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As the Introduction to his recent book, Delayed Response: the art of waiting 
from the ancient to the instant world (Farman 2018), media theorist Jason Farman 
tells the following story: and I quote,

Five years ago, as I sat in the audience at a conference in Boston, an 
anthropologist of Japanese popular culture described an emerging practice 
among teens in Japan. A teen would send a blank text message to his or her 
romantic partner, and the partner’s job was to respond with a blank message 
with as little time elapsed as possible. These blanks texts would be sent 
throughout the day and establish a rhythm for the relationship, as partners 
would respond quickly to each other, always being in contact without saying 
a word. … The meaning of these messages was entirely dependent on how 
quickly someone responded, and that speed - or delay, if someone’s partner 
wasn’t paying adequate attention - had significance for their relationship. The 
content of these messages was time.(Farman 2018, 1)

In this paper, I want to suggest that, as in Forman’s story, time has meaning, 
and in this sense can act as a sign within a semiotic practice: to paraphrase the 
chapter, “The Work of Time” in Pierre Bourdieu’s Logic of Practice (Bourdieu 
1990), it matters when things happen. I also want to suggest that, in order for 
this signifying to take place, there have to be signs that are temporal, and that 
presupposes a certain materiality about time (Nelson 2019).  Indeed, 
considering time as a material, the Japanese teens could be seen as making 
from this material small tokens of their affection: little ‘time-things’, which 
signify to them. The process within which this play of affects unfolds is 
referred to as ‘a rhythm for the relationship’, and since rhythm and time are 
connected, my final move is to suggest that rhythm involves time in a certain 
type of semiotic behaviour. 

This moves the discussion of time, rhythm and temporality away from 
considerations of the experience of time as a metaphysical phenomenon, and 
introduces a more pragmatic, material approach. As Bruno Latour has warned 
us against excessive ‘purification’, thinking about time in material terms 
might help us to identify and get to grips with larger networks in which time 
participates; getting to know about time through the contingencies of its 
material interactions. In considering such interactions we will have to take 
account of the ideas of Charles Sanders Peirce, and his theorisation of signs 
and their modes of signification, and I will try to discuss Peirce’s notion of the 
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diagram, and diagrammatic thought, in temporal terms. 
Forman’s story also marks the social aspect of time and temporality: time 

appears out of a social practice, texting on a smart-phone; it is made by its 
participants, including the device itself and the networks, physical, 
institutional and operational that connect it with other devices. As Bruno 
Latour points out ‘... “time” is not something that is in the “mind” or that is 
“thought” by a mind, but something rooted in a long material and technical 
practice of record keeping, itself merged into institutions and local 
histories.’ (Latour 1997, 174-5) Thus Michelle Bastian, in her paper, “Liberating 
Clocks” (Bastian 2017), demonstrates the multiple disconnects between our 
understanding of time as a continuous flow, and the actual mechanisms, 
agreements, institutions and political negotiations that go into producing a 
socially understood temporality like ‘clock-time’: in this sense, clock-time is 
every bit as much a human-manufactured piece of ‘stuff’ as anything else in 
the category of material objects. One could add the social constructions of 
such temporal objects as: waiting times - as in the provision of health services; 
break-times - as in Amazon warehouses; and a host of other time objects that 
signify within the situations of particular people in very particular ways. To 
speak of time in this way might seem odd, not least because objects tend to 
have limits and boundaries. Perhaps time also has boundaries, even quite 
proximate ones.  Gaston Bachelard, in his Dialectic of Duration (Bachelard 1936) 
adds a social, connective perspective to the notion of ‘time-things’, and 
amplifies - and prefigures-  Bourdieu’s insistence that the ‘when’ of an event 
matters. Bachelard writes: and I quote,

… the equalisation of timing is already one of the great tasks of relational 
psychology. When one has effected this synchronisation, that is to say, when 
one has put precisely together two superpositions of two different psyches, 
one sees that one has almost all the attributes of physical adhesive bonding. 
The time of thought marks thought profoundly. Perhaps one is not thinking 
the same thing, but one thinks something at the same time. What a union!  
(Bachelard 1936, 105-6)

Thus the Japanese teens texting their empty messages can think of each other 
‘at the same time’, even across distances, and the instant of the perceiving of 
the message - even if it is noticed much later than the instant of its arrival - 
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gives a point at which the meaning and quality of the time interval since the 
last connection have immediate force.

Of course, and I admit this with the same sense of disappointment as is 
evident in Jason Farman’s own account, the story about the Japanese teens 
turns out to be an urban myth. When Farman went to Japan and interviewed 
college students and other media professionals, he could find no-one who had 
ever done this, or heard of it happening. But everyone thought it was a great 
story. Somehow the idea that time is imbued with meaning for us, rather than 
simply passing by,  seems intuitively correct. It connects with our experiences 
of waiting, hurrying, expecting and missing that accompany the temporal 
aspects of our social lives. Later, Farman discovered an Italian colleague who 
claimed to have done something similar to the Japanese teens with mobile 
phones during the 1990s, when calls were relatively expensive. As Farman 
reports:

To get around the high cost of using a mobile phone, they used ringing, in 
which one person would call a boyfriend, girlfriend or close friend and hang 
up after a single ring. … Seeing a friend’s or a lover’s name on the caller ID, it 
was the other person’s job to call back and leave a single ring as quickly as 
possible. (Farman 2018, 3)

At least this story has some evidential backup, in a blog by Renato Nicassio, 
“Quel Che Resta di uno Squillo”. (Farman 2018, 197 n.2)  The tying of these stories 
to particular technical apparatus marks the ways in which configurations of desire, 
practice, technology, and social connection have indissoluble and signifying 
temporal components. 

If we can see how a material of time might be formed into ‘time-things’ by 
specific practices, and how a time-thing might, in Peirce’s words, be 
‘something which stands to somebody for something in some respect or 
capacity’ (CP 2.228) we still have to come to a general conception of rhythm, 
as a temporal effect of some sort. Farman invokes this when he speaks of the 
way that the mythical empty text-messages ‘establish a rhythm for the 
relationship’. This proposes repetition but not regularity: one can imagine quick 
responses and slow ones, moments that feel in sync, and moments when one 
correspondent might anxiously wonder if the connection has been lost. What is clear 
is that one message invokes another, and the chain of messages produces both a 
sense of engagement with the messages, and a chain of affects associated with the 
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times at which they occur. I want to think briefly about each of these chains. 
The concept of rhythm, like the concept of time is notoriously hard to determine. 

The problem is compounded by the way theorists have often invoked rhythm 
without any clear sense of what they mean by it. One critical element of rhythm is 
that it figures as a human attribute. Animals seem to find human rhythm very 
difficult to accommodate, and there have been numerous ethological studies that 
have attempted to investigate animal rhythm, particularly in the higher primates. 
One could say that, if animals seem to find human rhythm impossible, humans for 
the most part deny animals rhythm at all, and I find this denial interesting. It 
proposes that a key element of rhythm is engagement, and most specifically 
engagement in time. Humans are thus only able to engage themselves humanly (cf. 
Flusser & Bec 1987); in technical terms within psychology and cognitive science, this 
is usually referred to as entrainment. If you have seen the YouTube video of 
Snowball the cockatoo dancing to a Queen track, then you will know what I mean (if 
you have not seen it, you should check it out). Here is a short account, by the 
cognitive scientist Tecumseh Fitch, of what it is humans can do and most animals 
cannot. He is describing ‘a West African drumming ensemble playing a complex 
polyrhythmic pattern, ... agbekor (a popular traditional rhythm in Ghana and 
neighbouring lands…’

Crucially, the bell pattern does not directly provide a ‘beat’ (a colloquial term I 
will use here to evoke both the Western musicological term ‘tactus,’ and the 
‘pulse’ of ethnomusicologists (Arom, 1991)). This bell pattern is syncopated, 
and related in a quite complex fashion to the underlying pulse(s) inferred by 
other participants. The beat can be seen most directly by the footfalls of 
dancers responding to the music (and often of the players as well), but none of 
the instruments in the ensemble play a simple pulse on their instrument. 
Thus, there is nothing like the steady ‘four on the floor’ drumbeat pattern so 
typical of much Western dance music. Instead, every participant in such a 
rhythmic ensemble must infer a beat that is not actually directly present in the 
acoustic signal. Thus, the first and most basic cognitive activity is one of pulse 
extraction: the inference of a pulse or ‘beat’, given a patterned and repetitive 
acoustic stimulus. (Fitch 2011, 6)

Fitch characterises the sense of a chain of events as a ‘cognitive activity’, and he is 
probably correct to do so, but that activity is constructive. It is an act of perception, 
and moreover it is an act that some beings - people, not accustomed to that musical 
culture, for example - may be unable to perform. Events must be perceived, but they 
must also be put together in a chain. 

However, this chain also has an affective component. If, as Charles Keil proposes, 
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‘Music, to be personally involving and socially valuable, must be “out of time” and 
“out of tune”’ (Keil 1987, 275), then timing figures not just as a function of 
attachment - a cognitive regularity - but also as an area of resistance. The personal 
and social involvement suggested by Keil arises precisely from a making of the time 
of events. The ‘time-things’ we make signify, and it is the signifying quality of each, 
sometimes tiny ‘time-thing’ that allows us to follow and to feel the effects of 
musicking, and other rhythmic experiences. 

Fitch’s account of West African drumming clearly presents a network of events, 
and I want finally to consider how that network might function as a signifying 
enterprise. To do this, I will engage briefly with the idea of the diagram, as it is 
encountered in the writing of C. S. Peirce and Gilles Deleuze. Kamini Vellodi 
describes the diagram thus:

A diagram is a type of icon—specifically an icon of relations. It signifies its 
object not through direct resemblance of its form, but as a representation of 
the relations of its objects by analogous relations in its own parts. This makes 
it “particularly useful because it suppresses a quantity of details, and so 
allows the mind more easily to think of the important features.” It is a form of 
relations, and its “schematic” character lies precisely in this reductive 
formalisation. (Vellodi 2014, 4)

The relations in the ‘drumming-icon’ are set out temporally, rather than graphically, 
and their ‘representation of relations’ is a representation of temporal relations of 
engagement. Like the mobile phone texts in the story with which I began this talk, 
the relations involve human participants, operational devices, institutions of 
assembly and practice, and affects of time. Peirce invokes the diagram as a process of 
reasoning that consists:

in constructing a diagram according to a general precept, in observing certain 
relations between parts of that diagram not explicitly required by the precept, 
showing that these relations will hold for all such diagrams, and in 
formulating this conclusion in general terms. (CP 1:53)

Vellodi goes on to explain: 

For Peirce, the idea that thought or conception … must be aligned with its 
conceivable practical effects in the world (pragmatism) must be understood as 
a semiotics …, that is, a system of signs. Indeed, the sign is nothing other than 
a thought, one whose meaning is not self-evident, but rather determined by 
the process of its interpretation by a subsequent thought or action—or to put 
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it another way, by its effect on another sign. (Vellodi 2014, 2)

This pretty much describes the succession of events in a rhythm, but for the signs to 
be intelligible, they must be time-signs. This description fits with our every-day 
understanding of musical performances as ‘certain relations between parts’ that have 
to be explored in a specific instance. My contention here is that what is explored is a 
set of connections in time between people and an extended network of things and 
practices, whose signifying principle is temporal. As Farman maintains in his 
Japanese story, time is content: not just the context within which meaningful things 
happen. It is also social, in the sense that it gets itself constructed through 
interactions between people, and between people and not-people - by which I mean 
non-human selves, institutions, physical environments, technical apparatus and so 
on. One could say that this ability to work, humanly, with time-signs is not just 
innate cognition - though it is clearly an innate potential - but is a skill whose 
learning is a long, slow process involving narratives, both spoken and felt, as well as 
participation in social engagements contextualised within specific sets of cultural 
values, and which begins even before birth (Partanen et al 2013). But that is another 
paper.
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