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​Introduction

TEMPO TANTRUMS

Speed and the Cultural Politics of Time

At the scramble crossing outside Shibuya Station in Tokyo, motorized traf-
fic stops in all directions to allow the throngs of pedestrians to pass (see fig-
ures I.1 and I.2). Thousands of people move through the intersection at any 
one time. The subway lines below street level service two and a half million 
people daily. Underground there is another entirely separate shopping and 
business district, at least a mile in scope, called Shibuchinko. Shibuya is to 
transportation as Shibuchinko is to trade—its halls filled with high-end 
boutiques and trendy goods. The crossing at Shibuya pulses with an inten-
sity incomparable to any other city street in the world.

To say that Shibuya is hypermediated is an understatement. Surveil-
lance cameras hover above the crossing in every corner. The blinding flash 
of neon displays, with their constantly changing content, draw the eye up 
into an urban panorama of vertical space, where television screens hail the 
crowds in every direction. Visual spectacles are mounted and projected to 
cover the facades of the high-rises.



Figure I.1. (top) A skyline view of Shibuya scramble crossing.  
Figure I.2. (bottom) Shibuya scramble crossing in the rain. Photos by Jeremy Packer.
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Professional videographers and journalists are on site all day, every day, 
seeking the latest trends, interviewing passersby, editing on the spot, and 
then airing their products instantaneously on the media displays above. 
Everything is instantly, incessantly updated. The crowds on the street are 
sourced, inscribed on a screen, and displayed back to themselves in a mat-
ter of minutes. Fashions can go out of style before they reach the other side 
of the street. Shibuya pulsates with information turnover; goods, people, 
money, trivia, and ads circulate in a seemingly endless stream. Everyone 
is either looking up at the screens or staring down at their hands as they 
skillfully text while they wait to cross. Others have phones glued to their 
ears. Shibuya is said to have a higher density of cell phones than anywhere 
else on earth.1

For card-carrying members of the new information economy, such 
as gamers and game developers, technophiles, fashionistas, pop culture 
junkies, advertisers, and software engineers, the speed of life in Shibuya 
may well be pure magic, full of endless possibilities. In fact, the cyber uto-
pian Howard Rheingold references Shibuya as proof of the coming techno-
logical revolution ushered in by cell phones and texting.2 Shibuya signifies 
a future that is densely inhabited by creative, energetic, tech-savvy, and 
forward-thinking types. People and capital seem unencumbered and almost 
immaterial, flowing without inhibitions. Shibuya represents the evolution 
of technology and commerce in a networked and creative humanity. At Shi-
buya, the market effortlessly and instantly fulfills endless consumer needs.

For critical theorists of globalization and technology, Shibuya is em-
blematic of something much bleaker: what Paul Virilio terms the “over-
exposed city,” where physical architecture is displaced by the nonplace 
spectacles of billboards, neon lights, and surveillance cameras.3 The cross-
ing is saturated with instant transmissions and real-time communications; 
even the buildings are screens. And the content of those communications 
are commodity; Shibuya’s massive consumer spectacle mocks the politi-
cal potential of public space. As Virilio argues, when space yields to time, 
democracy fails: “Today we have achieved three attributes of the divine: 
ubiquity, instantaneity, immediacy; omnivoyance and omnipotence. This is 
no longer a question of democracy; this is tyranny.”4 From Virilio’s perspec-
tive, the crowds at Shibuya are full of cyborg-consumer-citizens: plugged 
in and plugging away, all consumed and consuming as they watch and are 
themselves watched. Shibuya feeds off of people and then feeds them back 
into the system. Surveillance is normalized and made pleasurable in fun, 
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panoptic fashion shows. You have to look good because at any given minute 
you may be exhibited. The crowds may be informed and informative, but 
they are also information. For those alarmed by the new phase of hyper-
capitalism, Shibuya starkly demonstrates the new gods of sped-up, mobile 
information capitalism—Nokia and Sony—and their ability to turn people 
into weightless data.

Standing at a more figurative scramble crossing, a crossroads of schools 
of thought, one can veer right for utopia, with Rheingold and the fashion-
istas, or left for dystopia, with theorists like Virilio. But there is another 
way to cross this intersection that allows for more complex insight into 
the politics of time and space ushered in by global capitalism, and that way 
involves awareness of power relations as they play out in time—a concept 
I will call temporality. There are multiple interdependent and relational 
temporalities tangled together at Shibuya. People play and shop in Shi-
buya, but people are also at work. The crowds at Shibuya change and shift 
at different hours and on different days. At different moments luxury con-
sumers, bargain hunters, salarymen, Harajuku Girls, drunks, high school 
students, the unemployed, retailers, construction workers, cleaning staff, 
tourists, taxi drivers, traffic-directing cops, delivery vans, private chauf-
feurs, garbage collectors, and commuters dominate the space. Around five 
in the morning, overworked salarymen, who have been up all night drink-
ing (and who have grabbed a couple hours of sleep in one of the tiny cap-
sule hotels nearby), make their way across the scramble, their gaits slow 
and unsteady. Just two hours later, a new set of salarymen in fresh suits 
appear with quick, determined steps—the two groups clearly demarcating 
yesterday and today. Cleaning staff members carrying brooms and mops 
come hours later. The streets temporarily empty after the morning rush; 
the shops open, and students with their book bags and mothers with chil-
dren make their appearance. Transient figures emerge later in the after-
noon and into the late night: tourists, drunks, otaku, and the homeless. 
In a hotel, situated above the rooftops in Shibuya, an even more complex 
sense of the multiplicity of time emerges. The tops of the buildings are full 
of workers taking time for cigarettes, food, and exercise. One building has 
a tennis court and another a makeshift track where uniformed workers can 
be seen doing slow laps.

I stayed in Shibuya for two weeks to see if I could tease out some indi-
vidual threads in its temporal, material, technological, and cultural tangle. 
After a few days of observation, I began to recognize the same figures ap-
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pearing at the same times throughout the day. I saw that Shibuya is hardly 
about speed or spectacle or a coming technological revolution. The people 
that move through Shibuya might all be speeding across the scramble, but 
as they move, they remain distinct; they represent discrepant forms of 
labor constituted in time in a variety of inequitable ways. The figures at the 
scramble crossing best exemplify not so much the speed of life in Shibuya 
but the different temporal itineraries that constitute social space there. 
The crossing is shared by masses of people whose convergence is not ran-
dom but temporally ordered. They come to inhabit and experience time 
and the crossing differently, depending on where they fit within a larger 
grid of time(s).

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, a set of questions that 
focused on the impact of technologies built for acceleration and faster-
moving capital on the democratic fate of a sped-up globe emerged across 
the disciplines. I call this line of critical inquiry speed theory. Virilio was one 
of the first to write of speed in this vein, in France during the 1970s, and he 
remains its most prominent figure.5 As wild and aphoristic as Virilio’s work 
is, it has given rise to research and writing within fields as diverse as media 
studies, cultural geography, political theory, sociology, critical theory, and 
cultural studies. The culture of speed, as it appears in such various conver-
sations, goes by many terms: 24/7 capitalism (Jonathan Crary), the chrono-
scopic society (Robert Hassan), fast capital (Ben Agger), the new temporalities 
of biopolitical production (Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri), the culture of 
acceleration (John Tomlinson), chronodystopia (John Armitage and Joanne 
Roberts), hypermodern times (Gilles Lipovetsky), and liquid times (Zygmunt 
Bauman).6 Of course, the advent of the new millennium isn’t the first time 
that speed has been the object of critical inquiry. Such work fits within an 
important trajectory of thought that includes histories of capital as it be-
came coterminous with different technologies and their temporal and spa-
tial effects. These critical histories describe clocks, trains, telegraphs, and 
other global metronomes with their attendant temporal dictates of ticks, 
tocks, nanoseconds, and light-years.7 Speeding up gives rise to new cultural 
imaginaries as well as artistic movements.8 Much of the focus in media 
theory has so far explored how changes in technological pace translate into 
entirely new social realities. In the 1970s, Marshall McLuhan famously 
prophesized that the speed of electronic communication would culminate 
in the harmonization and connection of all of humanity into a “global vil-
lage.”9 That we are living in a 24/7, always-on, and on-the-go world con-
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tinues to be the assumed starting point for much critical analysis of global-
ization, media, and democracy.

While critical theorists of speed examine different elements of speed 
culture, there is a shared sentiment: new technologies and faster moving 
capital herald grave political and social consequences. Unlike McLuhan 
and other cyber utopians, speed theorists are not so much interested in the 
liberating potential of sped-up technologies to connect Others. Instead, the 
contemporary theorist of speed is concerned about how a culture of speed 
is antithetical to democracy. They share a similar cautionary tale: Speed 
is the commanding byproduct of a mutually reinforcing complex that in-
cludes global capital, real-time communication technologies, military tech-
nologies, and scientific research on human bodies. Democratic delibera-
tion gives over to instant communication. Political interaction is replaced 
by monetary transaction. Space, the apparent real ground of politics, is 
subsumed by speed and what Virilio calls the “tyranny of real-time.”10 
Speed theorists argue that geopolitics (a politics based in space) is sup-
planted by chronopolitics (a politics based in time). The yielding of space 
to time not only dissolves the grounding of politics but also gives rise to a 
way of being in time that is adverse to a political public sphere. Moreover, 
rather than facilitating an egalitarian global village, the yielding of space to 
time divides the citizenry into a temporal binary. There are two temporal 
poles of chronopolitical life: fast classes and slow classes (Virilio), tourists 
and vagabonds (Bauman), inhabitants of chronotopia and chronodystopia 
(Armitage and Roberts), and the time rich and the time poor (Jeremy Rif-
kin).11 These two temporal classes are imagined to be much like distant 
ships that never pass, unknown to the other.

This book argues that speed theorists have offered too simple an ac-
count of the acceleration of everyday life and temporal difference. Speed 
theorists have been the subject of substantial criticism for mimicking the 
tone of marketers and multinational corporations who want us all to be-
lieve the same thing: that we are again on the verge of utopia, living in new 
times.12 But as wild and aphoristic as this theory is, it is worth paying sig-
nificant attention to. It is not just a theoretical assumption that these are 
fast times. This notion has become rather common sense, if not a cultural 
fixation. In all this attention to time, however, the complexity of lived time 
is absent. It has not been addressed in speed theory, nor is it taken up in 
any substantial way by those who have critiqued speed theory for providing 
the digital age its “sacred canopy.”13 Recognition of differential lived time 
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is also ignored in everyday discussions about life getting faster. But that is 
hardly surprising. Running out of time is largely felt and imagined to be an 
individual problem, even when the critique is aimed at society.

Speed theory is without a doubt indebted to Marx’s formulation of the 
clock’s quantification of work and the production of value and socially nec-
essary time.14 Speed theory is also largely sympathetic to E. P. Thompson’s 
thesis in Time, Work, and Industrial Capitalism, which is concerned with 
how the new chronometers imposed by governmental, military, and capi-
talist interests have replaced earlier, collective perceptions of time that 
he believed flowed from the collective wisdom of human societies.15 Marx 
has been fundamental to thinking about the annihilation of space by time, 
a change ushered in by chronometers and capitalist time frames. Marx 
and Thompson are both necessary to thinking about how capital robs the 
worker of time, whether by diminishing personal time, controlling the 
bounds of a working day, stalling clocks, or establishing the age limits of 
child labor. Yet the protagonist, in the contemporary work on speedup and 
time-space compression, is no longer the worker or any specific subjugated 
population. Instead, the protagonist is a generalized individual—an every-
day subject—who is suddenly out of time. While pointing out the inden-
tured conditions of contemporary labor and living brought on by ubiqui-
tous technologies is an important analysis of contemporary life, it does 
not deal with the uneven cultural politics of time. In fact, ignoring differ-
ential time exacerbates inequitable temporal relations. Without attention 
to multiple temporalities, the subject of value in the critique of speed ends 
up being the same subject who will confirm speedup most readily as the 
reality—the consumer of new technological gadgets (tomorrow’s garbage), 
the jet-setter who can’t remember which airport he’s in, the disoriented 
postmodern theorist, or the tired and overworked academic whose black-
berry is keeping him or her “on” 24/7.

While the imposing world of clocks, trains, and temporal grids of em-
pires and civilizations is central to the history of capital and social control, 
In the Meantime offers an approach to time that is about the micropolitics 
of temporal coordination and social control between multiple temporali-
ties. In speed theory, synchronization accounts for the relationship be-
tween technology and the social body, political body, and biological body.16 
In the Meantime focuses instead on how synchronicity is at the heart of 
everyday material relations. Thus, the image of an observatory keeping the 
time of the ships as they move at different speeds, at different distances, 
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scattered across the ocean, gives way to a more commonplace scenario 
within the urban fabric: a business traveler calling a taxi with a mobile de-
vice, and the taxi driver texting his wife to say that he won’t be home until 
the morning.

This book traces these multiple threads of lived time: Frequent busi-
ness travelers hail cabs to the airport, late for their flights. Taxicabs speed 
up and slow down at the will of their backseat passengers. Maids at high-
end hotels clean suites designed to cater to the jet-lagged; some of them 
have been trained to deal specifically with jet-lagged travelers. Nine-to-
fivers take express hour-long lunchtime yoga classes at work in order to 
get through the day. Mobile yoga instructors arrive at corporate offices, 
making pitches to managers about the benefits of yoga for employee pro-
ductivity. Slow-food connoisseurs are seated in slow-food establishments 
across Europe and North America. They are enjoying their slow-cooked 
meals, but an exploited service staff hurriedly cleans their dishes. Fiber af-
fects fiber across the social fabric. The fibers are not randomly scattered; 
they are entangled with one another in time. They are much like the ships 
and the “slave” clocks of Big Ben and the Royal Observatory, Greenwich, 
that are referred to in the histories of capital and world standard time.17 
These fibers, these temporalities, compose the chapters of In the Meantime.

Temporalities are not times; like continually broken clocks, they must 
be reset again and again. They are expected to recalibrate and fit into a 
larger temporal order. Temporalities do not experience a uniform time but 
rather a time particular to the labor that produces them. Their experience 
of time depends on where they are positioned within a larger economy of 
temporal worth. The temporal subject’s living day, as part of its livelihood, 
includes technologies of the self contrived for synchronizing to the time 
of others or having others synchronize to them. The meaning of these sub-
jects’ own times and experiences of time is in large part structured and con-
trolled by both the institutional arrangements they inhabit and the time of 
others—other temporalities.

By following and describing several examples of multiple, entangled 
temporalities—frequent business travelers, taxi drivers, yoga instructors, 
slow lifers, and desk workers—In the Meantime critiques a tacit acceptance 
that the world is getting faster by examining instead how the discourse of 
speedup is part of the problematic cultural context in which people under-
stand and experience time. Such an approach means contending with the 
fact that the critique of speed is also a discourse—one that privileges cer-


