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Time and the Limits  
of the Political: Anti-historical
Excursions from South Asia

[Death] is a subject which is lived rather 
than thought, or, better still, a subject 
which can hardly be thought without 

first unliving it.
Antonio Machado 1

On the seashore of endless worlds children meet. 
Tempest roams in the pathless sky, ships wrecked in the track-

less water, death is aboard
and children play. 

On the seashore of endless worlds is the great meeting of 
children.

  Rabindranath Tagore2

 
Introduction3 
That the modern nation-state rules by a temporal princi-
ple is well known. It is also well known that this temporal 
principle has the following aspects: a) an eschatological 
aspect, implying determined progress towards a final fu-
ture of human freedom; b) a historical aspect, denoting 
the asymmetrical periodisation of the world into ancient, 
medieval and modern times, wherein modernity appears 
as an endless extension – every generation being modern, 
more modern and yet more modern ad nauseam (hence 
Gen X, Gen Y, Gen Z etc.), with the end of modernity, unlike 
of antiquity or middle ages, imaginable only as the end of 
time itself in an apocalyptic event of planetary destruction; 
c) a spatialising aspect à la Kant and Newton, by which 
time is rendered into a mirror image of space, that is, as an 
a priori extension filled with bodies and events post-facto; 
d) a governmental aspect by which other lands and other 

1  Antonio Machado, Juan de Mairena, 1936, cited in Juan López-Moril-
las, ‘Antonio Machado‘s Temporal Interpretation of Poetry’, The Journal 
of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 6(2), 1947, 161–171, 171. 

2  Rabindranath Tagore, ‘On the Seashore’, in The Crescent Moon: ded-
icated to T. Sturge Moore, trans. R. Tagore, London: Macmillan & Co, 
1913, https://www.ibiblio.org/eldritch/rt/cmoon.htm#seashore. 

3  A different version of this paper is forthcoming in the Journal of World 
Philosophy.

peoples are administered as non-contemporaries, that is, 
as primitives and backwards; and finally e) an epochal 
aspect by which the classical term ‘epoch’ is transformed 
from meaning a critical or originary event to meaning a 
temporal unity – a duration, such as modernity, antiquity 
etc., to which the whole world is seen to conform in spirit, 
in spite of the empirical diversity of temporal experiences 
(Zeitgeist).4
Progressivism and historicism, two sides of the modern 
temporal regime, have been much debated in the acad-
emy. However, what has not been adequately discussed 
are questions that appear prior to these – namely, what is 
the political salience of time as a category of thought? Is 
the political deployment of time a peculiarly modern phe-
nomenon, in the way that Koselleck has described in his 
now classic book Futures Past?5 Orhas time always been 
a political concept, and if so, what is its implication for 
how we conceptualise politics itself? In modern times, po-
litical power is commonly understood as a territorial rather 
than temporal principle. From the 18th to the 21st century, 
nationalism has made territorial boundaries constitutive 
of both national and popular sovereignty – sometimes in a 
paradoxical fashion. For instance, think of when the Brit-
ish denied ‘imperial citizenship’ to Indian subjects on the 
ground that citizenship could only be a national-territorial 
claim, even if India was not and indeed not to be a na-
tion anytime soon; or much later during the time of glo-
balisation, when security regimes prevent the movement 
of human bodies while routinely permitting the export of 
war and a seamless circulation of money and data across 
national borders.6 In all this concern about spatial rights 

4  I have discussed this elsewhere and hence avoid the modernity ques-
tion in this paper. Prathama Banerjee, Politics of Time: ‘Primitives’ and 
History-writing in a Colonial Society, Delhi: OUP, 2006.

5  Reinhart Koselleck. Futures Past: On the Semantics of Historical Time, 
trans. by Keith Thomas, Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 1985.

6  Many in colonial India felt that they would be granted the citizenship 
of the British empire. They thought of political belonging outside 
the territorial framework of the nation-state. The British denied this 
right on the ground that only nations can grant citizenship. Sukanya 
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