
VU Research Portal

[Book review of:] Out of joint: power, crisis, and the rhetoric of time by Nomi Claire
Lazar
Corrias, LDA

published in
Jurisprudence : An International Journal of Legal and Political Thought
2021

DOI (link to publisher)
10.1080/20403313.2021.1892967

document version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

document license
Article 25fa Dutch Copyright Act

Link to publication in VU Research Portal

citation for published version (APA)
Corrias, LDA. (2021). [Book review of:] Out of joint: power, crisis, and the rhetoric of time by Nomi Claire Lazar.
Jurisprudence : An International Journal of Legal and Political Thought, 12(2), 316-320.
https://doi.org/10.1080/20403313.2021.1892967

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal ?

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

E-mail address:
vuresearchportal.ub@vu.nl

Download date: 23. May. 2023

https://doi.org/10.1080/20403313.2021.1892967
https://research.vu.nl/en/publications/71a63ad1-5977-4b43-9a42-3399f3ea7bca
https://doi.org/10.1080/20403313.2021.1892967


Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rjpn20

Jurisprudence
An International Journal of Legal and Political Thought

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rjpn20

Out of joint: power, crisis, and the rhetoric of time
by Nomi Claire Lazar, New Haven and London, Yale University Press, 2019,
264 pp., $39/£30 (Paperback), ISBN: 9780300166330

Luigi Corrias

To cite this article: Luigi Corrias (2021) Out of joint: power, crisis, and the rhetoric of time,
Jurisprudence, 12:2, 316-320, DOI: 10.1080/20403313.2021.1892967

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/20403313.2021.1892967

Published online: 31 Mar 2021.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 42

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rjpn20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rjpn20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/20403313.2021.1892967
https://doi.org/10.1080/20403313.2021.1892967
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rjpn20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rjpn20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/20403313.2021.1892967
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/20403313.2021.1892967
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/20403313.2021.1892967&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-03-31
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/20403313.2021.1892967&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-03-31


BOOK REVIEW

Out of joint: power, crisis, and the rhetoric of time, by Nomi Claire Lazar, New
Haven and London, Yale University Press, 2019, 264 pp., $39/£30 (Paperback), ISBN:
9780300166330

Scholarly work on the relationship between time and politics has a long history. Polybius and
Machiavelli, to name just two important writers, have given a lot attention to the way in which
political leaders should be aware of time and how political regimes are subject to and make
use of time. At the beginning of this century, the question of the relationship between time
and politics was reformulated as the problem of how to deal with a violent past and come
to some kind of peaceful coexistence. Studies in transitional justice, reconciliation, and
memory politics tried to address these issues.1 In the past few years, legal, political and
social theorists have again taken up the relationship between time and law and/or politics
– either because changing conceptions of time have a major influence on society as a
whole,2 or on fundamental values of the legal system.3

Lazar’s book holds a special place within this field. She sets out to provide a conceptual
framework to understand how in political practice and political rhetoric time is being
shaped for the sake of legitimacy. She argues that political actors do not just act in time,
they also deliberately shape time with the use of different techniques and put events in a
certain order. So, politics is not only temporally situated, political talk also situates its addres-
sees temporally. The purpose of this second type of action, and this is the main thesis of
Lazar’s book, is to serve the process of establishing and guaranteeing legitimacy, in short
‘legitimation’ (p. 3). The ultimate reason why shaping time is not only effective but also
necessary in politics has to do with the human condition itself: it is our own finitude that
awakens within us the desire to transcend our death and it is only under conditions of con-
straint or limitation that meaning can come about. In this way, our living in shaped time
answers a basic human yearning.

The first chapter unpacks the main theoretical building blocks for the book. Here, Lazar
develops several interesting theses. One concerns the ‘shaped nature’ of our experience of
time (p. 21). Since we do not experience time directly but only mediated through measures
or marks, the experience of time is subject to techniques of political leaders who order the
experience of time in such a way that it receives a specific meaning. There are roughly two
ways in which this helps the process of legitimation. In establishing a new regime or political
order, leaders want to link it to established, legitimate forms of order. In addition, leaders may
want to associate their legitimacy with the capacity to guarantee order. Time technologies,
Lazar explains, come in different forms: conceptual, mechanical, constructed or found.
What they all have in common is that they provide a measure to order events. In this way,
Lazar dismisses any objective measure of time. What counts as accuracy is determined by

1See amongst many others: Ruti G Teitel, Transitional Justice (Oxford University Press 2002); Emilios Christodoulidis and
Scott Veitch (eds), Lethe’s Law: Justice, Law and Ethics in Reconciliation (Hart 2001); Scott Veitch (ed), Law and the Politics
of Reconciliation (Ashgate 2007); Bert van Roermund and Camila de Gamboa Tapias (eds), Just Memories: Remembrance
and Restoration in the Aftermath of Political Violence (Intersentia 2020).

2Hartmut Rosa, Social Acceleration: A New Theory of Modernity (Jonathan Trejo-Mathys tr, Columbia University Press 2013).
3See the different contributions in Luigi Corrias and Lyana Francot (eds), Temporal Boundaries of Law and Politics: Time Out
of Joint (Routledge 2018) and Sian Beynon-Jones and Emily Grabham (eds), Law and Time (Routledge 2019).
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the specific context and aims. This entails that there is no gulf separating ancient – cyclical –
ways of understanding time and modern – linear – ones. There is, certainly, no primacy of the
latter over the former.

Lazar is primarily interested in rhetorical framing by political leaders as an instrument of
shaping the experience of time. Here, she draws on the study of framing in rhetoric: frames
give meaning to experience by providing a heuristic structure that contextualises communi-
cation. To be successful, a frame needs to resonate with the target audience’s broader knowl-
edge and beliefs. Now, shaped time works as an important frame within political discourse.
Because events only make sense within a narrative structure of different events, temporal
framing is crucial, for it shapes this structure. This all serves the purpose of legitimation.
Lazar understands legitimation as a specific form of persuasion, directed towards the
moral defensibility of legal and political authority over time. Precisely because of this tem-
poral nature, legitimation is dependent on periodic and repeated acts, as Machiavelli
already tells us. Lazar is especially interested in those moments when the legitimacy of a
regime is really at stake: legitimation challenges. At these moments, it shows how every
regime remains dependent on some forms of recognition.

A descriptive study of legitimation explains why consent, notwithstanding its central role
in political theory, is only of secondary interest here: legitimation concerns the question why
citizens give their consent to a regime (p. 44). Consent is one but not the only marker of legiti-
macy. Lazar argues that legitimation necessarily draws from one of two wells. The first well
has to do with the frame that relates a new order to already existing forms of just order. The
claim of legitimacy of the new order feeds off these self-justifying orders by casting the new as
in accordance with what is already accepted. The second well concerns solid performance
and, crucially, the ability to communicate it: ‘performance and the performance of perform-
ance’, as Lazar puts it (p. 50). She shows how through the preambles of the Constitution,
Chinese leaders have cast innovation as a restoration. Comparing the 1982 and 1978 pream-
bles, Lazar explains how legitimacy was gained by extending the temporal frame of the
Chinese people – ‘We’ – back thousands of years. The narrative of a new China has obtained
legitimacy because it can now be seen as in continuance with an ancient history, instead of as
a complete rupture with everything that preceded it.

Chapters 2 and 3 explain how time techniques may be used to legitimate the claim to order.
In the second chapter, Lazar looks more closely at calendars and their role in framing legiti-
macy. Calendars are excellent time techniques because they enable political leaders to paint a
bigger historical picture, making use of a cosmic order that leads to inevitable success. At the
same time, they also help in making sense when the top of a cycle has been reached and the
downfall begins. Here again the tactic of order alignment is at work: a new order can gain
legitimacy by appearing as in accordance with an already accepted order. This also goes
for the quintessential political act of innovation: revolutionary founding. Indeed, also the
success of revolutions depends on the same rhetorical logic. Or, in a somewhat different voca-
bulary, revolutions relate to institutions for making symbolic shifts possible. Lazar therefore
stresses the need for institutions having a Janus-headed structure: looking both to the past
and to the future (p. 65). Calendars are, or can be, such Janus-headed institutions for their
ability to relate the constructed, human order with the order of nature, making the
humane appear as natural. Furthermore, exactly because this relation to the natural cycles
of sun and moon calendars are in need of and susceptible to reforms.

Lazar discusses several examples of these calendar reforms: the Julian Calendar, the calen-
dars inscribed on the stone monuments of the ancient Mayan site of Copan, the preamble of
Hungary’s 2012 Basic Law, Polybius’s and Machiavelli’s histories of Rome. She coins the
notion of an ‘agent-punctuated cycle’ to highlight that cycles are not only a matter of fate
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but can be controlled by human agents with the force and charisma to change their path
(p. 95). These cycles can boost personal legitimacy by either relating charismatic capacity
to maintain or overthrow order, or make use of a strategy of automation and insert oneself
into the flow of things. Across these examples and techniques, calendars appear as deeply pol-
itical technologies of renewal. Importantly, after their successful institution, calendars do this
work almost automatically: inscribing their periodicity within the daily lives of citizens
through rites, public holidays and collective sentiments.

Chapter 3 turns to performance legitimacy. Effective performance plays its role in boosting
legitimacy, not only in authoritative regimes. Modern theories of legitimacy often replace per-
formance with consent. Yet, Lazar argues, that same modern tradition often fails to ask why
people actually give their consent in the first place. In contradistinction to the tradition of the
West, in China performance legitimacy is central. The key to performance that gains you
legitimacy is guaranteeing security and a just order. Importantly, this is a process that
unfolds over time and here the notion of risks enters the picture. Anticipating and mitigating
risks is crucial to a legitimate power. And in order to be legitimate, a leader should effectively
do what legitimate leaders do. In this way, in the acting, capacity is displayed and communi-
cated to the citizens. In an interesting move, Lazar ties this argument back to calendars. Here,
the key figure is the famous Mongol ruler Khubilai Khan who faced the challenge of making
the Chinese regard the Mongols as legitimate rulers, instead of as barbarian intruders. Khu-
bilai Khan succeeded for several reasons: by casting himself as a Chinese emperor, by ruling
well, i.e., in a just way, but also by devoting his power to the production of knowledge and
using this knowledge to portray his legitimacy. For this last part, he needed calendars,
since reforming the calendar was what a typical Chinese leader would do. Yet, Khubilai
Khan would do an even better job: producing an almanac based on superior technical knowl-
edge helping the Chinese to do the right thing at the right time. In this way, he made an
orderly life and a common Chinese identity possible. Lazar points out the symbolic impor-
tance of the calendar as refounding China and showcasing Khubilai Khan’s capacity as an
emperor; gaining legitimacy as an emperor, in one fell swoop. Ordering time, managing con-
tingency, makes the calendar a time technology that helps political leaders to establish secur-
ity, perform their capacity, and gain legitimacy.

Chapters 4 and 5 of Lazar’s book take up two conceptions of the flow of time that can legit-
imate claims to resist a given order. Both primitivism and eschatology do this by promising an
escape from order through an escape from time. Primitivism links proximity to nature to
moral purity and juxtaposes this to civilisation, understood as a process of corruption.
What becomes corrupted is ultimately human nature itself, or so the primitivist holds. Under-
stood as a political claim, primitivism contends that order is domination, loss and alienation.
As order is associated with time, the primitivist aims to escape from time. In the beginning,
there was purity, the primitivist states. The flow of time only takes us away from our pure
nature and is thus seen as immoral. The generic primitive is, as Lazar points out, a fiction.
Yet, the flow of time, the passing of particular events, the particular as an event in a linear
conception of time is an intrusion into the cyclicality of nature. Indeed, every order presents
a loss, as it negates other possibilities. In the words of Spinoza: ‘Determinatio est negatio’
(p. 141).

Marxist historian E.P. Thompson relied on this kind of reasoning to portray the introduc-
tion of the mechanical clock in the workspace as a form of corruption. Task-oriented work
was replaced by time-oriented work, and work became a commodity. Lazar carefully
shows how Thomson’s claims are not supported by the facts. Furthermore, his distinction
between two forms of work cannot be upheld. More important is whether or not a task
has a clear endpoint. On top of that, Lazar argues that clocks had an important emancipatory
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function of enforcing leisure time. This shows how clocks have a role to play in the incremen-
tal improvement of justice. But this is something the primitivist would reject: the diabolic
machine colonises the lives of humans and this order must be rejected in its entirety. This
is the danger of the primitivist’s lament: it is uninterested in justice as fairness, in the just
order, since in the beginning there was a natural harmony and hence no need for justice. Col-
lective freedom within institutions is not possible. Since a constructive political primitivism
does not exist, the primitivist who acts often turns into its opposite: the politics of redemption
of eschatology.

Chapter 5 turns to this argument, especially as it has been taken up recently by the radical
left. The eschatological frame is composed of three elements: a notion of history that moves
itself; a kind of divine intervention and a call to submit to these. The call to action is thus a call
to patiently submit to the inevitable. In this way, the ‘compulsion of inevitability’ forms a con-
dition sine qua non for radical politics (p. 169). Since political order can only be constraining
and dominating, order should be rejected completely. Eschatology combines linearity with a
force – the Eschaton – either bringing into being or stopping the time of events so that the
realm of lasting justice may come. The violence involved in stopping time is justified by it
being necessary in order to arrive at the reign of love. The political narrative is that of
Kairos, the right moment, when a crisis is resolved by the Eschaton appearing and demanding
submission. There are three motives at work here: the divine; a necessary sequence of events;
and the human agency to make the world ready for the Eschaton. Eric Voegelin has argued
that the eschatological frame should be understood in a developmental way and he makes a
strict distinction between the human and the divine in his The New Science of Politics. The
problem with gnostic eschatology, he argued, is that it situates the moment of redemption
within human history, instead of beyond it. Yet, Lazar points out, the more important politi-
cal issue here is that Voegelin’s narrative of secularisation does not hold and human and
divine elements have always been combined and continue to go together in contemporary
eschatological theories. What is crucial is that salvation is promised as long as the proper
behaviour is shown. It is this promise of success that makes violence or participation in a
sect reasonable. Furthermore, it gives comfort when disappointments occur, for the
coming of heaven is inevitable. Human order, within the time of events, cannot ever be legit-
imate. By contrast, the legitimate end of time of eschatology is not a human but a divine order,
not a matter of law but of love and perfect harmony. Submitting to and actively and patiently
participating in the project of the Eschaton is what is central to this rhetoric.

The danger here, as Lazar points out, is that worldly (in)justice is of no importance, for any
human order lacks legitimacy. The contemporary radical left keeps grasping back to this
eschatological frame. These scholars rely on a reading of St. Paul and in particular on his cri-
tique of law in order to reject both the divine intervention of the original eschatological argu-
ment and the incrementalism of less radical progressive politics. Here, ‘law’ stands for order
and domination (p. 197). Agamben, Badiou and Žižek, each in their own way, take St. Paul to
harbour the promise of an alternative to the reign of law: a condition of universal love beyond
time. While this argument might have a role to play when it comes to specific issues, as a plea
to overthrow every form of human order it becomes dysfunctional or nihilistic. Replacing law
with love is a ‘temporal fallacy’, for it clings to the fantasy of a moment (of revolution) outside
of its temporal context (p. 207). The cost of this fallacy is a lack of interest in the hard, every-
day work of trying to achieve a more just human order.

Lazar covers a lot in her book: both in terms of themes and theories and in terms of
examples. On a more critical note, Lazar devotes no attention to a philosophical tradition
that has devoted quite a lot of attention to the question of time: phenomenology. From a phe-
nomenological-hermeneutical point of view, one may understand the experience of time as
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lived time, a subject-related form of experience that can be caught only from the first-person
perspective. Thinkers such as Husserl, Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, Ricoeur, and, most impor-
tantly perhaps, Arendt are absent from the book, while their thought seems not only relevant
for the topics Lazar addresses but at times comes very close to her own argument (e.g., an
Arendtian reading of revolutions seems to stress both the rupture and the institutional
demands).

It would not be very fair, however, to reproach an author simply for not quoting and/or
discussing certain other authors. Nevertheless, a phenomenological understanding of time
also seems to provide space to question one of the central theses of Lazar’s book: can this
notion of lived time not be an experience of time that escapes the shaping grasp of politics,
sometimes even acting as a source of resistance against it? Jean Améry’s work is a case in
point, I believe. In one of his most famous books, translated as At the Mind’s Limits,
Améry recounts his experience as a victim of torture.4 He argues that he experiences
torture as a triple loss of trust in the world, home, and dignity. Moreover, he confesses
that for him the torture has never ceased: the victim of torture experiences an ongoing
torture. Now, this experience has an important temporal dimension pitting the victim
against society. While society’s will towards self-preservation pushes it to focus on a shared
future, peaceful co-existence, and political reconciliation, the victim cannot follow suit.
What prevents Améry from doing so, is ultimately his resentment, his ‘retrospective
grudge’,5 his rejecting the time of politics for moral time.6 I would like to stress that,
unlike the eschatological and primitivist frames that Lazar discusses, Améry does not
propose an escape from time altogether. Rather, against society’s emphasis on the future,
he cannot but cling to the past, a past that has become for him a perpetual now but that
can also become a source for rebellion. This seems to me an example of a moment of
crisis and a questioning of the legitimacy of political leadership that escapes the rhetoric of
time. I am not sure whether Lazar can make sense of it within her framework.

Yet, this is only minor criticism. Nomi Claire Lazar has written an original and well-argued
book, not only full of insights but with true wisdom. Her style is lucid, her approach innova-
tive and the wealth and variety of her examples is simply astonishing. Since its appearance in
2019, it has only gained in relevance, for political leaders around the world are trying to cope
with the global pandemic by mitigating risks and proposing measures that ask a lot of
patience of their citizens, often putting the leadership’s legitimacy into play.7 One could
argue that the global pandemic has presented political leaders once again with the challenge
of how to frame time and gain legitimacy in the face of crisis. This is an important book that
deserves to be read and studied, hopefully giving rise to new scholarship into the fascinating
relation between time and politics.

Luigi Corrias
Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam

l.d.a.corrias@vu.nl http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3199-2121

© 2021 Luigi Corrias
https://doi.org/10.1080/20403313.2021.1892967

4Jean Améry, At the Mind’s Limits: Contemplations by a Survivor on Auschwitz and Its Realities (Sidney Rosenfeld and Stella
P Rosenfeld trs, Indiana University Press 1980) 21–40.

5ibid 63.
6ibid 70–81.
7This review was actually written during a lockdown in the Netherlands, just weeks after the most severe riots in 40 years:
the response of some against the instalment of a curfew. See: <https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/jan/26/
netherlands-third-night-riots-covid-curfew-lockdown-protesters> accessed 12 February 2021.
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