementation. Objects only take 

on their signiKcance by way of our recurrent use of them. That is why 

there is no direct relationship between time saved and time gained.

Our newfound need for seamless connectivity, for example, can only 

be understood within the extended network of sociomaterial relations 

through which ICTs emerge and are stabilized as an ongoing practice. 

Digital technologies not only speed up information and communication 

but also open up wholly new domains of exchange, service, and enter-

tainment. The range of options seems to increase in inverse proportion 

to our capacity to realize them. For Rosa, the acceleration cycle is self- 

propelling, as “the promise of acceleration never is fulKlled, for the very 

same techniques, methods, and inventions that allow for an accelerated 

realization of options simultaneously increase the number of options . . . 

at an exponential rate.”43 In my view, however, the way we choose to inte-

grate such new activities and artifacts into our everyday lives depends 

upon the individual biographies and collective histories of both our-

selves and machines.

Time is both intimate and social. It is the result of our collective en-

tanglement with the material world. As such, it is infused with power 

relations, such as those of gender, class, and race, which are increasingly 

mediated by digital technologies. Our structural location and multiple 

identities provide us with diZerential technical resources and skills that 

alleviate or aggravate, increase or reduce, social distinctions and dis-

tances between us. Theories of the high- speed society mistakenly assume 

that acceleration is occurring across all sectors of society and all dimen-
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sions of life. But if disparate groups of people relate to both time and 

technology in diverse ways, then we need to explore how and why this is 

so. How we appropriate, adapt, and actively shape digital technologies to 

create new timescapes is an empirical question that I probe in the course 

of this book. By doing this, I hope to resolve the time- pressure paradox.

Perceptions of time do change with the emergence of new ideas and 

new inventions, but this always occurs in the context of preexisting ideas, 

habits, material apparatuses, and cultural practices. Understanding how 

time has been reshaped in the past may help us to become more alert to 

some of the profound changes in time consciousness that are still under 

way in our own times. As we will see in the following chapter, the idea of 

high- speed society is not as novel as we are led to believe.


