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CHRONOS, KAIROS, KRISIS:  
THE GENESIS OF WESTERN TIME

FRANÇOIS HARTOG1

Chronos, who or what is it? The question is not new, but it renews itself each 
time we reflect on the times in which we live—the present, our present.2 And 
yet, is this a case of a true eruption? No, to the extent that it does not spring from 
nowhere and is not made of nothing: it is a social object with its own texture, 
like a tapestry in which the warp and weft interweave, giving rise to distinctive 
colors and motifs.

It is an understatement to speak of a persistent interest in the texture of the 
present—the very thing that inspired those reflections on time that I inaugurated 
with Regimes of Historicity—as that interest is the very raison d’être of this new 
study. In both cases, my path has amounted to a long detour.3 This has meant 
setting out from the present, experiencing distant voyages in time, so as to return 

1. This is a revised version of the essay that was originally scheduled to be delivered at New York 
University on 19 March 2020 as the eighth History and Theory Lecture. The event was cancelled due 
to COVID-19, so neither the lecture nor the discussion that was to follow it took place in person. 
Since then, Chronos: L’Occident aux prises avec le Temps (Chronos: The West’s engagement with 
time) (Paris: Gallimard, 2020) has appeared, so the publication of the lecture and the accompanying 
responses comes after. I would like to thank the editors of History and Theory for having maintained 
the initial project despite the necessarily modified schedule. I would also like to express my gratitude 
to the respondents for taking the time to put their comments, questions, and objections into writing. 
In the course of its chapters, the book responds, I believe, to some of them, but not all. The discussion 
of this lecture, if it could have taken place, would have clarified a few points (of which the follow-
ing lecture passes over too quickly) and better addressed some of the problems highlighted by my 
generous readers.

2. The following pages are extracted from Chronos: L’Occident aux prises avec le Temps. 
The goal is not to offer up choice pages or a varied selection; rather, after having presented 
the central thesis, I outline the concepts around which the study was fashioned (its conceptual 
armature) and the logics that informed their deployment over the centuries. For me, “armature” 
refers to how the three Greek concepts—Chronos, Kairos, and Krisis—were used to grasp time, 
how they were adopted, readopted, and transformed, first in the Jewish apocalyptic writings and 
then by the first Christians. These processes gave rise to Western time. Adopted between Kairos 
and Krisis, Chronos found itself inserted into and constrained by a new temporal order, one that 
endured until the eighteenth century. The logic of the journey involves tracing how the grip of 
the Christian regime of historicity spread, achieving dominance before being obliged to negotiate 
with Chronos, only to be turned back by the rise of the modern era. But even when the empire 
of Chronos peaked during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Kairos and Krisis did not 
vanish. And when progress and the modern regime of historicity were challenged, Kairos and 
Krisis continued to be used to reflect on “crises.” Today, with the advent of an unprecedented 
era, the Anthropocene, what is the lot of those strategies that were formerly used to grasp time, 
what new strategies will be needed to confront a future that is both incommensurable with and 
threatening to the present, even as we find ourselves constrained by the flickering time of pre-
sentism?

3. François Hartog, Regimes of Historicity: Presentism and Experience of Time, transl. Saskia 
Brown (New York: Columbia University Press, 2015), especially chapter 2, which is about the 
tears of Odysseus.
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to the present all the wiser. This time, it is no longer a matter of beginning with 
Odysseus’s painful encounter with historicity, when he hears himself praised by 
the Phaeacian bard as though he has ceased to exist, but rather it is time to begin 
by traveling toward the very beginnings of Christianity and even earlier still, to 
understand which revolution in time ushered in the minor apocalyptic sect that 
broke away from Judaism—a revolution precisely in the texture of time, which 
occurred through the establishment of an unprecedented present. Why begin 
one’s journey from so distant a point? Because this new time left a lasting, pos-
sibly even permanent, mark on Western time. Because modern time, in every 
sense of the term, emerged from Christian time: from there it came, and it has 
abandoned it.

CHRONOS, WHY AND HOW?

Dealing with Chronos has always been on the agenda of every social group: try-
ing to seize it or seeking to escape it, working to make it orderly by cutting it 
up, by measuring it—in brief, trying to master it—by believing in it and making 
others believe in it. There have been several, indeed innumerable, approaches to 
Chronos across the centuries via narratives both ordinary and mythical, construc-
tions religious, theological, philosophical, and political, scientific theories, artis-
tic representations, literary works, architectural projects, urban developments, 
technical inventions, and the manufacture of tools to measure it and to regulate 
the lives of societies and individuals. Nothing human is alien to it; no one is free 
from its grip or its influence.

But this particular history, which is the most well-known, is but a portion of 
history—that which human beings have told themselves, that which they have 
wished to retain—since Chronos, as they have forgotten or overlooked, goes far 
beyond the time of humankind or the time of the world constructed by the Mod-
erns for their use and their gain, until they believed that it could be reduced, as 
in Balzac’s La Peau de chagrin (The Wild Ass’s Skin), to a perpetual present—
almost to the elimination of time. Our recent entry into a new era—one quickly 
named the Anthropocene, a time both immensely ancient and brand new, a time 
that is none other than that of the Earth—has overturned our entire economy of 
time. The result is, truly, an undermining, a deep questioning of those varying 
strategies for mastering time that have been elaborated and disseminated over the 
centuries and that have regulated and directed the history of the West, beginning 
with that which split Chronos into the time of nature and the time of humans. 
What sort of adjustment to our vision, or simply what sort of adjustment, do we 
need?

Chronos is the omnipresent, the inevitable, the ineluctable, “the child of the 
finite,” to quote the final words of the great history of the philosophy of time, 
Krzysztof Pomian’s L’ordre du temps (The order of time).4 But above all, it is 
that which cannot be grasped: elusive Chronos. That is the modifier that appears 
as soon as Chronos is mentioned, from the earliest Greek tales to today, includ-
ing, along the way, the famous Augustinian paradox—so long as no one asks him 

4. Krzysztof Pomian, L’ordre du temps (Paris: Gallimard, 1984).
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what time is, he knows; as soon as the question is posed, he no longer knows.5

In L’ordre du temps, Pomian scrutinized that which he referred to as the “well-
known polysemy” of the word “time.”6 Also, due to the “fundamental presupposi-
tion” that there are “plural times,” he advocated for a “stratigraphical approach” 
to time.7 There lies a method that ensures a grasp, not of Chronos itself but of the 
routes and procedures by which others have sought to grasp it.

The physicist Carlo Rovelli, in his book titled L’ordine del tempo (The Order 
of Time), did not hesitate to speak of the “mystery” of time. The first part of the 
book shows how the greater the “growth” of our scientific knowledge, the greater 
the “disintegration” of the notion of time; the second part leads the reader toward 
the “world without time” of quantum gravity, whereas the third part is a return 
to lost time, “the time that we are accustomed to”—so much so that, at the end, 
“the mystery of time is ultimately, perhaps, more about ourselves than about the 
cosmos.”8 Although I cannot offer any pronouncements on quantum gravity as a 
world without time, I have retained Rovelli’s approach to the problem. Within 
the endless debate that the Greeks initiated, that Augustine dramatized, and that 
confronted cosmic time with psychological time, the contemporary physicist 
clearly directs us toward psychological time.

Chronos: L’Occident aux prises avec le Temps (Chronos: The West confronts 
time) was initiated by a single question and organized around a unifying thread. 
As in my previous books, which can be read as so many investigations of tempo-
ral crises, the question at the center of this book relates to an investigation—as yet 
open—of the present time. What is it, and where are we in relation to time? The 
unifying thread of this work on conceptual history is the regime of historicity, the 
aim of which has always been to illuminate time’s crises—that is, those moments 
when the landmarks shifted and a sense of disorientation arose, when the ways to 
express past, present, and future were mixed up.

As always, it is the shift that interests me: temporal crises or “gaps,” as Han-
nah Arendt called them, such as those moments when something that was still 
there yesterday, still in evidence, slips into darkness and undoes itself, while 
at the same time something new, something unprecedented, seeks expression, 
despite lacking (for now) the words it needs to shape itself.9 For a long time, I was 
haunted by that sentence from Michel de Certeau: “It might seem that an entire 
society expresses what it is in the process of fabricating through the representa-
tions of what it is in the process of losing.”10 Here we encounter that inevitable 
discrepancy or lag between what we know and what we see. How are we to see 

5. Augustine, Confessions, book 11, chap. 14, no. 17.
6. Pomian, L’ordre du temps, 334.
7. Ibid., 354. This places Pomian in the wake of Fernand Braudel’s propositions on the times 

of different layers from the longue or the très longue durée to the brief time of the event.
8. Carlo Rovelli, The Order of Time, transl. Erica Segre and Simon Carnell (New York: 

Riverhead, 2018), 4-5. For a general view of time based on the history of science, see Etienne 
Klein, Chronos: How Time Shapes Our Universe, transl. Glenn Burney (New York: Thunder’s 
Mouth, 2005).

9. Hannah Arendt, Between Past and Future: Six Exercises in Political Thought (New York: 
Viking Press, 1961), 3.

10. Michel de Certeau, The Writing of History, transl. Tom Conley (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1988), 135.
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that which we have never before seen, and how are we to speak that which has 
never yet been spoken? How are we to offer a meaning that is not the “purer” 
meaning that Stéphane Mallarmé sought to give to the words of the tribe but a 
meaning that signifies something unprecedented? But could it be that, today, the 
gap between that which our societies are “in the process of losing” and that which 
is coming into existence has become so vast that those societies no longer even 
know what to “fabricate,” let alone how to do so? Or, more seriously, it may 
become impossible to fabricate without making something utterly other. This 
question, that of today, will accompany us throughout this inquiry, beginning 
with the Christian crisis of time and its resolution, continuing with the crises of 
modern times, and concluding with the contemporary crisis of time, that of the 
Anthropocene.

The six chapters of my book do not, therefore, all address time or address all 
of time; rather, they constitute an essay on the order of times and the eras of time 
in that which became the Western world. Much as Buffon distinguished among 
the “eras” of nature, one may distinguish among the eras of time. Attentive to 
the transition from one to the next, we will pass from how the Greeks understood 
Chronos to how we understand the Anthropocene, with a lengthy halt for the time 
of the Christians, specifically the new order of time conceived and instituted by 
the early Church. With Christianity, a new era of time surely began, one that, for 
the faithful, endures today. That Christian time may be described as a specific 
regime of historicity, an unprecedented way of talking about the past, the pres-
ent, and the future. To state it at the outset, by a Christian regime of historicity, 
I understand a presentism: the present is the dominant category, and, even more, 
this is a type of apocalyptic presentism. This is enough to distinguish it markedly 
from contemporary presentism—that which spread over the last half century—
even if there has been much flirting with apocalypse lately. Given that presentism 
allows for only a minimal Chronos time, why revive scenarios that, in one way 
or another, picture an ending that draws ever nearer?

CHRONOS, KAIROS, KRISIS: FROM THE GREEKS TO THE CHRISTIANS

The translation of the Bible into Greek launched this whole story. The Penta-
teuch was translated in Alexandria in the third century BCE, and the remaining 
books were translated over the two centuries that followed.11 Originally intended 
for Alexandria’s Jewish community, this translation was a crucial event, though 
not at the time. It became so only at the end of the first century BCE, without 
replacing the original text in Jewish communities.12 For the first Christians, the 
Pentateuch represented the most sacred part of scripture.13

11. On the Septuagint, one should consult the research conducted by Marguerite Harl and her 
team. Under the general title La Bible d’Alexandrie (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1986–2019), the 
Greek text of the Septuagint and a translation have been published. The volume published under 
the direction of Cécile Dogniez and Marguerite Harl, Le Pentateuque: La Bible d’Alexandrie 
(Paris: Gallimard, 2001), is excellent. It comprises, in addition to the translation of the first five 
books, a series of studies of the Septuagint, its translation into Greek, its circulation, and its use.

12. Gilles Dorival, “La traduction de la Torah en grec,” in Dogniez and Harl, Le Pentateuque, 
580.

13. Alain Le Boulluec, “Le Pentateuque dans la littérature chrétienne de langue grecque,” in 
Dogniez and Harl, Le Pentateuque, 682.



CHRONOS, KAIROS, KRISIS: THE GENESIS OF WESTERN TIME 429

This procedure made possible what was to become Christian time. Without it, 
if the members of these communities had remained closeted in their language and 
world, these conceptual transfers would not have taken place and the history of 
the West would likely have been quite different. Indeed, to grasp time, to char-
acterize times, the translators had recourse to the three Greek concepts: Chronos, 
Krisis, Kairos. Taken up and transposed in the New Testament, these concepts 
provided the armature for a new and unique way of thinking time.14 Whoever 
shifts from the ancient Greek world to that of the Bible is, from the outset, struck 
by the gap between the two. The Greek labels are indeed mobilized, but their 
content is quite different.

Thinking about Krisis is not the business of the physician, as it was in ancient 
Greece, and no poet reflects on blindness in the Kairos of tragic heroes. Rather, 
it is once again the prophet and the prophet of doom, both bearers of the speech 
of God, who announce the times to come and the approach of Judgment Day 
(Krisis), which is, strictly speaking, the sword that will cleave. Kairos takes on 
the role of the blast of apocalypse: “This is the end for you [Israel]; I shall unleash 
my anger on you, and judge you as your conduct deserves and call you to account 
for all your loathsome practices.”15

The age that is coming, though routinely called the “Day of the Lord,” is also 
known as Kairos.16 Krisis, judgment, cleaves, just as Kairos indicates a rupture 
within continuity. Whereas Krisis places the stress on the very act of judging, 
Kairos focuses on the temporal rupture that accompanies it. To speak, in the 
conventional way, of the “day” (hemera) of judgment is to insert it into ordinary 
time—yes, the day will come—except that it will enjoy the distinction of being 
the final day (at least, of the ordinary Chronos time) and the beginning of another 
time (specifically, the time of Kairos). More precisely, the change in time, which 
nearly amounts to its transformation, interferes with the very act of judging, 
which creates the change.

Should one then understand Kairos as a time of transition, an intermediary 
between the time of human beings and the eternity of God, who defines himself 
as “the one that is” (“I am he who is”)? Yes, certainly—but one also finds that 
Kairos has, as it were, a broader scope. One might speak of a Kairos “aura” 
extending toward the time preceding the judgment. Because the very announce-
ment of its imminence by the prophet—or, better yet, the apocalyptician—creates 
a particular time that is already somewhat different from the normal course of 
Chronos time, the opening of that time is known as Kairos. Within the orbit of 
Krisis, Kairos gives a name to that unprecedented time that has already begun.

Krisis indicates the decisive rupture brought about by the Lord, seated on his 
throne; what follows is the unalterable punishment of sinners and the reward 
of the chosen. With Judgment Day, Chronos time draws to its conclusion—it 

14. James Barr, Biblical Words for Time (London: SCM Press, 1962), 116-24. On time in 
Judaism, see Sylvie Anne Goldberg, Clepsydra: Essay on the Plurality of Time in Judaism, 
transl. Benjamin Ivry (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2016), especially 77-78.

15. Ezekiel 7:3. See also Ezekiel 21:14-15: “Son of man, prophesy. Say, ‘The Lord says this.’ 
Say: ‘The sword, the sword has been sharpened and polished, sharpened for slaughter, polished 
to flash like lightning.’”

16. Ezekiel 7:12.
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fractures—while another time begins, a time that is quite different, a time of 
endless joy for those who have successfully passed the test of the final days. But 
announcing Judgment Day, whose rapid approach is indicated by those signs that 
the apocalyptician recognizes and records, itself transforms, at least qualitatively, 
the time that has gone before. Attached to those signs of an ending, revealed to 
those whom God chose, are the sketches—or, rather, the splinters—of Kairos 
time. The mission of the prophet and the apocalyptician is precisely to reveal 
to the audience that the “times have (already) changed.” They say, effectively, 
“you behave as if you were still living in Chronos time, that of your ordinary sins 
or even that which is rigorously controlled by respect for the letter of the Law, 
while a new time, that of Kairos, has begun and the time of the day of judgment 
is coming.”

THE CHRISTIAN REGIME OF HISTORICITY: CHRONOS BETWEEN KAIROS AND KRISIS

My very first question was “Can one speak of a Christian regime of historicity?” 
A survey of the earliest Christian texts leads to an affirmative response. What is 
that regime? It is a unique way of articulating the Chronos-Kairos-Krisis trio. 
What is the texture of this new time? It is a presentism, but it is quite different 
from contemporary presentism, since the “now,” which was certainly valued, is 
spanned—or, better, magnetized—by the double concept of Kairos and Krisis. 
The present comes to offer itself as the “fullness” of time. Certainly, the past is 
important, but it is so largely because it anticipates and prefigures the present, 
because we go not from the past toward the present but from the present toward 
the past. This way of reading texts and understanding history manifests itself in 
the typological approach. Everything written is for us, Paul confidently declared, 
echoing Jesus. As to the future, it is, so to speak, caught in or inhaled by that new 
present that was to last until the Second Coming and Judgment Day.17 In this 
unprecedented economy of time, the “space of experience” and the “horizon of 
expectation” (to return to Reinhart Koselleck’s categories) are, ideally, overlap-
ping, yet one must learn to live in the inevitable gap between them.18

If the first Christians revived the structure of apocalypse, they were obliged 
to make deep changes as they sought to insert within it an astonishing sequence 
initiated by the appearance of a Messiah fated to come again. What followed was 
a necessary bricolage on the part of the New Testament’s authors, who wished to 
say something as yet unsaid while employing words, images, mental frameworks, 
and beliefs created and deployed, above all, by apocalyptic Judaism. I return to 
de Certeau’s comment, which is quoted above, in order to say what these authors 
were “in the process of fabricating”: the earliest Christians deployed the represen-
tation of what they were “in the process of losing.” Thus, in order to address the 
end of times and the final judgment, they needed to introduce quickly a distinc-
tion between the time of the ending, which was certainly initiated by the coming 

17. It is not strictly true that it will last until the Second Coming because the present in ques-
tion is permanent, endless, and without past or future. It is, in addition, a way of transforming 
Kairos into Chronos time, for better or worse.

18. Reinhart Koselleck, “‘Space of Experience’ and ‘Horizon of Expectation’: Two Historical 
Categories,” in Futures Past: On the Semantics of Historical Time, transl. Keith Tribe (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2004), 255-75.
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of Jesus the Messiah, and the end of times, which pertained to God the Father 
alone. This opened, at a stroke, the question—one destined to remain open—of 
the status of this time, which was not supposed to last long, a Chronos time, tem-
porary, in-between, even superfluous, from which little is expected.

For the apocalypticians, Judgment Day and the end of times coincide. The 
Greek concepts of Krisis and Kairos enable them to name and think this conjunc-
tion. Apocalyptical writings are meditations on catastrophe, centering on that 
which occurred in 587 BCE (the conquest of Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar and 
the exile of the Jews to Babylon), with its reprises in 167 and 63 BCE, and then 
again in 70 and 135 CE. This series of disasters, which destroyed Jerusalem and 
emptied Judea, outlined the field of apocalypses, and over this long temporal arc 
hangs the great name of Babylon: from the Assyrian Babylon to Roman Baby-
lon, by way of that which Cyrus seized, itself foreshadowing the fall of Roman 
Babylon.

John in turn announced that “Babylon the Great has fallen.”19 But obviously, 
the catastrophe of 587 was no longer the center, could no longer be the center, of 
the story and history. While all of the terrifying phantasmagoria of Judgment Day 
(Krisis) is preserved, the central event is the “unveiling” of Jesus. This is a sign of 
the end, both that which offers the true meaning of the signs itemized in the Old 
Testament and that which effectively initiates the end in the present, ascertaining 
its existence in Chronos time. With he who is “the one who is to come” (the Com-
ing), the apocalypse has already begun or is taking place.20 In other words, we 
have entered Kairos time, even though Judgment Day has yet to occur. We there-
by shift from a link between Krisis and Kairos to a sort of disjunction between the 
two. From that moment, the challenge will be to confront that gap, which is hard 
to imagine, a challenge to negotiate in one’s daily life, and in perpetual need of 
reassessment. It will be, in a sense, the entire history of Christianity and, above 
all, the question of what Christianity can imagine as history.21

As for Paul, he offered a strong initial reply by originating the idea of a “Kairos 
of now”: the present is of Kairos, and Kairos is of the present. Drawing Kairos 
closer to the fullness of time, Mark, for his own part, announced that, with Jesus, 
the “Kairos is fulfilled.”22 Wholeness is one way to approach the nature of the 
Kairos. When John set himself in the context of ritual, he offered something 
practical: in the liturgical celebration, the faithful can already experience the 
link between Kairos and Krisis. In these privileged (and repeatable) moments, 
experience and waiting coincide for the faithful. Thanks to this “foretaste” of 
the Second Coming, they are in a position to avoid being entangled in Chronos 
time, to be able to “hear” the reproaches John addressed to the Seven Churches 
of Revelation and, above all, his pleas for conversion. This enables the faithful 

19. Rev. 18:2.
20. Matt. 11:3.
21. Hans Blumenberg quite rightly wrote that “Christianity laid claim only very late to having 

initiated a new phase of history. Initially this was totally out of the question for it because of its 
eschatological opposition to history and the unhistorical quality that was (at least) implied by 
it” (The Legitimacy of the Modern Age, transl. Robert M. Wallace [Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
1983], 468).

22. Mark 1:15.
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to avoid succumbing to accommodation, living in expectation of the coming 
Christ—hence, Judgment Day.23

Similarly, the “as if . . . not” (hôs mê) preached by Paul to the Corinthians 
indicates the dual path that will enable one to live henceforth in both Chronos 
time and Kairos time: “Those who have spouses should live as though they had 
none, and those who mourn as though they were not mourning.”24 None of these 
responses goes beyond the present. They indicate how to live, day after day, the 
mystery of Kairos, aware that Judgment Day is coming but never succumbing to 
the apocalyptic feverishness nurtured by those whom the authors of the New Tes-
tament denounced as so many false prophets, false Messiahs, or anti-Messiahs. 
The future is swallowed up by the messianic present, and as to what is borne into 
the future by Chronos time, it lacks importance, no matter what tribulations and 
persecutions may come. Babylon the great “has fallen”! Thus, the new Babylon 
will fall, just as the ancient Babylon well and truly did.

In his second epistle to the Thessalonians, Paul went further, confronting the 
question of the gap between Kairos and Krisis, not from the point of view of the 
daily lives of the faithful but from the larger perspective of a veritable theodicy. 
Before the advent of Judgment Day, it is essential to displace the “person” or 
“thing” holding back the complete “revelation” of the man of anomia, as that 
entity occupies a position parallel to and the very opposite of that of Jesus 
the Messiah.25 This is why he has traditionally been seen as an Antichrist fig-
ure. Then, but only then, will the Lord eliminate him permanently. From that 
episode, which has been the subject of many exegeses and comments, I will 
underline just this: in his sketch of the end, Paul mobilized both Kairos time 
and Chronos time. This is because talk of a force that holds or holds back may 
refer, at the same time, to a human power (Rome or, at any time, some other 
power) and to a tool devoted to the eschatological divine. The katechon is one 
way to deal with the gap between Kairos and Krisis, providing a representation 
of and a meaning for it. A story is on its way, and here is what it will be until its 
conclusion. Similarly, the millennial reign of Jesus referred to by John belongs 
to a Kairos time that is not completely separated from a Chronos time. This 
structural homology between the positions of Paul and John offers a solution 
to the need to offer a certain substance (a raison d’être) to the inevitable gap 
between Kairos and Krisis.

In that gap, which defines the Christian regime of historicity, one finds not 
a “postponement of the Second Coming,” as has often been said, but rather an 
appeal to live in accord with two regimes of temporality, that of Kairos and that 
of those human beings who, condemned to death through Adam’s sin, became 
“temporal.” And so it will be for an unknown span of time. With his two cities—
that of God and that of humans, in which live two loves—Augustine drew out all 
of the consequences. From this duality, which he deployed fully, he elaborated 
the deep structure of the march of a universal history and of Western time.

23. “Let anyone who can hear, listen to what the Spirit is saying to the churches” (Rev. 2:7, 11, 
17, 29; 3:6, 13, 22). Each of the letters addressed to the seven churches ends with this formula.

24. 1 Cor. 7:29-30.
25. 2 Thess. 2:3, 6-7.
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That is how the first Christians, employing the Greek concepts of Krisis and 
Kairos for the first time, waged and won a great battle of encirclement against 
Chronos; the outcome was the birth, establishment, and spread of the Christian 
regime of historicity. For the Greeks, the immediately operative pair was Chro-
nos and Kairos; Krisis entered as a third party, marking a time before and after 
the verdict (whether this verdict pertained to a battle or to the course of a disease) 
but offering no new eschatological perspective. With the apocalypticians, every-
thing changes: Chronos is, as it were, preempted and destroyed by Krisis and 
Kairos. From the moment one becomes Christian, the two concepts are linked, 
though Kairos assumes the task of announcing the approach of the decisive 
moment, the imminence of Judgment Day, and the coming onset of a completely 
different time for those who cross over (the righteous, the chosen). Although they 
inscribed themselves from the outset in this perspective of imminence, the first 
Christians transformed it very quickly. Jesus himself said (and repeated) that time 
is short. Until the first moments of his teaching, Jesus has played the part of, if 
I may put it so, a classical apocalyptician. But the moment he presents himself 
as the Kairos—that is, the moment the incarnation becomes the Kairos—a gap 
opens between him and the prophets of doom. The Judgment Day does not van-
ish—certainly not. It definitely remains on the horizon, but as happens with the 
horizon, every time one advances, it retreats. The link between Kairos and Krisis 
is not broken—it cannot be—but Kairos tends to have the upper hand in a world 
that will become more and more Christ-centric. The Christly Kairos extends in 
the direction of Judgment Day, all the while recognizing ignorance (because it is 
entirely at the discretion of God the Father). Exiting the apocalyptic framework is 
not possible. In spite of everything, might labeling this final moment the Second 
Coming (namely, the defining Presence) of Jesus Christ be the means to “Chris-
tianizing” Judgment Day? The gap between Kairos and Krisis leads, in any case, 
to the key distinction between the end of times and the time of the end; acting like 
a wedge, it will be plunged into Chronos time. Without this distinction, no history 
is, from the Christian point of view, possible, and once a history does exist, it 
must comprise the continual and interwoven advance of the city of man and that 
of God until the true, apocalyptic ending.

I thought it necessary to linger (I do so at greater length in my book) on the 
creation of the Christian regime of historicity inasmuch as the history of Western 
time emerges and departs from it. At the same time, I have made no effort to sum-
marize those chapters in which I address the rise, the triumph, and the ebbing of 
Christian time, which are all visible through the changes in the relations among 
the three foundational concepts. I pass over, too, the progressive domination of 
Chronos—in the form of modern time—and how it recycled Kairos and Krisis, 
as well as how it was challenged during the second half of the twentieth century, 
to proceed to what is the conclusion of the book—namely, the emergence of 
an unprecedented Chronos time, the Anthropocene, which is, in some sense, 
an analogue to the Christian notion of the eternity of God. So, one arrives at a 
final question: Would a hypothesized Anthropocene regime of historicity be able 
to shed additional light on the present situation? Would it, at least, constitute a 
cognitive advance?
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AN ANTHROPOCENE REGIME OF HISTORICITY?

Prophecies of doom and history do not go together. Devoted to estimating the 
date of the advancing end, the doomsayer expects nothing from the past and 
hopes for—or both hopes for and dreads—an ending of the present, which offers 
no other outcome. The impasse is complete, and the outcome must come from 
elsewhere. Every millennial movement has arrived borne on hopes for a new 
heaven and a new Earth. From Chronos time, a time of misery, one can expect 
nothing good, except an ending. Yet in Facing Gaia, Bruno Latour, who is, in 
my mind, a singular prophet of doom, found a place for history. Our entry into 
the Anthropocene may, he suggested, enable humans to “rediscover the thread of 
history” or “a sense of the history that has been taken away from them by what 
they had viewed up to now as a mere frame deprived of any capacity to react.”26 

They had named this context Nature and made it the backdrop of the world, of 
their world with its own time and its own history. But now the scientists have 
become nature’s historians.27 Geology, which attempts to look billions of years 
into the past and the future, is a historical science. We should not, Latour wrote, 
see Gaia as “a cybernetic machine controlled by feedback loops but [as] a series 
of historical events”—hence, a historicizing force.28 Coming from a sociologist 
and philosopher of science for whom history has not been a central concern, 
this signals some sort of change. One may conclude that the Anthropocene, far 
from being yet another end of history, could lead toward a revival—and a new 
concept—of history.

The historian Dipesh Chakrabarty opened his reflections on this question by 
asking how history had been affected by climate change; he then proceeded to 
broaden his inquiry progressively until it grew to address the Anthropocene’s 
impact on the human condition. From the outset, he acknowledged the main 
problem with the existence of two distinct chronologies—that of capitalism, on 
the one hand, and that of Homo sapiens, on the other. Although they are distinct, 
we must consider them together without trying to combine them. The tension 
between them, Chakrabarty correctly wrote, “stretches, in quite fundamental 
ways, the very idea of historical understanding,” taking it to its limits.29 Since 
then, he has never ceased to explore the breadth and consequences of that gap, 
that differend, as it were.30 On one side, there is the familiar Chronos time of the 

26. Bruno Latour, Facing Gaia: Eight Lectures on the New Climatic Regime, transl. Catherine 
Porter (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2017), 217, 109.

27. Ibid., 117.
28. Ibid., 140-41. On the impact of Gaia on history, see also ibid., 138.
29. Dipesh Chakrabarty, “The Climate of History: Four Theses,” Critical Inquiry 35, no. 2 

(2009), 220.
30. Chakrabarty has proposed and unearthed a series of oppositions between the world and the 

globe, between the globe and the planet, between anthropos and homo, between sustainable and 
survivable or livable, between power and force. This suggests the range of approaches he brought 
to the new human condition examined in The Climate of History in a Planetary Age (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2021).
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history of the world, while, on the other, there is the otherness of the Chronos 
time of the Earth. In 2009, Chakrabarty turned to Walter Benjamin to evoke the 
emergence, like the flash of lightning one sees at dangerous moment, of a poten-
tially new universal history from that “shared sense of a catastrophe” announced 
by climate change. Truly universal, this history will also be “negative.”31 The 
Benjaminian flash of lightning might be said to correspond to the moment when 
one abruptly understands.

More recently, Chakrabarty turned to Karl Jaspers, linking climate change to 
“epochal consciousness.”32 The first trait of such a consciousness is a cleavage, 
with humanity treated, on one side, as a political subject (with its various parts) 
and, on the other, as a species and a geological force; the result was a gap between 
fundamentally opposed temporalities. According to Chakrabarty, the concept of 
epochal consciousness, which is a sort of artifact, helps us see this more clearly 
by steering us away from a potential confusion between the records and logics 
underlying the two. But it does not offer a pat solution for the most important 
question: How do we live the Anthropocene and, more importantly, how do we 
live in the Anthropocene?

We have some experience of the world’s time—or, better, of its times—but no 
direct experience of Anthropocene temporality is possible, though we are well 
aware that ignoring it is no longer possible. From the three categories that struc-
tured the world’s Chronos time—the past, the present, and the future—it was 
possible to formulate a metabolized version as a heuristic device—the regime of 
historicity. From the condition that will be ours henceforth, a condition where we 
find ourselves in both the time of the world and that of the Anthropocene (these 
two times may experience contacts and conflicts but can never truly mix because 
of their incommensurably different scales), can we hypothesize an Anthropocene 
regime of historicity?

Might we make some headway by invoking the notion (encountered at several 
points in the book) of the simultaneity of the nonsimultaneous? After all, it has 
already enabled us to identify some moments when time has run into trouble. 
When the Spanish encountered indigenous peoples of the Caribbean and Ameri-
cas, they experienced the simultaneity of the nonsimultaneous. These people—
who, until this moment, were unfamiliar to the Bible and the ancients—were, in 
some respects, contemporaries of the Spanish colonizers and, in others, not at all. 
As a result, that temporal otherness was not suppressed; it was channeled, tamed. 
Once this gap was recognized, political means were employed to reduce and sup-
press it—these means are called conversion and colonization. These indigenous 
peoples were inserted into European Chronos time and given access to Christian 
Kairos time. Obviously, experiencing the Anthropocene is not the same as expe-
riencing life as an indigenous person, nor do those experiences resemble one 
another: one can have a direct experience of being an indigenous person, but one 

31. Chakrabarty, “Climate of History,” 222.
32. Karl Jaspers, Man in the Modern Age, transl. Eden Paul and Cedar Paul (Garden City, 

NY: Anchor Books, 1957), 5, 14. Jaspers also used the concept of “situation”: the emergence of 
a certain consciousness implies specific behaviors. He relied on the same concept in his study of 
the atomic bomb, which was published in 1958.
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cannot have a direct experience of living in the Anthropocene. Still, the shock 
of the encounter with Anthropocene temporalities is, in some ways, analogous 
to experiencing the simultaneity of the nonsimultaneous, even though the way of 
handling it must be different. Conversion and colonizing are not part of the plan 
today. Or, should conversion prove necessary, it must be entirely our responsibil-
ity. Nowadays, it is no longer we who take the Earth; it is the Earth who takes us, 
a reversal described by Latour.

The erasure of the modern regime of historicity and of its future-oriented time 
has opened up a space for presentism and a multitude of clashing temporalities, 
hence leading to a growing number of concurrent disjunctive events. Time is 
growing increasingly individualized: my time is not yours, and it is not someone 
else’s either, even if we share the experience of instant electronic messages and 
smartphones. One of the traits of the connection to contemporary time is, then, a 
generalized dissonance, which has generated social fragmentation (including the 
loosening of family ties). Among the times of the world, the time fostered by the 
Anthropocene is excessive—it is unique because it is quite irreducible. Yet if one 
illuminates it through the notion of the simultaneity of the nonsimultaneous, one 
adds a measure of clarity to the experience of the Anthropocene (though no direct 
experience of Anthropocene temporalities is possible).

The notion of the simultaneity of the nonsimultaneous takes us back, it turns 
out, to the Christian regime of historicity. Who, if not Augustine, theorized 
it (without naming it), even placing it in the heart of universal history? The 
entire history of the two cities, that of God and that of the Earth, recounts their 
combined yet distinct march forward, ever intersected by the experience of the 
simultaneity of the nonsimultaneous. The history of the Earth, of human beings, 
of fights for power, takes place within Chronos time, Chronos alone. The other, 
though it (still) exists in Chronos time, (already) belongs to Kairos time. They are 
and are not part of the same time: one will terminate when time itself ends; the 
other will join that divine eternity to which it has aspired from its beginning, as 
Kairos time merged with the eternal changelessness of God. But Augustine only 
generalized the simultaneity of the nonsimultaneous, which was first formulated, 
if not conceived, by Paul. Living as a Christian is living two times simultane-
ously, existing in the present of ordinary time while not existing there (the “as 
if . . . not”), keeping one foot in Chronos time while the other already steps into 
the apocalyptic present of the Christly Kairos. Becoming Christian is learning 
to live in two incommensurable temporalities—in the eternity of God, which is, 
by definition, off limits, unquestionable, and unrepresentable, and in ordinary 
Chronos time. To forge a connection between them, Christians turned Jesus into 
the Messiah—that is, the mediator, the Kairos.

I am not well suited to the task of hastily fabricating an analogy with the 
devices Christians have conceived to connect eternity and time, and I have no 
intention of doing so. That would be ridiculous. But we can at least bear in mind 
that a solution to this aporia has already been proposed, and—sticking with the 
question of time here—that solution did, in due course, lead to the invention and 
establishment of a new regime of historicity: that Christian regime that has so 
powerfully and lastingly shaped how the West has dealt with Chronos. To be 
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sure of grasping Chronos, ancient Christians mobilized the concepts of Kairos 
and Krisis. One readily understands why, when seeking to mediate between the 
Anthropocene and ourselves, between an immense time and our own ephemeral 
time, some will have recourse to the forms of or substitutes for Kairos time and 
will revive equivalents of Krisis. This is the practice, specifically, of the prophets 
of doom attached to various denominations, from the moment that the Augustin-
ian chisel dividing the end of times from the time of the end is revived.

But the main difference from the temporality of the ancient Christians is that 
Chronos time, in greater and lesser volumes, accounts for the temporalities of 
the Anthropocene and ourselves. The Earth’s system is not God, and despite the 
Anthropocene “Event” being unique, without precedent in human history, and the 
herald of a new time, it is no analogue (not even negatively) of the Incarnation. 
This unprecedented time belongs, as has been stated, to Chronos time. Though 
we are facing gigantic differences in temporal scales, we are not confronting 
essentially divergent temporalities. Furthermore, if we have entered the time 
of the end, that does not mean the end of the planet but rather the end of the 
world, an entity the Moderns cast as the engine of universal history—their own. 
Although the sixth mass extinction may occur within a few centuries, that will 
not keep the Earth system from carrying on, and the Anthropocene era will last 
for millennia. And “the silence”—less that of “these infinite spaces” than of these 
indefinite times—will cease to frighten anyone.

In order to live in the Anthropocene, must we fabricate intermediaries or 
mediations capable of grasping that formidable Chronos? Or might we be able to 
leave behind our chronological “nonage” and adopt the incommensurable as our 
new historical experience? No single measure can be applied to both the time of 
the Anthropocene and the time of the world, yet we no longer have an alternative 
to dwelling in both at the same time. Chronos has always been split in two, so 
that is not new, but this time, humans are not guaranteed a say in that division.33 

The Greeks never imagined that they had mastered eternity or the endlessness of 
heavenly motions, yet from what knowledge they did have Plato drew his con-
ception of human time as a moving image of eternity and Aristotle developed his 
notion of a time without beginning or ending, a “number of motion.” The cleav-
age has thus been a device for thinking time, a way of grasping the Ungraspable. 
Do we need a Plato, an Aristotle, or an Augustine to reconsider time from the 
perspective of the cleavage between the temporalities of the Anthropocene and 
the times of the world?

Although we may not have direct access to the Anthropocene, and although we 
may not be able to see ourselves as the human species, we are nonetheless able to 
measure the (negative) effects of this era on the world and the times of the world. 
A sense of urgency about the climate is ubiquitous, and any failure to respond 
immediately to that urgency is now condemned as inaction. Evidently, the illu-
sions of presentism have yet to fade. This is particularly true given the digital 
bent of our new historical condition, which is itself structurally presentist. Our 
condition, then, is the result of a number of gaps: the gap between the time of the 

33. This is one of the book’s leitmotivs.
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Anthropocene and the times of the world (which are more and more fragmented), 
the gap between a digital presentism (which is at the heart of globalization) and 
the world’s other temporalities, and, lastly, the radical gap between presentism 
and the temporalities of the Anthropocene. This condition is an experiment in 
dismembering. In a similar configuration, one might employ an Anthropocene 
regime of historicity to link these different gaps (from the smallest to the largest), 
though without reducing them. It is no longer, as it was in the good old days, a 
matter of simply articulating past, present, and future but of taking into account 
pasts, presents, and futures whose impacts may differ, diverge, or even contra-
dict each other but which nonetheless form a nexus or a web of temporalities in 
which, to one or another degree, we act and are acted upon. The first challenge 
is to orient oneself in a knot of temporalities that no Alexander will sever. Even 
making the attempt would be foolish. It is here that the concept of the Anthropo-
cene regime of historicity may help to orient us, unravel things, create order so as 
to release the order of times defining the new human condition. 

At the end of Mémoires d’Outre-Tombe (Memoirs from Beyond the Grave), 
Chateaubriand concluded that his era was situated within a double impossibility: 
that of the past and that of the future.34 Today, we may feel that we find ourselves 
caught in a double impossibility of past and future—not the same double impos-
sibility that Chateaubriand described, but an analogous one. It is highly unlikely 
that the modern regime of historicity will simply pick up where it left off. It is no 
longer possible to dwell immured within the narrow time of the world, in which 
we took such pride, and certainly not within the narrow closet of presentism. 
But given those limits, is the future clear? Certainly not. Paradoxically, the very 
abundance of the future will give rise to its impossibility, as a mass of futurity 
is unleashed like a wave surging across the deck of a storm-tossed ship. This 
Anthropocene future is remarkably long, and what is even more unnerving is the 
fact that part of it has already been enacted due to the role that we, humans acting 
both individually and collectively as well as humans acting as one species among 
others, have already played. Thanks to the role we have had and will have, we 
have a responsibility in the past, the present, and the future.

What is that role today and how should it be performed, bearing in mind that, 
as we take on the role of our lives, we are risking our lives, the lives of other 
human beings, and the lives of nonhumans, those of the present and of the future? 
Coming to grips with Chronos—that is, a new and improved Chronos—requires 
posing the question and, if possible, answering it.35 Although this pressing inquiry 
is the most recent one—and it is often nudged by a sense of urgency, that pathol-
ogy of our time—it is not the only one. More than ever, we must untangle the 
multiple, conflicting, antagonistic temporalities of the world’s times, all of which 
are affected by this sense of urgency, even as they are increasingly systematized, 
if not controlled, by digital presentism, which is acting as much and as quickly as 
possible to transform the human condition.

34. Chateaubriand, Mémoires d’Outre-Tombe, ed. Jean-Claude Berchet (Paris: Garnier, 
1998), 2:1010-11: “Le monde actuel, le monde sans autorité consacrée, semble placé entre deux 
impossibilités: l’impossibilité du passé, l’impossibilité de l’avenir.”

35. This is a Chronos that was previously devastated by presentism.
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Confronting Chronos nowadays means confronting a new wind, a powerful 
wind that is destined to blow through the Anthropocene, but it also means con-
fronting the brisk and commanding wind of presentism. A world is ending, but 
the injunction made by Paul Valéry at the conclusion of “The Graveyard by the 
Sea” is still with us: “The wind rises! . . . We must try to live.”36 New winds have 
risen, and we, too, must try to live if we hope that tomorrow there may be a liv-
able world, that the vital will overcome the lethal. 

Translated by Samuel Gilbert

École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales

36. Paul Valéry, “Le cimetière marin,” in Oeuvres de Paul Valéry (Paris: Éditions du Sagittaire, 
1933), 3:163. To confront these contemporary anxieties, see Frédéric Worms’s reflections on the 
most pressing problems of our time and how to respond to them in Pour un humanisme vital: 
Lettres sur la vie, la mort et le moment présent (Paris: Odile Jacob, 2019).




